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    Heat Wave

    Hailey Boone — Book 2 — Paradise Valley

  
    Chapter 1 — Deb — "Paradise Valley"

    At nine in the morning the dashboard said eighty-eight degrees, and the dashboard had been optimistic about temperatures for as long as Deb had owned the truck. She figured the real number was closer to ninety-two. The AC was doing the thing it had been doing since May, which was blowing air that was cooler than outside by a slim, negotiated margin.

    Marjorie was asleep across the passenger seat with her muzzle on the seatbelt buckle and one hind leg hanging into the footwell. She had been asleep since Belgrade. Deb had taken the back roads out of Bozeman because the interstate in late June was a convoy of horse trailers and campers driven by men from Minnesota who had never seen a merge lane they liked, and Marjorie slept better on two-lane.

    The sign said PARADISE VALLEY at the turnoff and she took it and was, technically, on vacation.

    She had not been on vacation since 2015. She was almost certain about the year and she was going to let it stay almost because exact math, on this specific subject, was the wrong project for a Tuesday in a truck that smelled like hot vinyl and old dog.

    The Yellowstone came up on her left. Then it stayed on her left for forty miles. The water was the colour Paradise Valley water went in late June, a green that looked like a bottle held up to a porch light. Cottonwoods in full leaf. Hay cut in the near field, the cut rows a darker green than the standing grass beyond. A baler in the far field going slow. A horsefly hit the windshield hard enough that Deb said something to it.

    She had her arm out the window because the AC was operating, generously, at the level of a well-meaning office fan. The arm was going to burn before Livingston. She knew this. She kept the arm out the window anyway. She had six days of stupid summer decisions queued up and this was decision one.

    "Marjorie," she said.

    Marjorie did not open her eyes. Marjorie had stopped opening her eyes for most things in the last year. Marjorie was twelve and arthritic and she had the sovereignty of a dog who had decided, a while back, that she was going to be asleep unless a direct material interest was threatened. Deb scratched the top of her head with two fingers. Marjorie sighed through her nose.

    The list started before Livingston.

    It was a short list at first. Call Janie about the Henderson-Rowe thing. Check whether Dr. Fosse in Helena had got back to her about the Monday referral. Remind Pete Haverstock she was out until Monday. Ask Wyatt whether June's garden had survived the heat spell because June had planted tomatoes in May in a way that was ambitious for someone who had never owned a Montana garden. Ask Wyatt how the ranch was. Ask Wyatt whether Cal's knee had healed up — Cal had turned an ankle in April stepping off a trailer gate and had been walking on it since, because that was what Cal was going to do. Ask Wyatt about the September visitor stats June had mentioned on the phone. Ask Wyatt whether the AC at the main house was behaving, because the last time Deb was down the unit had been coughing.

    By Livingston the list was eleven items long and she noticed, the way she noticed a horse going lame at a walk, that she had made a list. She was supposed to be going on vacation. She had made a list of things to handle before she was through the front gate.

    She said out loud to the windshield, "Six days."

    Marjorie did not comment.

    Deb passed a pickup with two kids in the bed, both of them in baseball caps turned backwards, the younger one with a watermelon rind in his lap. She passed a man on a four-wheeler with a dog standing on the back rack like a hood ornament. She passed the turnoff for the swim hole Wyatt had told her about last August, the cottonwood bend, and she did not make the list twelve items long by adding go to the swim hole because the swim hole was not handling. The swim hole was sitting.

    She was not sure she remembered how to sit.

    * * *

    The gate at the end of the McClaren road was white painted pipe with the letters worn back to bare strokes, and a chicken that she did not yet have a name for was standing in the shade of the post doing nothing. Marjorie sat up for the first time in seventy miles and looked at the chicken with mild professional interest.

    "Don't," Deb said.

    Marjorie did not.

    The gate was open. Deb drove through, remembered the rule about gates, got out, and closed it. The ground under her boots was hot. She could feel it through the soles. She got back in the truck and drove the five miles of gravel road slower than she needed to, because Marjorie had her whole head out the window now and the wind was lifting the grey fur around her muzzle and for the first time since Belgrade she had the look of a dog who remembered she had been a dog.

    The main house came into view around the last stand of cottonwoods. Tin roof. Wood porch. A blue heeler stood up from the porch boards and watched the truck approach with the steady indifference of a dog who had been living here long enough to have opinions about it. That was Ruthie. Deb had met Ruthie in April.

    Wyatt was on the porch in a work shirt with the sleeves rolled up, boots off, feet bare on the boards. He lifted his hand. He did not come down the steps. Wyatt did not come down steps he did not need to come down.

    June came out of the front door with a glass of iced tea in each hand and the screen caught on her hip on the way out. She had on cutoffs and a red tank top, her hair pulled up off her neck, and she had been wearing the ranch for about eleven weeks now and it showed, and Deb was glad about it in a private way she was not going to announce.

    Deb parked. She got out. The heat hit her across the shoulders like a person walking into her on a sidewalk. Ninety-four at least, the dashboard had been underselling.

    "You made it," Wyatt said.

    "I made it."

    "How's the truck."

    "The AC is a rumour."

    "I have a box fan."

    "I have a box fan at home. I wanted to drive somewhere with a better fan."

    June came down the steps with the iced tea and put one glass in Deb's hand without saying hello, which was the hello, and Deb drank half of it standing in the yard. The ice had mostly melted. It was still better than anything she had had since Bozeman.

    Marjorie was another project.

    The dog was standing with her front paws on the passenger seat looking at the running board, which was six inches down, which in Marjorie's present condition was the same as six feet. Her hind end knew what to do and her hind end had stopped being in charge of decisions. She put one back foot on the running board, retracted it, put it back on the running board, and looked over her shoulder at Deb with real indignity.

    "Yeah," Deb said. She set the iced tea on the hood. She went round to the passenger side. She got her arms under Marjorie's chest and her hip and lifted her down the way a person lifts a laundry basket, which was what Marjorie weighed now, which was not what Marjorie had weighed at seven. Marjorie landed on four feet on the gravel with the dignity restored. She walked directly to the shade under the porch and lay down, chin on her paws, and did not participate in the rest of the arrival.

    Wyatt watched the whole thing from the porch.

    He said, "She's ageing."

    Deb said, "She'd tell you she isn't."

    "Mm."

    He came down one step. He stopped. He looked at his sister in the yard with the iced tea in her hand and her arm going red from the drive and he said what an older brother says when he has been told his sister is on vacation, which was nothing, which was correct.

    June said, "You want the bunkhouse or the guest room."

    "Bunkhouse."

    "Good, because the guest room AC is dead."

    "The guest room AC was dead in April."

    "It's still dead. The whole unit, actually. Box fans in every window. Three of them."

    Deb looked at Wyatt.

    "I was going to ask you about the AC."

    "I know."

    "Fix-it guy?"

    "In Idaho till the eleventh. Fishing. I knew in advance. It was the choice."

    "Who else is there."

    "Nobody worth the phone call."

    "There's always somebody."

    "Deb."

    She stopped.

    She had been off the drive for under two minutes and she had already asked him about the AC and priced the repair in her head and almost asked whether he had tried the new guy in Emigrant that Cal had mentioned. She knew it while she was doing it. Knowing it while she was doing it had never once stopped her.

    Wyatt said, "You're here six days, Deb. Nothing needs handling."

    She said, "I know."

    He waited.

    She said, "The box fans cover it?"

    He said, "Deb."

    "Okay."

    "The box fans cover it."

    "Okay."

    She drank the rest of the iced tea. The sun was about where it was going to be for the next five hours, straight up and shameless, and the gravel at her feet was white with it. A horsefly she could hear but not see was doing circuits around her head. Out past the loading chute there was a bay horse standing hipshot in the shade with his tail doing half-hearted work against flies, and the horse was the most relaxed thing in Park County at present and Deb wanted the horse's job.

    She said, "How's Cal's knee."

    Wyatt put a hand over his face.

    June laughed. It was a short, open laugh that had Seattle out of it in a way it had not had Seattle out of it in April, and Deb heard the difference and filed it under good news without telling anybody she had filed it.

    Deb said, "I said I'd try."

    "You didn't try."

    "I didn't try hard. Fine. I'll go unpack. How are the tomatoes."

    June said, "The tomatoes are not a subject."

    "Okay."

    "The tomatoes are never going to be a subject."

    "Understood."

    Wyatt, into his iced tea, said, "The tomatoes are a disaster."

    June said, "Wyatt."

    He said, "It's June. They're still a disaster in June. They're going to be disasters in August and we are going to buy tomatoes at the Gardiner farmers' market and we are going to put them in a bowl on the counter and pretend."

    June said, "Wyatt."

    He said, "I love you."

    June said, "I know."

    Deb looked from one of them to the other. She said, "I'll go unpack."

    * * *

    Her eye caught on a truck across the county road as she was getting her duffel out of the bed. A green GMC, older, coming slow up the drive of the place across from the McClaren gate. She had not noticed it pull in. The driver was already out and walking toward the back, far off, a dark shape in the heat haze that was doing a good impression of a cowboy. Shoulders. A cap. He was two hundred yards off and behind his own truck by the time she looked, and she did not have her glasses on, and the heat was doing that shimmering thing over the county road that lies about distances.

    "Who's that," she said.

    Wyatt looked. He said, "Cash Hollander. Neighbour. You met him at the funeral. Or not. I can't remember if he came."

    "He didn't come."

    "Right. Well. That's Cash."

    Deb said, "Huh."

    She went back to her duffel.

    She was not going to look again.

    She looked.

    The shape across the road had gone inside. The screen door banged on the still heat from two hundred yards away, a sound that travelled farther than it had any business travelling. A dog barked once behind the house. That was all there was.

    She hauled the duffel out of the truck bed and said to her own hand, "Six days."

    Marjorie, from the porch shade, sighed through her nose.

    * * *

    The bunkhouse was Hal's old one, forty yards behind the main house, down a dirt path with grass grown over the middle strip. One room, a woodstove Deb was not going to be needing this week, a bed made up with sheets that were older than some of the clinic's clients, a small porch facing west so you could watch the Absaroka range do its evening performance from a folding chair. She dropped the duffel on the bed. She stood in the middle of the room with her hands on her hips and looked at it.

    She said, out loud, "Huh."

    She had lived in a house for twelve years with a man who liked matching throw pillows. She had lived alone for the nine years after that in a second-floor apartment in Bozeman that she had still not hung all the art in. This room had a bed, a woodstove, a bentwood rocker, and a window that looked at a cottonwood, and it was going to be her room for six days, and the first thing it made her think was fine, and the second thing it made her think was I could.

    She did not finish that sentence. She put the duffel on the bed and unzipped it.

    * * *

    The shower was a pipe coming out of the wall over a tin pan and it was going to be hotter than the air for the next three months unless they got rain, which they were not going to get. She got in anyway. The water came out a tepid, unpromising temperature, then cold for a count of three, then tepid again. The cold was about what bathwater felt like after a teenager had been in it first. The heat wave was beating the water line for an hour every afternoon and then the well caught up and then the heat wave beat it again. Wyatt had explained this on the phone on Thursday. She had half-listened because she had been driving to a calving. She remembered now.

    She stood under the lukewarm and turned in a circle and it got the dust off her and some of the heat off her and she decided that was enough.

    She put on clean cutoffs and a white tank top and a flannel shirt because her arms went to goose bumps indoors in any temperature, and she was fifty-five degrees inside the bunkhouse while it was a hundred and two out in the yard, and the flannel was not a choice, it was an accurate response to her own thermostat. Bare feet on the porch boards. The boards were hot where the sun had got to them. She moved into the shade. She sat in the folding chair and put her feet up on the porch rail, one ankle crossed over the other, and considered the consequences.

    There were no consequences.

    She had not looked at her phone in an hour. She had not thought about Janie, or Pete, or the clinic, or the Henderson-Rowe herd, or the Monday referral, or the tax paperwork she had left in a folder on her kitchen table. She had thought, briefly, about the AC at the main house, and her brother had told her to stop, and she had stopped.

    She watched the Absaroka range go from blue to gold in that specific way the Absaroka went in late June when the air was full of heat haze and pollen. Eight-twenty. Eight-thirty. Marjorie came down the path from the main house at her own speed, took the two porch steps in two separate decisions, and lay down across Deb's feet with a groan that was a statement.

    Across the county road the green GMC was still in the driveway.

    A light came on in the kitchen window. Two hundred yards and a county road between them and she could see the light because the country out here was not lit by anything else. The shape moved in the window once. She did not see it clearly. She did not see a face. She saw the motion and the light and the fact that somebody was making dinner for himself on a weeknight in a house with no other cars in the drive.

    She thought, I'm not noticing that.

    She was noticing that.

    She was also, as an objective matter, not going to do anything about it. She was here to put her feet up and drink a beer with her brother and watch her dog sleep and not bring the clinic with her for six days.

    She leaned her head back against the bunkhouse wall.

    She had not been on vacation in eleven years.

    The arithmetic had surprised her somewhere around Belgrade and it surprised her again now. Eleven years. Her ex-husband had liked a beach. They had gone to a beach once, in 2014, and he had spent the second afternoon on a conference call on the hotel balcony while she read a novel with her feet in the sand, and she had decided, quietly, not out loud, to stop suggesting beaches. Then there had been the divorce. Then there had been the nine years of clinic and weekends and the occasional long weekend that did not count as vacation because she had brought her laptop. She had not taken a week off work since before her mother's knee surgery, and her mother's knee surgery had been in 2015.

    Eleven years.

    She looked at her hands.

    They were, as a matter of practical inventory, a problem. Her hands were used to doing a thing. Her left hand was used to steadying a calf's head against her thigh while her right hand drew a vaccine. Her right hand was used to filing. Her hands knew how to hold a phone and a coffee and a pen and a calving chain and the keys to the clinic door and, less often, a man's face. They did not know what to do with thirty-six inches of porch rail and no next thing.

    She put them in her lap.

    That was wrong.

    She put them on the arms of the chair.

    That was wrong too.

    She picked up the iced tea June had refilled for her from the railing and held it with both hands around the glass and looked at the mountains and thought, Okay. That's what they're for right now.

    Marjorie sighed against her ankle.

    The kitchen light across the road went out. Then a porch light came on. Then it went out. She did not see the shape come out of the door. The GMC did not move. Somebody had decided to sit in the dark on his own porch, which was the best decision she had heard of all day.

    She took a long slow drink of the iced tea and did not think about the man on the other porch.

    She thought about him for about four seconds.

    She made herself watch the mountains. The mountains were doing the gold thing. The gold was going to go pink in a minute and then it was going to go the colour of a bruise and then it was going to be dark, and she had six days, and her hands were on a glass of iced tea, and her dog was on her feet, and her brother was in the main house doing something that was not her business, and nothing on earth needed her to handle it.

    She practised.

    She sat in the chair and practised.

    It was going to take her a minute.

  
    Chapter 2 — Deb / Cash — "Working Fridge"

    The thermometer nailed to the post of the back porch said ninety-six at four in the afternoon, and the thermometer was in the shade, and Deb had put her feet up on the porch rail because the porch rail was cooler than her own thigh.

    She had been at the ranch for about four hours and had done, she calculated, approximately nothing. She had unpacked her duffel. She had watched Marjorie move eleven inches, from the shade under the porch to the shade under the porch step, with the solemnity Marjorie had given to every choice she had made since she was nine. She had drunk two glasses of iced tea. She had sat in two folding chairs for fifteen minutes each and, for a stretch that surprised her, put her hands flat on the porch boards and felt the heat of the sun-hot wood come up through her palms and not tried to make anything of it.

    She was, technically, relaxing.

    Behind her through the kitchen screen she could hear Wyatt and June moving around the counter with the exhausted choreography of two people who had made a dinner plan and watched it collapse in the heat. The AC unit on the side of the house had, at approximately one p.m., made a single loud adult noise and then stopped doing anything, and Wyatt had stood in the yard looking at it for a quarter of a minute with both hands on his hips, and then he had come back into the kitchen and said, "So we're eating cold," and June had said, "Okay," and that had been the whole conversation.

    Cold, in this specific kitchen, meant chicken that had been intended for the grill and now was not going to be grilled, a bowl of potato salad June had made at eleven, a tomato from Gardiner that had survived two days on the counter, and a loaf of bread Wyatt had bought at Albertson's on his way through town. Deb had looked in the fridge at three and noted, in the impassive register of a person reading a chart, that the fridge was running about six degrees warm of where it should be.

    She had not said so. The fridge had been handling itself since May. The fridge did not need a diagnosis from Bozeman.
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