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​Cedar on a Dead Man's Coat

The house was quiet the way only a desert house can be. That kind of quiet that hums.

Dante slept. I stood in the doorway and watched the rise and fall of his back.

He had come in past two. I had heard the bike before I heard the door.

You learn the sound of your own man's engine. The way it drops to a growl at the turn off the highway.

I had pretended to be asleep. I am good at pretending now.

That should have told me something. A wife who pretends has already started keeping her own secrets.

His cut hung over the chair by the bed. The leather caught what little light came through the curtain.

I picked it up to hang it proper. That was all.

Six years of marriage and you stop thinking about the small things. You just do them.

You hang the cut. You set out the coffee. You keep the books straight and the front clean and the brothers fed.

The cut was heavy in my hands. It always was.

I carried it through the dark hall to the mudroom. My feet knew the way without the light.

And then I smelled it.

Not at first. At first there was just leather and road and the faint sweat of a long ride.

But under that. Down under that.

Cedar.

I stopped in the hall. One hand on the cut, the other flat against the cool plaster of the wall.

Cedar. And something sharp beneath it.

A solvent edge. The kind of smell that gets into the back of your throat and sits there.

Gun oil, maybe. Cut with something colder. Something chemical and clean and wrong.

I lifted the collar to my face. I breathed it in slow.

There it was again. Stronger now.

Not perfume. I want to be clear about that, because that is where a woman's mind runs first.

This was not a woman's smell. This was a room's smell.

I knew exactly one room that smelled like that. And I had been inside it twice in my whole life.

Both times for ceremony. Both times with my eyes down and my mouth shut and Dante's hand at the small of my back like a man holding a door he did not want me walking through.

The floor.

That is what they call it. Never the full name out loud.

Just the floor. Said low. Said like a thing you do not want to wake.

The room under the clubhouse. Black walls. One long table.

It smells of cedar and oil and a quiet that presses on your ears. I remembered it the way you remember a church you were married in and never went back to.

And here it was. On my husband's collar.

I stood in the dark a long time. The wall was cold under my palm.

I did not feel what you think I felt. I want to be honest about that too.

There was no flash of heat. No tears waiting behind my eyes.

What I felt was the thing I feel when a number does not land. When a column should add to one figure and adds to another.

A small wrongness. A hairline crack in a wall you have leaned on for years.

You do not panic at a hairline crack. You note it.

You note where it sits and how long it runs. And then you watch it.

Because a crack tells you one of two things. Either the house is settling, which is nothing.

Or the house is failing, which is everything. And you cannot know which yet.

So you watch.

The salvage yard. That was where he said he had been.

"Long night at the yard," he had told me before he went. Three trucks in for parts and a buyer coming from across the state line at dawn.

I knew the yard. I had stood in it a hundred times with grease on my forearms and a clipboard in my hand.

The yard smells like rust. Like old diesel and hot metal and the dust that never settles.

It does not smell like cedar. Cedar does not grow in a salvage yard.

Cedar grows in exactly one place I am not allowed.

I hung the cut on the hook. I smoothed the leather flat the way I always do.

And I left the smell hanging there in the dark. I did not wake him.

I did not march in and shake him by the shoulder and ask. That is not how you read a crack.

You do not put your fist through the wall to see if it breaks. You wait, and you measure, and you let the house tell you what it is doing.

I went back to bed. I lay down beside the man I had married.

His breathing was slow and even. A man with a clear conscience breathes like that.

Or a man who has learned how. I did not know which yet.

I closed my eyes. I did not sleep.

Morning came hard and white over the flats. The light here does not arrive gentle.

It comes flat across the red rock and the long roads and it shows you everything. There is nowhere to hide in this country.

That is the thing about Cobre Flats. The sky is too big.

It makes a person feel watched. It makes the truth feel close to the surface, like water under thin sand.

I was at the shop before the heat got mean. Reynolds and Vega Customs.

My name on the door beside his. Not for show.

I built the supplier side with my own two hands. Every hide, every buckle, every contract.

I knew the margin on a saddlebag down to the cent. I knew which tannery shorted us and which one ran clean.

The shop smelled like leather and beeswax and machine oil. My kind of oil.

Honest oil. Not the cedar kind.

Marisol had the front counter open and the till counted. The cutting tables were already busy.

I went straight for the supplier invoices, the way I do every morning. Coffee in one hand, the other turning pages.

And there it was. A second crack, in a different wall.

The hide order from the Sandoval tannery. The number at the bottom did not match the number we agreed.

Eleven cents a square foot over. Across four hundred feet.

Not a fortune. But a lie is a lie at any size.

I had the phone in my hand before I finished the thought.

"Sandoval," I said when the man picked up. "It's Solana, out of Cobre Flats."

"Mrs. Reynolds." His voice went careful. They always go careful with me.

"Your invoice says one ninety-two a foot," I said. "We shook on one eighty-one. You want to tell me where the eleven cents wandered off to."

A pause on the line. The pause of a man doing math he hoped I would not do.

"Fuel surcharge," Sandoval tried.

"You didn't have a fuel surcharge in March," I said. "Your trucks didn't get thirstier in the night."

Another pause. Longer.

"I'll send a corrected invoice," Sandoval said.

"You'll send it today," I told him. "And the next one that's wrong, I find a tannery in Las Cruces that can count. We clear?"

"We're clear, Mrs. Reynolds."

I set the phone down. Marisol was watching me from the counter with a small smile on her mouth.

"You scare those men more than the club does," Marisol said.

"The club hits harder," I said. "I just hit where it costs them."

She laughed at that. I went back to the pages.

The door swung and brought the heat in with it. Halloran filled the frame, all shoulders and worry.

Halloran keeps the club's money. Or he tries to.

The man could break a jaw without spilling his beer. But put a ledger in front of him and his hands start to sweat.

"Sol," Halloran said. "You got a minute for a man who's drowning."

"You always say that."

"I always am."

He dropped a folder on the table. The page inside was a mess of cross-outs and arrows and one large stain.

"This the fabrication shop?" I asked.

"It's the fabrication shop and the salvage yard and I think a little bit of my own grocery money," Halloran said. "Numbers won't sit still."

I pulled the page toward me. I ran a finger down the right column.

The error jumped out the way they always do. A figure entered twice.

Once as income. Once again as a different kind of income.

"Here," I said, and tapped it. "You booked the Corwin payment in two places. It's not two payments. It's one payment wearing two hats."

Halloran leaned over the page. His lips moved as he followed my finger.

"Well I'll be damned," he said.

"You move that out of the second column and your books breathe again," I said. "You're not drowning. You just double-counted a life raft."

He laughed, low and grateful. He folded the page back into the folder like it was a thing that might still bite him.

"You ever sleep, Sol?" Halloran asked.

I capped my pen. I looked up at him.

"I sleep when the math does," I said.

He shook his head, half a grin under his beard. He knocked twice on the table, a brother's thank you, and carried his folder back out into the white morning.

The door swung shut behind him. The shop went back to its hum.

I sat with my coffee gone cold. The cedar was still in the back of my mind, filed where I had put it.

A crack in the bedroom wall. A crack in Halloran's column.

Most cracks are nothing. The house settles. The math gets fixed.

But you keep a list. You always keep a list.

The bike came up the strip just before noon. I knew the engine before I saw the man.

Dante swung off and pulled his gloves with his teeth, the way he has done since the day I met him. Some habits a body never loses.

He came through the door and the whole shop shifted around him. That is what rank does in a room.

The cutters stood a little straighter. Marisol found something to do with her hands.

Dante crossed to me slow. He always moves slow, like the floor owes him the time.

"There she is," Dante said. "Running the whole world before lunch."

"Somebody has to," I said.

He came in close. Closer than a man comes for a hello.

His hand found my hip. It went there on its own, the way it has gone there a thousand times.

Warm through the cotton. Sure of itself.

And for one second the years fell away. For one second it was just the two of us and his hand and the old heat that built this whole life.

I felt it climb up through me. I felt it pull at the back of my throat.

I leaned. Just slightly. Toward the man.

"You smell like the shop," Dante said, low, his mouth near my hair.

I turned my face up to his. The cedar sat right there between us, on the very collar I had hung in the dark.

"And what do you smell like?" I asked.

A beat passed. One beat.

It should have been nothing. A man answers a small question without thinking.

But Dante did think. I felt him think.

Half a second where the easy thing did not come easy. Where a smooth man went the smallest bit rough.

"Like a long night," Dante said.

The hand stayed on my hip. The warmth stayed.

But something behind his eyes had stepped back into shadow. And then his phone buzzed against his chest and he reached for it the way a drowning man reaches for air.

The moment died right there in my hands. He turned his face down to the screen.

"Yard thing," Dante said, already half gone. "Buyer's whining about a manifold."

"Go on," I said.

He kissed the top of my head. The kiss landed soft and far away.

"Don't work too hard, Sol."

"Wouldn't know how," I said.

And then the door, and the gloves, and the engine. And the strip swallowed him whole.

I stood where he had left me. The print of his hand still warm on my hip.

The cedar still cold in the back of my mind.

The yard thing. The buyer. The manifold.

It all sounded true. It all sounded exactly like our life.

But a half second is a half second. You do not unhear it once you have heard it.

I went back to my pages. The numbers were honest, at least.

The clubhouse sat at the dead end of the old commercial strip. A square brick building that used to make something, back when the copper still paid.

Now it made other things. Now it kept other things.

I went out as the sun dropped, the way I do most evenings, to drop the week's front receipts with Bishop. That is my job too.

I am the clean money. I am the paper that shows a leather company turning honest profit.

The bikes sat out front in a row. Chrome going orange in the low light.

The brothers stood in their knots, beer and smoke and that low talk that stops a half second when a woman crosses the lot. Not unkind.

Just the club, breathing. Just men who hold rank in their bones.

"Evening, Solana," Cutter said, and tipped his head. The vice president has a face like a closed door, but he has always been square with me.

"Cutter," I said. "Books are coming. Tell Bishop I've got the front numbers."

"He's inside."

I went in. The bar was loud and dim and smelled of spilled beer and pine cleaner.

Joaquin the prospect was behind it, drying glasses he had already dried, the way the new ones do when they are scared of looking idle. The patches sat at the long tables and let the boy fret.

I set the receipt envelope on the bar. Joaquin reached for it like it might be a test.

"For Bishop," I said. "Just hold it. Don't file it. You'll file it wrong."

"Yes, ma'am."

Two patches near the end of the bar were talking low. I was not listening.

I was waiting on Bishop and counting the room out of habit. And then one of them said it.

"He had it down on the floor," the bigger one said. "Whole thing. Last night."

The smaller one went still. Not slow.

Still. Like a rabbit when the shadow crosses.

"Don't," the smaller one said.

That was all. One word.

But I watched the bar rearrange itself around those two words. The floor.

Joaquin's hands stopped on the glass. The big patch shut his mouth like a drawer.

Two men had said almost nothing. And the whole room had leaned away from it.

I had felt that lean before. At ceremonies. At the top of those stairs with Dante's hand on my back.

The floor was a place you did not name out loud. And last night, while my husband told me he was wrestling a manifold at the yard, something had happened down there.

Cedar. And solvent. And a half second too long.

Three cracks now. In three different walls.

I picked up my empty envelope hand and I made my face do nothing. A woman who keeps the books learns to keep her face the same way.

Bishop came out of the back then, big and gray and slow, and took the receipts from the boy. We talked numbers a minute.

I smiled. I said goodnight.

I walked back out across the lot, past the chrome and the smoke and the low talk that paused and started again behind me. The sky had gone that deep desert blue that comes just before black.

Too big. Too open.

Nowhere to hide a thing out here. And yet.

I got on my own bike. I did not start it right away.

I sat there in the dark and I thought about the smell. About cedar that grows in exactly one room.

About a man who said the yard. About a half second.

About a whole bar that flinched at two small words. I had spent six years not asking questions.

I was about to learn what they cost.
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​CHAPTER TWO
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​The Floor

The bar was empty by the time I moved. That is how you do a thing nobody can see.

You wait for the room to clear. You wait for Joaquin to haul the last keg and kill the lights up front.

You let the night get old. Then you go.

I stood behind the bar with my hand on the back wall. The panel sits flush, painted the same dead brown as the brick.

A stranger would lean on it for a lifetime and never know. You have to know where the seam runs.

My fingers found it in the dark. The same place they always find it.

The key was already warm in my pocket. I had been holding it through the leather since sundown, like a man holds a stone he means to throw.

There are five of these keys in the world. Bishop has one.

The full patches carry the rest. I carry one because I am the Sergeant at Arms, and the Sergeant at Arms keeps the doors.

I am supposed to keep the doors. That is the joke of it.

I slid the key in. The lock turned without a sound.

Everything down there is built to be silent. The panel swung in on oiled hinges and the dark opened up like a mouth.

I went down.

The stairs are concrete. Twelve of them.

I have counted them more times than a man should count stairs. Twelve down into the belly of the place, and with every step the world above goes quieter.

By the fourth step the bar sounds are gone. By the eighth there is no sound at all.

That is what the soundproofing does. It does not just keep our talk in.

It keeps the world out. And it gives you back the one thing a man in a club is never alone with.

His own pulse. I could hear it by the bottom step.

A low thud behind my ears. Loud as a fist on a door.

The floor smelled the way it always smells. Cedar, off the long table that some dead brother built before I ever rode.

And under the cedar, the oil. The gun oil and the cleaner and the cold mineral edge of a room that never sees the sun.

Black walls. One light low over the table.

The table runs the length of the room, long enough to seat the whole roster when the whole roster matters. Tonight it would seat two.

I stood at the bottom and I let the room have me. The cold of it.

The hush. The weight of every deal that had ever been cut down here pressing on the air.

I told myself the same thing I always tell myself. It is just a room.

A man can say that. A man can stand in a soundproof box under a clubhouse and tell himself a room is just a room.

Right up until he needs it to be more than that. Right up until he comes down twelve stairs in the dead of night for something that has nothing to do with the club.

I needed it to be more than a room. And the needing was the whole sin, right there, before I had even done a thing.

"You came," Rena said.

She was already at the table. She had been there before me, the way she likes to be.

She does not arrive. She is simply present, as if the room made her.

Rena sat with her back straight and her hands folded on the cedar. Dark hair pinned up off her neck, every pin in its place.

A lawyer's stillness. The stillness of a person who has learned that the one who moves first usually loses.

The low light caught the thin scar through her left eyebrow. A pale line, old, the kind you stop seeing on a face you used to know and then cannot stop seeing once it comes back.

"I came," I said.

"You always do."

"I always come when you call." I set the key on the table between us. "That's the problem."

Rena looked at the key. Then she looked at me.

"No," she said. "The problem is you only call it a problem after."

There it was. The thing she does.

She does it every time and every time I have no answer for it. The woman speaks and the words go in clean and there is nothing to say back that does not prove her right.

I pulled out a chair across from her. The legs dragged on the concrete, loud in all that quiet.

"You're early," I said.

"I'm on time," Rena said. "You're late. You're always a little late. Like you need the extra minute to decide you're really going to do it."

"And do I?"

"You're sitting down, aren't you."

I sat down. She watched me do it.

That was the whole conversation about whether I should be there. She had won it before I reached the bottom step.

"How's the brotherhood treating their lawyer?" I asked.

"Like a lawyer." Rena turned her hands over on the table, palms up, a small thing she does when she is bored of small talk. "Cordell wants the alliance. Bishop wants Cordell to want it more. I sit in the middle and translate two clubs that already understand each other perfectly."

"Sounds tedious."

"It pays," she said. "Tedious pays better than exciting. You'd know that if you'd ever once chosen the boring thing."

"I chose the club," I said. "Nothing boring about the club."

"You chose the club," Rena said. "Yes. I remember the speech."

She let that sit. I let it sit too, because there was a version of the speech she meant, and we both knew which one.

Years back. A different town, a younger man, a night I told her a thing I have never told another soul.

That she was a detour. That a man like me chooses the road, not the woman standing off the side of it.

I had thought I was being honest. I had thought honest and cruel were the same coin.

She had walked. And now here she was, in the only room in my world she should never have been able to reach, with a seat at a table and a scar I could not stop looking at.

"You look at me like you're sorry," Rena said.

"Maybe I am."

"Sorry's cheap down here," she said. "Everything's cheap down here. That's why you like it."

"I don't like it."

"You love it," Rena said. "You love that nobody can see. Out there you're the Sergeant at Arms. You keep the doors. Down here you don't have to keep anything. You just take."

She was right again. I hated that she was right again.

"You came down twelve stairs for me," Rena said. "Don't tell me what you don't like."

I should have left then. A wiser man stands up and counts twelve stairs going the other way.

I am not a wiser man. I have never once in my life been the wiser man.

I went around the table. Rena watched me come, the way she watches everything, like she had already read the page and was waiting to see if I would.

I put my hand under her jaw. Her skin was cool from the cold room.

"Say it again," I said. "The thing about taking."

"Make me," Rena said.

So I did.

It was not gentle. Gentle was never the thing between us.

I pulled the pins from her hair one at a time and let them fall on the cedar, small bright sounds in all that silence, and the dark hair came down around my hands. She let me.

She does not get pulled into things. She steps into them.

That is the difference, and it is the whole reason a man loses his footing with a woman like Rena. There is no taking her.

There is only her deciding to be taken, and letting you believe it was your idea.

Her mouth was hot in the cold of the floor. My pulse was back in my ears, that fist on the door, louder now.

I got my hands in her hair and she got hers in my collar and we were not careful, neither of us, not with the chairs or the table or the years between us. A chair went over. Neither of us reached for it.

The cedar smell was everywhere. In her hair, on my hands, climbing up into the leather of the cut I had not even taken off.

And under it the cold mineral bite of the room. The smell of a place that keeps secrets and never tells.

I thought of nothing. That is the truth of why a man comes down here.

Out in the wide white country there is no thinking of nothing. The sky is too big, and somebody is always watching, and the club is always counting, and a name follows you everywhere you go.

Down here there was no name. Down here I was nobody's husband and nobody's officer.

I was just a body in the dark taking a thing it wanted. And God help me, I wanted it.

Her hands were sure. Mine were surer.

The table took my weight and hers. The cedar was cold against my forearm and her skin was warm against everything else and the cold and the warm together were the most alive I had felt in longer than I would say out loud.

A name surfaced. Once.

Sol. It rose up out of the dark like a face in deep water.

I pushed it down. I am ashamed of how easy it was to push it down.

That is the part nobody tells you. The pushing down is not hard.

It is the easiest thing in the world, in the moment, in the heat, with another woman's mouth on yours and your own blood roaring. The face goes under and the water closes over it and you tell yourself you will deal with the drowning later.

You always tell yourself later. Later is the lie the floor is built on.

I stood at the edge of the cliff and I looked down at the long fall and the worst of me, the truest of me, liked the view. That is the thing I have never been able to say to anyone.

Not the cheating. Men cheat.

The liking it. The standing at the edge and feeling the wind come up out of the drop and thinking, here, this, this is being alive, when everything good in my actual life sat up above me in the light keeping my books straight and my house clean.

We finished tangled and breathing hard in the cold. The light over the table buzzed faint, the only sound in the whole sealed world.

My heart slowed by degrees. The roar in my ears went back down to a hum.

And then the floor handed me back the thing it always hands me back. The quiet.

The terrible clear quiet that comes after, where the wanting is gone and only the doing is left, sitting there on the cedar like a fallen pin.

Rena pulled her hair back off her face. She did not rush.

She never rushes. She righted the chair I had knocked over and sat in it like nothing had happened, and that stillness came back over her, smooth as water closing.

"You're quiet," she said.

"You wear a man out."

"That's not the quiet I mean," Rena said.

I did not answer that. I reached for the bottle I had brought down, mezcal, and poured two into the small glasses that live on the shelf by the stairs.

I gave her one. She held it but did not drink.

"Tell me about your week," Rena said.

It was the kind of question a woman asks when she is making space for you. That is how it landed.

A soft thing. An after thing.

I should have known better. A man who keeps the doors should know that the softest question is the one that gets the most through the gate.

"Same as every week," I said. "Bishop frets. Halloran can't add. The front prints money and nobody upstairs knows how because nobody upstairs reads the books."

"But somebody reads them."

"Sol reads them." I drank. The mezcal burned clean, an honest burn, nothing like the cold mineral burn of the room. "Sol could squeeze a better margin out of a dead cow than any plant in the state. The whole front runs on her contacts. She built the supplier line herself. Every tannery, every hauler, every buckle man from here to the coast. She owns those relationships. Not the club. Her."

I said it the way a man says a thing he is proud of. I was proud of it.

That is the rotten heart of it. I sat in that room, in that cold, with that woman, and I bragged about my wife.

I held Sol up like a trophy to the very person I had no business holding anything up to. Because some sick part of me wanted Rena to know I had not settled.

That the woman I chose over her was sharp and strong and worth choosing. As if that proved I had been right all those years ago.

As if a man could betray a woman and praise her in the same breath and have it come out even.

Rena went still. Stiller than her usual still.

I did not see it then. A man drunk on his own pride does not notice the woman across the table go quiet in a new way.

But she did. Something moved behind her eyes and then stopped moving, the way a thing stops moving when it has been set down exactly where it is wanted.

"She must be something," Rena said.

Light. Her voice was light.

Her eyes were not light. I know that now.

Then, I heard only the lightness. I heard a woman a little jealous of a wife, and I will be honest, the small mean part of me liked that too.

"She's the best thing I've got," I said.

"And yet," Rena said.

"And yet."

She smiled, just barely. She set the full glass down without drinking it and laced her fingers on the cedar again.

"Tell me how she does it," Rena said. "The contracts. I find that kind of thing interesting. The legal side of a clean front. Professional curiosity."

And I, the keeper of the doors, told her. Not all of it.

But more than nothing. The shape of how Sol ties the suppliers up, the long handshake deals, the way the whole leather company hangs on a web only my wife holds the ends of.

I thought I was
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