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PART ONE

	—   —   —

	Sutton

	 

	
ONE

	The Last Real Night

	The wind came off the caprock all afternoon and didn’t quit when the sun went down. It never quit much in Reliance. You learned to work under it, eat under it, sleep under it. After a while you stopped hearing it, the way you stop hearing your own heart.

	I was finishing the gate for Hap Doyle’s stock trailer when I heard the bike.

	One engine, coming in slow off the county road. I knew it the way you know a voice. Lately the Sovereign rode in pairs everywhere — to the feed store, to the bank, to church on Tuesdays — so one engine alone meant one thing. It meant Saint had told them he was going to see his old lady, and nobody argues with the president about that.

	I didn’t lift my mask. I had a foot of bead left and I don’t stop a bead for anybody. That was rule one in my shop, and he knew it better than anyone. The big bay door was up, and through the dark glass of the mask I watched his headlight swing across the lot and go still.

	He didn’t come to me first. He never did.

	He went to my truck.

	I heard the driver’s door of the old half-ton creak open, heard the engine turn over and catch, heard him set the heater the way I like it. It was October and the nights had teeth already. By the time I finished work, the cab would be warm. He’d been doing it three years and he’d never once said a word about it, and neither had I. Some things you don’t talk about because talking shrinks them.

	I ran the bead out clean, let it cool, and tipped the mask up.

	He was standing at the edge of my light with his hands in his jacket pockets, watching me the way he watched me the first day, like I was something he hadn’t figured out and didn’t plan to.

	“Hap’s gate?” he said.

	“Hap’s gate.”

	“He pay you yet?”

	“He’ll pay me when it’s hung.”

	Saint smiled with half his mouth. That was the whole smile. You had to earn the other half, and even I only saw it on good days.

	I crouched and checked the bottom rail. Then I did what I always do last, the thing nobody knows to look for. Down on the underside, where only dirt and dogs would ever see it, I touched in a little welded figure, small as a thumbnail. A stick man. Arms out. I’d been hiding one on every job since the first gate I ever built alone, back when I was twenty-two and scared of my own torch. My mark. Proof I was there, even when nobody was looking.

	“You and that little man,” Saint said.

	“He works cheap.”

	We closed up the shop together. He pulled the bay door down and dropped the bar while I cut the lights, and we walked across the lot to the house with the wind shoving at our backs like it wanted us inside. He had two sacks from Lupe’s hanging off one hand. Friday meant Lupe’s. Green chile cheeseburgers for him, because out here they put green chile on everything and he’d eat it on pie if you let him. Mine plain. Three years and he had never once gotten it wrong, never once had to ask. The one time the new girl at Lupe’s slipped a roasted chile onto my burger anyway, he caught it by smell before the sack was even open. Peppers close my throat. He treated that fact like club business. Serious. Handled.

	Inside, he hung his keys on the second hook and shrugged out of his cut and laid it over my chair by the door, the way he always did. Leather the color of an old saddle, road grime worked in so deep it was part of the hide now. SOVEREIGN across the shoulders. PRESIDENT over the heart. Beside the door, on its own hook, hung mine. Smaller. Softer, because I wore it less. PROPERTY OF SAINT on the back rocker.

	I used to have a speech about that word, property. I gave it to him the night he brought me the cut, three years back, standing in this kitchen. He listened to the whole thing with his arms crossed. Then he said, “It’s not about owning, Sutt. It’s about who answers for you. Anybody touches you, the whole club answers. That patch is a hundred men saying so.” Then he waited. He’d claimed me in front of four of his brothers a month before that, out in the shop lot, plain as a man ordering lumber — I’m not leaving here without this meaning something — but the cut he didn’t push. He let me come to it.

	I came to it.

	We ate at the kitchen table with the wind working the tin on the porch roof. He told me Hap Doyle’s nephew had dumped a four-wheeler in the stock tank again. I told him the parts truck from Amarillo was late two days running. Easy talk. Friday talk.

	Except.

	Except his phone lay face-down by his plate, and twice it buzzed and twice he turned it over with one finger, read it, and laid it back down without his face moving at all. Except when I asked, “The Laredo thing?” he said, “Handled soon,” in the voice he used for civilians, and then heard himself use it on me and looked sorry.

	And except for this. Halfway through supper I caught him watching me eat. Not the regular way. He was watching me like a man memorizes a thing. Like I was a road he was about to drive in the dark and he wanted every curve by heart first.

	“What,” I said.

	“Nothing.” He pushed his fries at me. “You know what you are to me, Sutt.”

	He said it flat. Said it like a part number. And that was wrong, because Saint didn’t talk like that. Saint said things sideways or he said them with his hands or he didn’t say them at all. A straight-out line like that, laid down plain on a Friday over burgers — that wasn’t a man talking. That was a man rehearsing.

	Here is a thing about welds. A bad one doesn’t always show. The cap can be shiny and stacked like dimes and the whole joint can still be cracked underneath where you’ll never see it. But sometimes, if the shop is quiet, you’ll hear it as the metal cools. One small tick. Just one. And you can tell yourself it was the building settling, or you can cut the weld open and know.

	All night, under everything, I kept hearing the tick.

	We washed two plates and two glasses. He checked the locks, which was new this season, and I didn’t ask. In bed he loved me slow and quiet, like a man paying attention, and after, he held on longer than he ever had, with his chin on the top of my head and his heart going steady under my ear, and I fell asleep telling myself that whatever was coming, it was club weather, and club weather always blew through.

	I woke up at two because the wind had dropped, and silence out here wakes you faster than noise.

	I got up for water. The kitchen was all blue dark and the porch light came through the window over the sink, laying one long stripe across the floor. And there in the stripe was my chair, and there over my chair was his cut.

	Crooked.

	Slung with one shoulder hanging off, the way a stranger would leave it. Saint never hung anything crooked in his life. The man irons his bandanas. I’d seen him straighten a dead man’s photographs on a wall at a wake.

	I went to set it right. That’s all. I took the collar in both hands and lifted it, and the leather swung heavy, and something slid loose from the inside pocket and fell.

	A paper. White. Folded in quarters, soft at the creases, the way a paper gets when a man has carried it for days and opened it too many times.

	I should have hung the cut and gone back to bed.

	I picked the paper up instead. I stood in my own kitchen, in his shirt, in the stripe of porch light, and I opened it, and the first word was printed across the top in his blunt block letters, the same hand he uses for part numbers.

	ANCHOR.

	 

	
TWO

	Day One

	ANCHOR.

	Under that, his list. Block letters, straight down the page, the way he writes out parts for an order.

	Spur. Sat. 9.

	D.A. there by 8:30.

	Make it loud. She has to believe it.

	After — nobody talks to her. Let it set.

	And in the bottom corner, smaller, like a man working a sum he didn’t like:

	One season. Maybe two.

	I turned the paper over. On the back there were seven marks. Tally strokes, cut in hard enough to shadow through the page. Beside them, a date. This past Tuesday.

	Church night.

	I stood in the porch light for a long time. The house made its small sounds. Down the hall, the man I loved breathed slow and even in our bed, and I stood in his shirt and read his handwriting until I had it by heart, and then I sat down at the kitchen table, because my legs asked me to.

	I want to say I didn’t understand it. That would be a kinder story. But I’m a welder. I read plans for a living. You hand me a drawing and I will tell you what’s getting built.

	D.A. was Dove Aldine. She’d been around the club since early summer. Dealt blackjack at the spring run, laughed easy, watched everything. The Spur was the Tin Spur, out on the state road, where the Sovereign landed most Saturday nights. Nine o’clock was nine o’clock.

	And anchor — I’d heard that word exactly once in three years, and not from him.

	It was an old story, the kind the club only told with the lights low and half of them gone home. Forty years back, when Gus Wilder ran the table and the Sovereign were at war with somebody worse, Gus had a wife he loved and an enemy who knew it. So the story went that the club did a hard thing. They cut her loose. Not sent her away — sent-away women come back. They broke her. Publicly, on purpose, so she’d hate the club and the club’s president, so there’d be nothing left for the enemy to grab. Cutting the anchor, the old men called it. The part of the story nobody liked to finish was that Gus died before the war did. He never went and got her back. She came back on her own, years later, a widow to a man she’d been hating, and she’d been at the big house ever since. Mother Odessa, pouring coffee at every wake.

	I sat there and put it together the way you’d fit up a frame. The Laredo people, the Avila outfit, whatever name the club used when they thought I wasn’t listening — everybody knew how men like that worked. They didn’t come at a president straight on. They came at what he loved. A man with an old lady is a man with a handle on his back.

	Unless the whole county watched her get her heart broke. Unless she hated him loud and public. A woman like that is no use to anybody. A woman like that is safe.

	Saturday. Nine o’clock. Make it loud.

	She has to believe it.

	I looked at the seven tallies again. Seven men sit church when the Sovereign table is full. I counted them off on my fingers, every chair, all the way around to the head of it. Seven marks, and no mark missing. There was no arithmetic in the world that left his hand off that paper.

	And that’s when it finally reached me. Not the bar. Not Dove Aldine, whoever she was to him, which I’d have bet the shop was nothing. The Tuesday.

	On Tuesday night, seven men sat around a table I am not allowed to sit at, and they took a vote on my heart. They decided what I would believe, what I would grieve, how long I’d be allowed to hurt. One season, maybe two. He had budgeted me. Like winter feed.

	People think cheating is about bodies. It isn’t. It’s about a door with your life on the other side of it and you not knowing the door is there. He’d already been unfaithful to me, on a Tuesday, in church, with six other men, and every one of them had kept their clothes on.

	I thought about waking him up.

	I sat with the thought the way you sit with a hot part, not touching it yet. I could walk down the hall and put the paper on his chest and watch his face do whatever it was going to do. And then what. Then the plan changes shape, but not nature. Then seven men who decided I couldn’t be trusted with the truth would simply handle me softer. Hide me somewhere. Manage me. They’d voted. You can’t argue with a table you’re not allowed to sit at. You can only get up from yours.

	And there was one more thing, the thing I couldn’t put down, the thing that sat in me cold as well water. He was going to do it. Tomorrow night at nine he was going to stand in a bar and let me believe it. For a season. Maybe two. Maybe forever, if the war went wrong, like it went wrong for Gus Wilder. He had looked at me across burgers from Lupe’s and said you know what you are to me, and what I was, was an anchor. A thing you cut to save the boat.

	So no. I wasn’t going to wake him.

	I folded the paper back along its own creases, matched them clean, and slid it into the inside pocket of his cut. Then I laid the cut over my chair again, one shoulder hanging off. The exact crooked. I’m good with angles. It’s the job.

	I got back into bed beside him. His arm found me in his sleep, the way it had a thousand nights, and I let it stay, and I lay there with my hand on his chest until the window went gray, because the love was real even if the rest of it was a set of plans, and a person is allowed one last night inside a thing before she tears it down.

	He left before seven. Run day. I heard the bike go and lay still until the sound was all the way gone. In the kitchen, the coffee pot was set and waiting, my cup beside it, because he’d done that every morning for three years and his hands didn’t know yet that they were supposed to stop.

	I took my coffee out to the shop and climbed up to the loft, where I keep the dead files and the spare regulators and the calendar from Panhandle Bearing & Supply, the free kind, with a different truck for every month. October’s truck was red. I took the grease pencil off the shelf and I crossed out Saturday with one straight X.

	Day One.

	Their plan started tonight at nine. Mine had started already, at two o’clock this morning, at my own kitchen table. I was a day ahead of them, and I intended to stay there.

	The text came at six, while I was washing up. Spur tonight. Come have a beer when you close up.

	I read it twice. It read like him. It was probably written Tuesday.

	I showered. I dressed Saturday-plain, jeans and the good boots, nothing that said I knew anything. I did my eyes, mascara and all. If you’re going to cry for an audience, you might as well give them something that streaks.

	The Tin Spur sits on the state road with its own gravel ocean for a lot, under a neon spur that’s been missing half its rowel since I was in high school. The lot was full of bikes laid in neat rows. I parked the truck at the end, where the light fell off, and I sat for one minute with my hands on the wheel, and I told the woman in the mirror, you’re on.

	Inside was Saturday loud. Jukebox, pool balls, smoke rolling under the lamps. And I’ll tell you how you know a thing is staged. Everything important sits in the sightline of the door. Dove Aldine was at the far end of the bar, up against Saint’s side, her hand flat on his chest, and there wasn’t a person walking in that door who could’ve missed them. I’d have blocked the scene the same way myself. I almost respected it.

	He saw me in the mirror behind the bottles. I watched him see me.

	Then he turned his head and kissed her, long and showy, one hand in her hair, and somebody by the pool tables whooped, and the bar did what bars do — went quiet in a wave, every face swinging from them to me, hungry for it.

	I gave it to them.

	I let my keys fall out of my hand. They hit the floor with a sound like a small wreck. I came three steps closer, just three, close enough that the whole room could read my face, and I said, “Three years,” and I let my voice break in the middle of it, right down the seam, because the tears were already there and real. They’d been there since two in the morning. All I did was schedule them.

	Dove looked at me for half a second and couldn’t hold it. Her eyes went to the bar top. Boone was at the pool table with his cue still in his hands, and his face had nothing in it, no surprise at all, and I thought, tally. Ridge stood by the register studying the floor like it owed him money.

	And Saint — Saint kept his face flat and cruel, a stranger’s face, a good one. But as I turned to go, for half a heartbeat, his eyes did the old thing. They flicked over me, fast, head to boots. Checking me. Making sure I was steady on my feet. Three years of habit leaking through a brand-new lie.

	I walked out. Somebody said my name behind me, one of the girls, soft, and the door swung shut on it, and then there was just the wind and the gravel and the dark.

	In the truck I cried for real, three minutes, hands at ten and two, engine off. I’m not ashamed of it. The hurt wasn’t pretend. Only the surprise was. Then I wiped my face on my sleeve, streaks and all, in case anybody was watching from the door, because somebody is always watching from the door.

	I drove home with the heater roaring and the road empty all the way.

	In the loft, October’s red truck looked at me. Saturday was already crossed. Day One, done, on schedule and to spec.

	They had taken a vote, and what the vote needed was a broken woman. The war needed one. The club needed one. He needed one, God help him.

	So I gave them a broken woman.

	Mine to give.

	And like everything else that leaves my shop, she was built to order — true to the drawing, delivered on time, with my mark hidden on her somewhere nobody would ever think to look.

	 

	
THREE

	The Performance

	Out here, news doesn’t travel. It’s just already everywhere, the way dust is.

	By Sunday noon there were two casseroles on my porch and a pie I hadn’t heard anybody deliver. Lurlene Doyle brought the third dish herself, a chicken thing under foil, and stood on my steps holding it like a question. People bring you food like that when you’re sick. I let her see my face, which I had not fixed on purpose, and she made a sound like a dove hitting a window and hugged me with the casserole still between us.

	“You eat,” she said. “You hear me? Hap says the gate’s the finest work he ever bought, and Hap doesn’t say fine about anything but weather.”

	“Okay,” I said.

	I said okay a lot that week. It’s a good word. It carries nothing and holds everything. A broken woman says okay because whole sentences cost too much. I know, because I had thought about it, the same way I think about a frame before I build it. What does broken look like, out here, on a woman like me? It doesn’t look like wailing. Panhandle women don’t wail. It looks like work boots on and hair gone flat and okay, okay, okay, and everybody nodding like that’s right and proper, because it is.

	The men were a different weather entirely.

	The Sovereign went quiet on me, all at once, every one of them, like a radio unplugged. Brothers who’d hauled scrap into my yard for three years now lifted two fingers off their handlebars going past and didn’t slow down. At the feed store on Monday, two of them saw me coming down the seed aisle and developed a sudden deep interest in fence wire. Nobody was cruel. Nobody said a word. That was the instruction, after all. I’d read it in his own hand. Nobody talks to her. Let it set.

	The wives hadn’t gotten the memo, because there was no memo for wives. The wives thought it was real, which told me the lie was holding all the way down. Patsy, Ridge’s Patsy, came by Tuesday morning with cornbread and a verdict.

	“I told Ridge straight to his face,” she said, setting the pan down hard enough to mean it. “I don’t care what patch a man’s got on his back. A fool’s a fool, and his president is the biggest fool in five counties, and Ridge can take that to his precious table tonight if he wants.”

	“Okay,” I said.

	“You’re better off. I know you don’t believe it today.”

	“Okay.”

	She squeezed my wrist with her oven-mitt hand and left, and I stood in my kitchen with her cornbread and thought, it’s working. And then I thought about how her face had looked, how she’d hurt for me for real, with her whole real heart, and
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