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	Prologue: The Other Stepmother

	The old retriever’s paw twitched against Bexley Sierra’s wrist, his nails cloudy and worn flat from thirteen years of crossing pasture dirt.

	“Easy, Boone,” she murmured, pressing two fingers gently to the vein beneath the shaved patch on his foreleg. “You don’t have to work for breath anymore.”

	The dog’s owner stood on the other side of the exam table with his hat crushed in both hands. Mr. Tully had driven in from the west side of the parish after midnight because Boone had started crying every time he tried to stand. He had apologized five times for waking her, as if Bexley had not spent most of her adult life telling farmers, ranchers, and worried mothers with shoebox kittens that animals did not choose convenient hours to suffer.

	The clinic lights hummed overhead. One tube near the supply cabinet flickered if the air-conditioning kicked too hard, and the smell of antiseptic sat under everything, sharp enough to cut through wet dog fur, old leather boots, and the bitter coffee Bexley had forgotten beside the sink.

	Outside, a motorcycle passed on the highway, low and heavy, the sound fading toward the Iron Vow compound two miles down the road.

	Mr. Tully glanced toward the window.

	“Club boys still running this late?”

	“Club boys run when they’re told,” Bexley said.

	It came out easier than it should have. Automatic. Wife-of-the-president language, polished smooth from twenty-six years of hearing things she was not supposed to question.

	Dayton was on a run tonight. Memphis, he had said, though he had kissed her temple before leaving and smelled faintly of his cedar soap, road dust, and the peppermint gum he chewed when he was trying to quit cigars again. Memphis meant two nights gone, sometimes three. She had packed his blood pressure pills in the small black bag he always forgot on the bathroom counter. She had tucked an extra pair of socks into the side pocket. She had stood in the doorway while he shrugged into his cut, silver hair tied back at the nape of his neck, and waited for the familiar pull in her chest when he turned to her.

	“Don’t wait up, darlin’.”

	“I never do,” she had lied.

	Boone exhaled in a long, tired rush.

	Bexley kept her hand on his ribs until the last movement left him. She checked his heart with the stethoscope, not because she needed the confirmation, but because Mr. Tully needed the ritual of it. The room held still around them. The refrigerator clicked on in the back. A metal tag on Boone’s collar tapped once against the exam table.

	“He’s gone,” Bexley said softly.

	Mr. Tully bent over the dog and pressed his forehead into Boone’s neck.

	Bexley turned away just enough to give him privacy while staying close enough in case his knees gave. She had learned that balance early, back when she was twenty-four and Dayton had built this clinic for her on land the club technically owned but everyone called hers. Close enough to catch. Far enough not to shame.

	Her wedding ring clicked against the syringe tray when she reached for gauze.

	She looked down at it without meaning to.

	The diamond was modest because she had asked for modest. Dayton had wanted something larger, something that announced the president’s wife from across a room. Bexley had wanted a ring she could wear under exam gloves without tearing them. He had laughed, kissed her knuckles, and told every brother in the clubhouse that his girl had more sense than all of them put together.

	His girl.

	At forty-six, with fine lines beside her eyes and a surgical scar on her thumb from a mastiff bite, she still heard that phrase in his voice and warmed to it before she could stop herself.

	The bell over the clinic’s front door clanged so hard the sound cracked through the building.

	Mr. Tully lifted his head. Boone’s body did not move beneath his hands.

	Bexley peeled off one glove. “Stay with him. I’ll be right back.”

	No one came into the clinic at two in the morning unless something was bleeding, dying, or both. She moved through the short hallway, past the wall of framed certificates Dayton insisted she display where clients could see them. Louisiana State. Veterinary Medicine. Emergency and Critical Care continuing education. A photo of Dayton in his cut sitting front row at her graduation, arms folded, proud enough to make her twenty-four-year-old self blush.

	The waiting room was half-lit by the lamp she kept on for night calls. The vinyl chairs lined the wall in obedient rows. A basket of dog treats sat on the counter with a handwritten note: Ask before feeding. Some of our patients lie.

	Andy Harris stood just inside the door.

	For one confused second, Bexley thought someone had died at the clubhouse.

	Andy’s face was gray under the tan, his eyes swollen, his beard untrimmed in a way that would have made Dayton bark at him on any ordinary day. He was forty-three now, but the first image Bexley had of him still lived under the man: a sixteen-year-old boy standing stiff in a black suit at her wedding, calling her Bexley because calling her anything close to mother would have been cruel to both of them.

	“Andy?” She came around the counter. “Who’s hurt?”

	He opened his mouth. Nothing came out.

	His hands hung at his sides, empty. No blood. No animal. No helmet. His truck keys were clenched between two fingers so tightly the metal had left red marks.

	“Did something happen to Dayton?”

	At her husband’s name, Andy made a sound that was almost a laugh and almost not human enough to count as one. He covered his mouth with the back of his hand and turned away from her, shoulders rising.

	Bexley stopped walking.

	The clinic seemed to narrow around him. The adoption flyers on the bulletin board, the scale by the door, the leash hook shaped like a bone, all of it pressed itself into sharp little facts because her mind needed somewhere to go that was not Andy’s face.

	“Talk to me,” she said, using the voice she used on panicked clients. Low. Clear. Useful. “Is Dayton alive?”

	Andy nodded.

	“Are Novalee and Carter okay?”

	Another nod.

	Her body moved before thought did. She went to the front door, locked it, flipped the sign to CLOSED, and pulled the shade halfway down. When she turned back, Andy was crying.

	Not wiping at his eyes. Not clearing his throat and pretending dust had gotten to him. Crying with his mouth closed and his chest fighting the sound.

	Bexley had seen men cry in exam rooms. Men twice his size, men who could field-dress a deer without blinking, men with club tattoos and bad knees and worse tempers. Dogs took dignity from people in the gentlest way.

	This was not that.

	“Andy.”

	“I drove straight through,” he said.

	“From where?”

	“Baton Rouge.”

	She frowned. “Why were you in Baton Rouge?”

	He stared at her as if the question had weight he could not lift. His eyes dropped to her left hand.

	Bexley curled her fingers into her palm.

	Mr. Tully coughed softly from the exam room, a reminder of the dead dog on her table, of the ordinary mercy she had understood ten minutes ago. Bexley did not move.

	Andy dragged his sleeve across his face. “I went to a funeral.”

	“Whose?”

	His throat worked. He looked toward the hallway, toward the certificates, toward the closed door behind which Mr. Tully was saying goodbye to an animal who had never lied to him.

	“My stepmother’s.”

	The word moved through Bexley slowly, like a needle sliding under skin.

	She had been Andy’s stepmother since she was twenty. Not legally in the way some women would have insisted on. Not emotionally in the easy way. Carefully. Respectfully. Birthday cards signed Bexley, not Mom. Christmas gifts chosen with thought and distance. A seat saved for him at family dinners that he sometimes took and sometimes refused.

	“I’m your stepmother,” she said.

	Andy’s face crumpled.

	“I know.”

	Bexley heard the old refrigerator click off. In the quiet after it, she could hear Mr. Tully whispering to Boone through the exam room wall.

	“Who died, Andy?”

	He gripped the back of one of the waiting room chairs. “Elisa Reynolds.”

	The name meant nothing. A woman in Baton Rouge. A funeral. Andy shaking in her waiting room.

	Bexley waited for him to make it make sense.

	“She owned a flower shop,” Andy said, the words coming too fast now, scraping out of him. “On Laurel Street. She had these blue shutters on the front, and she hated lilies because people only bought them when someone died. She made Dad take down a fence once because the neighbor’s kid kept getting his ball stuck behind it. She—”

	“Dad,” Bexley repeated.

	Andy shut his eyes.

	Not Dayton. Dad.

	The floor under Bexley’s shoes was old linoleum, buffed every Sunday by a cleaning woman from the club’s extended family. There was a nick near the reception desk where Carter had dropped a crate of vaccines when he was fourteen and trying to prove he was useful. Bexley fixed her gaze on that nick.

	“Say what you came to say.”

	“Elisa was married to him.”

	The sentence was too plain. Too small for the room it broke.

	Bexley looked at Andy’s mouth, waiting for more words to correct the first ones. Married before him. Married long ago. Married in some messy teenage way no one counted anymore.

	Andy did not correct it.

	“She was married to Dayton?” Bexley asked.

	“Yes.”

	“When?”

	He looked at her ring again. “Before you.”

	Her fingers had gone numb.

	“And after?” she asked.

	Andy covered his face.

	Bexley’s voice did not rise. That was the first thing she noticed about herself. She sounded almost bored. Like a woman asking whether a client had remembered flea prevention.

	“Andy. And after?”

	“Yes.”

	The lamp beside the front desk had a cream shade with a brown stain near the seam. Bexley had meant to replace it for three years. Dayton always said nobody came to a vet clinic for the lamps.

	“How long?”

	“They married when Dad was nineteen. She was twenty-two.”

	Bexley did the math because numbers were cleaner than breath.

	Dayton was sixty-five.

	Forty-six years.

	No. Not possible. Not with her wedding album in the hall closet. Not with Dayton crying when Novalee was born. Not with Carter asleep on his chest in a recliner while Daytona races played too loud on Sundays. Not with coffee in bed. Not with his hand at the small of her back in the clubhouse. Not with twenty-six anniversaries and a clinic and a husband who knew she hated carnations and liked her toast nearly burned.

	“He told me his first wife died,” she said.

	Andy nodded once, a brutal little motion.

	“Elisa?”

	“Yes.”

	“But she didn’t.”

	“No.”

	“And you knew?”

	His answer did not come quickly enough.

	Bexley stepped back.

	Andy reached for her, then stopped before touching her. “I found out when I was twenty-two.”

	A laugh left her, dry and thin. “So only twenty-one years.”

	“Bex—”

	“Don’t.”

	He flinched.

	Good, some small, ugly part of her thought. Flinch.

	She pressed her palm to the counter. The laminate was cool and slightly sticky from where someone had spilled apple juice that afternoon. A child with a rabbit. A mother apologizing. Bexley smiling and saying it was fine.

	Fine. Fine. Fine.

	“Who else?”

	Andy wiped both hands over his face. “The Baton Rouge charter knew. Ours knew.”

	The club.

	Men who had eaten at her table. Men whose dogs she had stitched up at midnight. Men who called her Mrs. Leblanc with respectful nods and took Dayton’s orders while protecting the lie that made a joke of her name.

	“My children?”

	“No,” Andy said quickly. “God, no. Novalee doesn’t know. Carter doesn’t know. I swear to you, they don’t.”

	She believed him because the alternative would have killed something in her she still needed for later.

	“My father?”

	Andy stared at the floor.

	The clinic air left her lungs in pieces.

	“My father walked me down the aisle.”

	“I know.”

	“He gave me away.”

	Andy’s eyes shone wet again. “He knew before the wedding.”

	Bexley’s hand slid from the counter to her stomach, not dramatic, not graceful. Just necessary. Her father had been dead six years. A stroke in the garage, Dayton calling her from the road, Bexley arriving too late to say anything except Daddy into a room where the machines had already become pointless.

	She had buried him in his Iron Vow vest because the brothers said he would have wanted it.

	She had kissed his cold forehead.

	She had thanked him for loving her well.

	Behind her, Mr. Tully opened the exam room door. His eyes moved from Bexley to Andy, then away with the decency of a man who knew he had stepped into a private disaster.

	“I can settle up tomorrow, Doc,” he said quietly.

	Bexley turned toward him. Her mouth knew how to work even when the rest of her did not. “Take the time you need. I’ll call you about Boone’s ashes.”

	He nodded, hat against his chest, and left by the side door with the careful steps of someone carrying grief that at least had a name.

	When the clinic was quiet again, Bexley walked to the sink behind reception. She turned on the faucet. Water struck stainless steel, loud and clean. She scrubbed her hands though she had already removed the gloves. Soap foamed beneath her ring, caught under the diamond, gathered in the lines of her knuckles.

	Andy spoke from behind her.

	“I’m sorry.”

	Bexley kept washing.

	The water ran hot enough to pink her skin. Her ring flashed beneath the fluorescent light, the stone Dayton had chosen, the band he had slid onto her finger in front of God, her father, his brothers, his son, and a woman in Baton Rouge who had still been his wife.

	Her marriage had not been damaged by betrayal.

	The betrayal had worn a suit at the altar. It had brought her coffee. It had built her a clinic. It had called her darlin’ and let her spend twenty-six years mistaking half a life for devotion.

	She turned off the water.

	Andy stood in the waiting room like a man waiting to be sentenced.

	Bexley dried her hands with one paper towel, then another. She did not look at him when she walked past.

	“Bexley,” he said.

	At the door, she stopped.

	“I’ll explain anything you want,” he said. “All of it.”

	She unlocked the front door. The night air smelled of cut grass, diesel, and the pine trees lining the highway to the compound.

	“Not from you,” she said.

	She stepped outside, got into her truck, and turned toward home, where her husband was sleeping in their bed with forty-six years of another woman’s life hidden inside his.

	 

	


Chapter 1: Don’t Call Me Darlin’

	The truck tires found every seam in the narrow parish road.

	Bexley drove with both hands locked at ten and two, the way her father had taught her in the church parking lot when she was fifteen and too short to see over the dash without sitting on a folded towel. Back then, he had kept one hand braced near the emergency brake and said, “Steady, baby girl. Road’s only scary if you let it make decisions for you.”

	She had believed him about roads.

	She had believed him about men.

	The Iron Vow compound appeared in pieces through the pine break. First the security light over the gate. Then the black iron sign welded by one of the older brothers, the letters thick and sharp against the paling dark. Then the row of bikes under the long shed beside the clubhouse, chrome catching bits of moon and fluorescent glare.

	No one stopped her at the gate.

	No one ever stopped Mrs. Leblanc.

	The thought slid under her skin with such clean precision that she almost missed the turn to the private drive. She corrected too hard, gravel snapping beneath the tires, and the truck rocked once before straightening. In the passenger seat, her clinic bag tipped over. A roll of vet wrap knocked against the floorboard. The sound was small, practical, insulting.

	There should have been a sound for a life breaking.

	Something louder than vet wrap.

	Something less ordinary than gravel.

	The house sat at the far end of the drive, low and broad, built from brick Dayton had chosen because he said wood needed too much forgiveness in Louisiana weather. He had added the porch for her after their first year married, when she said she missed having a place to sit outside with a book. He had hung the swing himself, shirt dark with sweat, beard still mostly black then, wedding ring flashing every time he lifted the drill.

	The swing was still there.

	The cushions were new, because Bexley replaced them every spring.

	She parked beside Dayton’s truck. His bike was gone, but that meant nothing. He rarely took it on long runs anymore. His knees did not like hours on the highway, though he hated when she said so. He had come home early from Memphis, then. Or never gone. Or gone somewhere close enough to return before dawn and sleep in their bed while Andy drove eleven hours with the truth sitting in his mouth like broken glass.

	Bexley sat in the driver’s seat until the engine ticked itself quiet.

	Her hands would not open.

	She looked at the house and saw inventory instead of home. Porch swing. Front door painted dark green because Dayton liked red and she had not. Wind chimes Carter bought with his own money when he was eight. Ceramic planter Novalee had made in high school art class, the rim uneven, one side glazed too thin. All the evidence of a family arranged around a center that had never been true.

	The front door did not creak when she opened it. Dayton fixed hinges before they dared complain.

	Inside, the house smelled like lemon oil, coffee grounds, and him. The cedar soap. The leather of his cut hanging on the chair near the entry. Peppermint gum in the little bowl where he kept loose change and keys.

	His cut should not have been there if he was on a run.

	Bexley closed the door without a sound.

	The hallway held photographs in black frames. Novalee on her first day of kindergarten, face stern because she had refused to smile with a missing tooth. Carter covered in mud after winning his first peewee football game. Andy at twenty-five, standing stiff beside Dayton at some club charity ride, his expression already carrying things Bexley had mistaken for distance.

	Her wedding portrait hung at the end.

	Dayton had been thirty-nine. Broad through the shoulders, dark hair touched with silver at the temples, one hand spread possessively over her waist. Bexley had been twenty, cheeks soft, eyes bright, wearing her mother’s pearls and a dress her father said made her look like a woman.

	Not a girl.

	A woman.

	She walked past the portrait into the kitchen.

	Dayton’s phone sat on the counter, plugged in beside his reading glasses.

	For a moment, that detail was more obscene than anything Andy had said. The carelessness of it. The trust that she would never look. That she would make coffee around it, wipe crumbs from beside it, move it gently if the cord got wet, and never once ask what kind of man left his whole other life charging next to the toaster.

	The screen lit when she touched it.

	Six missed calls from Andy.

	Two from a number saved as E.R. Flower.

	No. Not E.R. Flower. Elisa Reynolds. Flower shop. Baton Rouge. A woman with blue shutters and opinions about lilies.

	Bexley knew the passcode. Dayton used their anniversary because he said a man ought to remember the date that saved him.

	The phone opened.

	She did not search like a jealous wife. She searched like a veterinarian looking for the source of internal bleeding: systematic, quiet, aware that the body could die while you were still deciding where to cut.

	Photos first.

	Albums.

	There were the ordinary ones. Grandchildren from the Baton Rouge side she had never known existed, their faces appearing in thumbnails beside fishing trips, birthday cakes, a woman with silver-blond hair and a wide smile standing next to Dayton in front of a yellow house. Dayton younger, Dayton older, Dayton holding babies, Dayton at a table with candles lit for a cake that read Happy 40th Anniversary.

	Bexley touched the screen with the tip of one finger.

	Fortieth.

	Their twenty-fifth anniversary photo sat twelve rows below. Dayton in a dark shirt, Bexley in the green dress he liked, his arm around her in the back room of the clubhouse while brothers raised bottles to them and called them the kind of marriage people should envy.

	She opened his files next.

	Insurance documents. Deeds. Scanned copies of wills. Two sets of beneficiary forms, one sloppy with old signatures, one recent and neat. The Baton Rouge house in Dayton and Elisa’s names. A life insurance policy with divisions written in language so cold she read it three times before it settled into meaning. She and Elisa had been allotted percentages.

	Percentages.

	Bexley put the phone back exactly where she had found it.

	Her body had become very careful. That was interesting in a distant way. She did not shake now. She did not cry. She moved like she had during emergency surgery when a dog’s spleen ruptured and the whole room depended on her hands not joining the panic.

	She went to the bedroom.

	Dayton was asleep on his side, one arm thrown across her empty half of the bed. The lamp on his nightstand was still on. He had fallen asleep reading, or pretending to. A paperback western lay open against his chest, pages bent. His hair had come loose from its tie, silver and white spread across the pillow.

	For twenty-six years, this sight had softened her.

	The great man at rest.

	The president with his guard down only for her.

	She stood beside the bed and watched the steady rise of his back until he shifted, opened his eyes, and smiled before memory reached him.

	“There you are,” he rasped.

	Bexley sat on the edge of the mattress.

	The smile left his face.

	He took in her clinic scrubs, the dried spot of Boone’s fur stuck to her sleeve, the hands folded in her lap, the absence of whatever he expected to see when his wife came home from a late call.

	He pushed himself upright.

	“Darlin’.”

	“Don’t.”

	One word. Barely any sound to it.

	Dayton stopped.

	The room carried all their years in quiet objects. His boots by the chair. Her paperback on the dresser. The quilt his mother had given them folded over the bench. A framed photo of the children at the lake, Carter mid-jump off the dock, Novalee pretending not to laugh.

	Dayton looked older sitting there, chest bare, skin creased from sleep, the scar across his shoulder pale under the lamp. She knew that scar. A knife in a bar fight before she was born. He had let her trace it on their honeymoon. He had told her she made old wounds behave.

	“Elisa Reynolds died,” Bexley said.

	His eyes closed.

	That was the answer before he spoke. No confusion. No anger at a strange accusation. No demand to know who had filled her head.

	Only recognition.

	Bexley nodded once, mostly to herself. “Andy came to the clinic.”

	Dayton dragged a hand down his face. His wedding ring caught the lamp.

	“Bex.”

	“No.”

	He looked at her then, really looked, and something in his expression tried to become the man who brought her coffee, the man who sat through continuing education ceremonies in a room full of people who stared at his cut, the man who rubbed her feet after twelve-hour surgery days.

	She could not afford that man.

	She had already paid too much for him.

	“I went through your phone,” she said. “I saw the photos. The anniversary cakes. The children. Grandchildren, Dayton. I saw the deed. The will. The house in Baton Rouge. I saw the policy with my life made into a percentage beside hers.”

	He bent forward, elbows on knees.

	She waited.

	The old Bexley would have filled the silence for him. Given him a first sentence. Made the hard room softer because Dayton hated being cornered before coffee.

	This Bexley sat still.

	“I was going to tell you,” he said.

	The words were so poor that she almost pitied them.

	“When?”

	He lifted his head.

	“When were you going to tell me?” she asked. “At year five? Ten? When Novalee was born? When Carter patched into the club? When my father died and you held me beside his casket knowing he had helped you sell me a lie?”

	Dayton flinched at that.

	There it was. Her father’s name still had teeth.

	“I loved you,” he said.

	“You were married.”

	“I loved you.”

	“To another woman.”

	His face broke then. Not fully. Dayton Leblanc had too much practice controlling rooms to fall apart all at once. But his mouth twisted, and his eyes reddened, and for one awful second she could see the young man he must have been before power taught him to call selfishness duty.

	“I loved you both,” he said.

	Bexley looked at the quilt folded at the foot of the bed. His mother had stitched their initials into one corner. D and B. Dayton and Bexley. She wondered whether Elisa had a quilt somewhere. Whether hers had D and E. Whether Dayton had slept under both, equally warm, equally adored, equally false.

	“You should hear yourself,” Bexley said.

	“I know how it sounds.”

	“No. I don’t think you do.”

	He reached toward her hand.

	She stood before he could touch her.

	Dayton’s arm dropped.

	“I never wanted to hurt you,” he said. “God, Bexley. I wanted to give you a life.”

	She stared at him.

	A life.

	The words moved through the room and touched every object he had given her. The porch swing. The clinic. The car in the garage. The framed diplomas. The coffee mugs from anniversary trips that must have been scheduled around another woman’s birthdays, another family’s illnesses, another house’s leaking roof.

	“You didn’t give me a life,” she said. “You built a room and kept me in it.”

	His shoulders bowed.

	“She knew about you,” he said quietly.

	Bexley’s fingers curled against her palms.
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