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​The Woman Who Notices

The desert was doing that thing it did in the late afternoon. Going gold at the edges, soft where it had no business being soft.

Paige stood at the counter with a knife in her hand and a story half told, and she felt Brody come up behind her before she heard him. That was the thing about six years. Your body learned a man like a second language.

"So then Reese tells me the whole shipment's short by a case," she said, "and I look him dead in the eye and I go, honey, I've been counting parts since before you could spell them, so try again." She laughed at her own telling of it. "You should've seen his face. Went the color of a stop sign."

She never got to the rest of it.

Brody's hand came to the back of her neck. Warm and heavy and sure. His thumb found the spot where her braid started and pressed there, slow, and her words went sideways in her mouth.

"You keep talking like I'm not about to forget every word," he said against her ear. "Slow down, darlin'."

"You slow down." She turned in the small space between the counter and his chest, still holding the knife, pointing it at him like it meant something. "I've got a club to feed and you've got a run to plan. Neither of those waits for your hands, Brody Delaney."

"My hands wait for nobody." He grinned. That crooked one. The one he saved for her. "Least of all a supper that's an hour out."

She should've pushed him off. She meant to. Instead her free hand found the front of his shirt and fisted there, and she let him kiss her the way he wanted to, deep and unhurried, like the whole compound could burn and he'd finish first.

He tasted like the coffee he drank too much of and the mint gum he chewed to hide it. Her heart did the stupid thing it always did. The flip. The little drop.

"Knife," he murmured against her mouth.

"What?"

"You're gonna gut me, darlin'. Put the knife down."

She looked. She was, in fact, still holding it, blade up between them, and she laughed so hard she had to set her forehead on his collarbone to breathe.

"See," she said. "This is your fault. I was having a productive afternoon."

"You were talking to a wall about stop signs."

"I was telling you a story."

"You were telling me a story," he agreed, and kissed the top of her head, and reached around her to steal a slice of the pepper she'd been cutting. She smacked his wrist. He ate it anyway. That was the whole of them, right there, if anybody had been looking. A woman feeding a man who couldn't wait to be fed.

Somebody was always looking on the compound. That was the deal.

She heard boots on the porch, then the screen door, and Sawyer's voice came in ahead of him, dry as the ground outside. "If you two are done, the President's asking where his Road Captain got to."

Brody didn't jump back. He never did. That was one of the things she'd loved first, before she loved the rest of him. A man secure enough to keep his hand on his wife's hip while another man stood in the doorway.

"Tell him his Road Captain's getting fed," Brody said, "same as everybody."

"I'll pass it along." Sawyer's eyes went to Paige, and something in his weathered face went soft the way it only did for her. "Smells good in here, Paige. Whatever it is."

"It's enough for all of you and then some. Go wash up. And tell those prospects if they track grease across my clean floor again, I'll have their hides for shop rags."

Sawyer huffed something like a laugh and went, and the door clapped shut behind him.

Brody watched her go back to the peppers. He leaned on the counter beside her, arms crossed, all that bulk folded up patient and content, and she felt him watching the way you feel sun on your skin.

"What," she said, not looking up.

"Nothing." A beat. "You're good at this. That's all."

"At cutting peppers?"

"At them." He tipped his head toward the door, toward the whole rambling building full of men who'd have walked through fire for him. "You made this place a home, Paige. It was a warehouse with beds before you."

She kept her eyes on the cutting board. Her chest went tight and warm, and she covered it the way she covered everything soft, with her mouth. "It was a warehouse with beds and one working toilet, Brody. Don't romanticize it."

"Two working toilets."

"One and a half."

He laughed, low, and pushed off the counter, and pressed a kiss to her temple on his way to the door. "Feed my club, darlin'."

"Go plan your run," she said. "And send Whitney in. I need hands."

The common room filled up the way it always did. Loud, then louder, then a wall of men and noise and the scrape of chairs on concrete that she'd stopped hearing years ago.

Paige moved through it with plates going out and empties coming back, and she watched. She always watched. That was the thing nobody understood about her, not really, not even Brody. She wasn't just feeding them. She was counting them. Reading them. A room full of hard men, and she knew which of them slept bad and which of them missed their mothers and which of them were one wrong week from doing something stupid.

She knew, for instance, that the new prospect by the far wall hadn't gotten a plate.

He was young. Too thin. Sitting with his back straight and his hands in his lap like he was waiting for permission to breathe. Everybody else was elbows and shouting and reaching across each other, and he was folded into himself in the corner, watching the door like it might ask him to leave.

She didn't announce it. She didn't make a thing of it. Paige just built a plate, heavy, the good pieces, and carried it over and set it down in front of him like it was the most ordinary thing in the world.

"You're the one Sawyer brought up from Nogales," she said. "Cody, right?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"Don't ma'am me, you'll age me forty years." She pulled out the chair beside him and sat, just for a second, just long enough. "You eat that whole plate, you hear? And when it's gone you come find me and I'll build you another. Nobody at this table goes hungry. That's not how we do it here."

The kid looked at the plate, then at her, and something moved across his young face that she recognized. She'd worn it once. A long time ago, before any of this. The look of a person who had learned not to expect the plate.

"Thank you," he said, and his voice cracked in the middle of it, and he ducked his head so she wouldn't see.

"Eat," she said gently, and got up, and left him his dignity.

Across the room, the President caught her eye and lifted his beer half an inch. A nod without a nod. He'd seen. He always saw, that old man, and the two of them had an understanding that went back further than her marriage. He ran the club. She ran the heart of it. Neither one said it out loud because neither one had to.

"You do that every time," said a voice at her elbow, warm and admiring. "You just know."

Whitney.

She'd come in quiet, the way she did, and now she stood close with a stack of clean plates in her arms and that open, eager face turned up like a sunflower. Twenty-seven and still with the look of a stray who couldn't believe she'd been let inside. Paige had put that look there, and Paige was proud of it.

"Know what?" Paige took half the plates off her.

"Who needs it." Whitney nodded at the corner, at the kid working through his food like it might vanish. "You always find the one. I've watched you do it a hundred times and I still don't know how."

"You watch long enough, you'll learn." Paige bumped her shoulder into the girl's. "You've got a good eye. You noticed him too, didn't you. That's why you're asking."

Whitney flushed pink with the praise. That was the thing about her. She lit up like a struck match anytime Paige turned warm on her, and it made Paige want to keep her fed and safe and close, the way you do a thing that's grateful to be kept.

The bracelet caught the light as Whitney shifted the plates. Thin silver, three little charms, a stone the color of a stormy sky. Paige had given it to her three months back, on the girl's birthday, when it came out over supper that nobody had ever thrown Whitney a birthday in her whole life. Not once. Not ever.

Paige reached out now and turned Whitney's wrist gently to look at it, the way a mother checks a scrape that's healing.

"You still wear it," she said.

"I never take it off." Whitney's voice went quiet and fierce. "Not once, Paige. Not to shower, not to sleep. It's the first thing anybody ever." She stopped. Swallowed. "It's mine. It's the first thing that was ever really mine."

"Happy birthday, kid." Paige said it soft, though the day was months gone. "You're one of us now. You hear me? Nobody at this table eats alone. Not you. Not ever again."

For a second the girl's eyes went bright and wet, and she blinked it back and laughed it off, and Paige let her, because some kindnesses you deliver and then look away from so the person can carry them without being watched.

"Now go feed those animals before they eat the furniture," Paige said, and gave her a little push, and Whitney went, glowing.

Tatum found her by the drink coolers a while later, leaning against the wall with a soda sweating in her fist and her sharp eyes moving over the room like she was pricing it.

"Long day?" Paige asked.

"Long month." Tatum took a pull of the soda. "You know I love coming out here. All this brotherhood and casserole. Warms my cold little heart."

"Liar. You'd live here if we let you."

"I would not. Too many men, not enough locks on the bathroom doors." But she was smiling, and then the smile went somewhere. Her eyes had caught on something across the room, and they stayed there, and the humor drained out of her face by degrees.

Paige followed the look.

Brody had come back in. He was over by the far wall with a couple of the brothers, run maps rolled under his arm, and Whitney was there. Laughing. Head tipped back, hand light on his forearm for just a second before it dropped, laughing at whatever he'd said like it was the funniest thing she'd heard in her life.

It wasn't anything. Brody said something dry and everybody laughed. He was a funny man when he wanted to be. But Tatum was still watching, and Tatum wasn't laughing, and there was a line between her brows that Paige didn't like.

"That girl," Tatum said, low, almost to herself. "She laughs at everything he says."

"She laughs at everything anybody says. She's twenty-seven and somebody finally let her sit at the good table." Paige nudged her friend with an elbow. "She's just happy, Tatum. Let her be happy. She's had a hard road. Harder than either of us, from what she'll say of it, and she won't say much."

"Mm." Tatum didn't look away.

"What is it? You've got that face. The one you make when a supplier's about to try and shortchange you."

Tatum was quiet a second longer. Then she shook it off, whatever it was, and turned back to Paige with a shrug that didn't quite reach her shoulders. "Nothing. I don't know. She just." She stopped. "Forget it. I don't have a reason. You know I don't trust easy."

"You don't trust at all."

"That's not true. I trust you." Tatum bumped her shoulder into Paige's, and the moment passed, folded up and put away. "I trust you and I trust that man of yours, God help me, and that's about the end of my list."

Paige laughed and let it go. Whitney was a good girl who'd never had a good thing. That was all it was. Tatum saw shadows because Tatum's whole life had taught her to. And Paige, who noticed everything, filed the small cold thing that had passed across her friend's face and chose, deliberately, not to look at it again.

She'd think about that choice later. For a long time. But not tonight.

The garage bay was the last of the light, and it was where Brody's real day happened.

Paige carried two plates out there near the end of it, because half the run planning ran past supper and those men would forget to eat if she let them. She found Brody bent over the workbench with the maps spread flat and weighted down at the corners, and three of the brothers around him, and the whole road laid out in front of them like veins on the back of a hand.

"You planning to feed these boys," she said, "or you planning to work them to bone?"

"Both." Brody didn't look up. His finger traced a line down through the map, one long dusty highway with a name she'd heard a hundred times. "We stage here. Overnight in the same spot as last run, the lot behind the fuel stop, because it's quiet and the owner doesn't ask. Roll out before light."

"Same spot as last time?" one of the brothers said.

"Same spot every time. Predictable's fine when it's ours and nobody's looking." Brody tapped the map twice. "In and out, this stretch here, clean road, we're back inside two days."

Paige set the plates down on the clear end of the bench, and for a second she just watched him work. This was the man the club followed. Not the one who put his hand on her neck and forgot his own sentences. This one. Steady. Certain. The whole run in his head down to the mile, and every brother in that bay trusting him to carry them across it and home again.

She loved both of him. She'd have told you she knew both of him better than anybody alive.

"Eat," she said, and pushed a plate an inch closer to his hand. "That's not a request, Road Captain. Fuel your body or I'll have Cody carry you to the truck."

Brody looked up then. Caught her eye across the maps and the men and the low gold light, and gave her that crooked grin again, private, meant for her over all their heads.

"Yes, ma'am," he said.

"Don't ma'am me either."

"Wouldn't dream of it, darlin'."

She left them to it. But at the door she glanced back, and Whitney was there again, on the edge of the light, come out to collect the empty plates that weren't empty yet, standing quiet by the bench where every road the club would ride lay open and named under the work lamp. Watching. Just watching.

Paige thought nothing of it. Why would she? It was her club. Her home. The girl she'd saved, waiting to be useful.

She went back inside to close up the kitchen.

Night came down over the compound the way it does in the desert, fast and complete, a lid set over a pot. The noise thinned out. Brothers drifted to their bunks or their bikes or their own beds off the property, and the common room went dark, and the great rambling building that Paige had turned from a warehouse into a home settled and ticked and cooled.

She found Brody on the long porch. He'd carried two chairs together the way he did, so close they were really one, and he sat with his boots up on the rail and his head tipped back against the wood, watching a sky with more stars than a person raised in a city could stand.

She didn't take her own chair. She never did. She dropped into his lap sideways, boots and all, and he caught her like he'd been waiting there the whole day just for that, arm coming around her, hand settling warm and sure against her hip.

"You didn't have to plan the run tonight," she said. "You could've done it in the morning."

"Could've." He turned his face into her hair and breathed in. "But then I'd have to think about it in the morning. This way it's done and my head's empty and I get to sit out here with my wife."

"Your head is never empty."

"It is right now." He said it low and she believed him. She could feel it in him, the way the whole coiled length of him had gone loose, the way his thumb moved slow and thoughtless against her side. A man at rest. A rare thing, and hers.

She laid her head on his chest and listened to his heart go, steady and slow, that big engine of him idling down for the night. The boards were still warm from the day under her. Somewhere out past the fence a coyote said one thing to the dark and went quiet.

"I fed your whole club today," she murmured. "Every last one of them. Even the new kid who thought he wasn't allowed."

"I know you did." His arm tightened. "I watched you find him. Sawyer watched you find him. Whole room watched." He pressed his mouth to the crown of her head. "You know that's why they love you, right? Not because you're mine. Because you see them. Every one of these men would burn this desert flat for you, and it's got nothing to do with me."

Her throat did the tight thing again. She let it, out here, where only he could see.

"Don't make me cry on this porch, Brody Delaney. I've got a reputation."

"Wouldn't dream of it." His voice had gone to gravel, soft and low, the voice she only got at the very end of a day when there was nobody left to be strong for. "Go on and cry if you want to. I've got you. I've always got you."

She didn't cry. But she turned her face into his shirt, into the warm familiar smell of him, engine and cotton and the mint gum and underneath all of it just him, just Brody, the whole of her life folded into one man on one porch under one enormous sky.

"Baby," she said into his chest. Just that. The one word she saved for the dark, for when it was only the two of them and the stars and no club, no kitchen, no run, no watching eyes. "I love you. You know that? Stupid amounts. Embarrassing amounts."

She felt him go still, the way he always did when she gave him that word, like she'd reached straight into his chest and set her hand on the beating thing inside it.

"I know," he said. His arm was iron around her now, holding her to him like the night might try to take her. "I love you back, darlin'. More than's good for either of us."

And out past the porch the compound slept, and the desert held its breath, and Paige closed her eyes against her husband's heartbeat and thought, with the whole certain warmth of a woman who had everything, that nothing in the world could touch them.

She was so sure of it.

She was wrong.
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​The One I Brought Inside

The garage bay smelled like it always did. Oil and hot metal and the particular kind of dust that only exists in the Sonoran Desert, fine as powder, orange at the edges where the morning light hit it.

Brody had been in here since before the rest of the compound was awake. That was the job. Road Captain didn't mean you rode up front looking cool. It meant you were the first one with a map in your hands and the last one to put it down.

He had three routes laid out across the workbench. Weighted at the corners with whatever was close, a wrench, a coffee mug, the butt end of a flashlight. His eyes moved across every line, every junction, every stretch of empty highway that could go wrong in the dark.

The President came in at seven sharp. Never a minute late, never a minute early, twenty-six years of that same rhythm.

"You've got the route locked?" the President said, coming to stand at the bench with his arms crossed and his reading glasses pushed up on his forehead.

"Locked." Brody didn't look up from the map. "Nobody moves till I say the road's clean. That's the whole job."

"What about the stretch past Lordsburg? Sawyer flagged it."

"Sawyer's right to flag it. We don't use that stretch. We go thirty minutes north and add time to the ride, which the brothers won't love, but they'll love it more than what Lordsburg's been cooking up lately." Brody tapped the alternate line with two fingers. "We're not rushing across a road with a problem just to save a half hour. We go clean or we don't go."

The President studied the map. He was a deliberate man, the kind who didn't speak until the thought was fully cooked, and Brody had learned years ago to let him work in his own time.

"All right," the President said. "You've got it. Run's in three days. You say go, we go."

"I'll say go." Brody finally looked up. "You've got my word on it."

The President gave him a nod, the small precise kind that meant more than a speech, and left the bay. Boots on concrete, door swinging shut, then just the map and the morning.

Sawyer came in next, two mugs in his hands, set one on the bench without asking. That was Sawyer. Institutional memory of the Delano Street seven, the man who watched everything and said very little and remembered every single thing he chose not to say.

"Lordsburg reroute's going to add forty minutes," Sawyer said.

"Forty-five." Brody wrapped a hand around the mug. "They'll complain."

"They'll complain and then they'll do it. Nobody argues the Road Captain's route call. That's the rule." Sawyer leaned on the bench, easy, comfortable, a man in his element. "How are you feeling about this one?"

"Same as every one." A beat. "Clean. Careful. Everybody home."

"Good." Sawyer studied his mug. "Good."

That was the whole conversation. Sawyer didn't need more words than that, and neither did Brody. They'd been doing this since they were boys on Delano Street with nothing but bad options and each other, and twenty years of that kind of knowing didn't require decoration.

Brody bent back over the map, and Sawyer drank his coffee, and the morning moved.

The brothers filtered in and out through the next two hours. Questions, confirmations, the small logistics of moving seven men across four states and bringing them back in the same condition.

Brody handled every question the same way. Direct. Certain. He didn't perform certainty, that was the thing, he didn't make noise to fill the space. He just knew the road, and the brothers knew he knew it, and that was the whole machinery of it.

"Fuel stop on the north route," one of the brothers said, "that the same spot as last run?"

"Same spot." Brody didn't hesitate. "Quiet lot. Owner doesn't ask. We've been using it two years and it's never had a problem, so we don't change it." He looked up and held the man's eyes. "Predictable's fine when it's ours. You understand the difference?"

"Yeah, brother. I got it."

"Good. Spread it. Same staging, same timing, same order of ride. I don't want any surprises on this run."

The brother nodded and went. Brody watched him go, and for just a moment something moved behind his eyes. Something he pushed back down, fast, the way you push down a thing that has no business being at the surface.

His house was not clean.

He knew it. He'd been knowing it for fourteen months, and every morning he woke up and chose to know it quietly, the way a man chooses to know he has a rot in his wall and doesn't call the contractor because calling the contractor means living in the mess for a while.

The rot was getting bigger. That was the thing about rot. It didn't wait for you to be ready.

She was there by mid-morning.

Whitney moved around the compound the way she'd learned to, useful and quiet, always doing the next necessary thing. Paige had taught her that. Paige had taught her most of what she knew about belonging somewhere, and Brody had watched it happen, this girl arriving in Tucson like something the desert spat out, raw-edged and grateful, and Paige folding her in like it was the most natural thing.

He should never have let it go the way it went.

That was the thought that sat behind every other thought, like a stone wall you keep walking up to and then walking away from because you don't want to know what's on the other side.

Whitney came into the bay with the excuse of returning a set of keys she'd borrowed for a parts run. That was always how it started. A reason. A small legitimate reason to be in the same room.

She set the keys on the bench and looked at the maps the way she always looked at things Brody was working on. Not quick, casual glancing. Long. Interested. Like it mattered to her.

"Big run coming," she said. It wasn't a question.

"There's always a run coming." He kept his eyes on the map. "Part of the job."

"How long's this one?"

"Two days. Maybe less if the road cooperates."

She leaned on the bench across from him, and the bracelet caught the light, Paige's bracelet, the one with the three charms and the storm-colored stone, and Brody's eyes went to it for one second and then away.

He always looked away from it.

He should've looked at it longer. He should've let it mean what it meant.

"This stop here," Whitney said, reaching across and touching the map, one fingertip on the fuel stop he'd marked on the north route. "That's always the same night every run, right? You mentioned it before."

Something in him went still. Just for a moment. The question sat a little wrong, like a note played off-key in a song you know well.

"Why's my schedule matter to you?" he said.

Whitney looked up. That open, easy face. That smile that never seemed to cost her anything. "It doesn't." She pulled her hand back. "I just like knowing when you're gone. So I know when Paige might need extra help around here."

He looked at her. She looked back at him, steady, that smile still in place.

He believed her.

He would think about that later. The speed at which he believed her. How easy it was. How little he questioned, because questioning would have meant ending something he'd already sunk too far into to climb out of clean.

"Two days," he said. "She'll be fine. Paige doesn't need anybody's help, but she appreciates the company. Keep her company."

"I always do." Whitney straightened up off the bench. "You want anything before I head back in? Water? There's food left from breakfast."

"No." A beat. "Thanks."

She nodded and went, and Brody stared at the map, at the spot her finger had touched, and he thought: that was a strange question. And then he thought: it's nothing. And then he made himself believe that second thought because the first one led somewhere he couldn't afford to go.

The truth of it, the ugly unglamorous truth, was that it had never been about love.

He needed himself to be very clear on that. Brody Delaney, Road Captain, one of the original seven from Delano Street, a man who had built something real on a foundation of loyalty and sweat. He was not a man who fell out of love with his wife. He had not stopped wanting her, not for a single day, and that was perhaps the most shameful part of the whole thing.

He was not confused. He was not drunk. He had not been coerced or manipulated or caught up in a moment he couldn't control.

He had chosen.
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