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I SLOW THE bus and turn into the pick-up lane, pulling to a halt at the curb where there’s a queue of raucous, jostling students. As usual, the biggest boys are at the front of the line. Why is getting on the bus first such a big deal? Just so they can get the seats at the back? The smaller kids don’t want to be back there anyway so the seats would be theirs even if they were the last to get on. 

I pull the lever and the door opens with a hiss. The boys vault up the stairs without glancing my way and thunder down the aisle, pushing and shoving and squawking. The smaller kids climb on, only slightly more orderly. The teacher follows the last student to the door and says, “Hi, Lindy. John Henry will be a couple more minutes. He’s having a chat with Bob.”

“Thanks, Marg.” I nod and settle back to wait. John Henry had to go to the principal’s office again. I know he’s a problem, but why can’t they deal with it during school hours so the rest of the kids don’t have to wait? I’ve got a schedule and would like to keep to it. Well, if nothing else, filling in until they find a permanent driver has given me a new appreciation for all that Red had to deal with when she was driving.

The kids are screaming. Something hits the floor with a thump. A girl shrieks, “Get off me!” I look down the aisle. The offender is immediately obvious. “Terry,” I call out, “can’t you see that seat’s taken?”

Terry smiles and shrugs. “Sorry, Ms. Larsen,” he says, and goes back to the empty seat across the aisle.

A white pickup truck pulls to the curb in front of the bus just as I turn around. The driver gets out and comes up beside my window. I slide it open and say, “Hi Jake. What’s up?”

“Saw the bus was still sittin’ here so I thought I’d swing in and say hi,” he says, giving me the wide grin that always reminds me of Nick. “Someone late?”

“Yeah. I don’t know how Red managed to keep to a schedule. Some of these kids have chores to do at home, and here we sit.”

“How’s she doin’, anyway? Red, I mean. She gonna be back drivin’ soon?”

“She’s doing okay, not on crutches anymore, but she’s decided to give up driving. I was only filling in while Red was away so that’ll be it for me, too. The new guy can’t start for a couple weeks.” I spot John Henry coming out of the school and strolling toward the bus. “Look at that kid! He’s kept us all waiting. You’d think he could hustle, wouldn’t you?”

“Ay-yuh. You’d think. But then he wouldn’t be such a cool dude.” He lifts his cowboy hat and scratches the top of his head, then smooths his hair and resettles the hat. “I, um, you goin’ to the dance over at the community center tomorrow night?”

“I, er...”

“Would you though? Go to the dance, I mean? With me? Please? I know you don’t like the drive-in movies but I thought you might like to dance. It wouldn’t have to be like a date. Just a couple friends goin’ out together. No pressure.”

Just then John Henry comes clattering up the steps and past me, stirring squawks and hisses from everyone as he goes by. More chaos erupts from the back of the bus. I know without looking that he’s bullying his way into a seat instead of taking one closer to the front, causing a mass reshuffling. That’s John Henry. I sigh, pull the lever to close the door, then turn back to Jake. “Okay.”

“Oh yeah?” He stands taller and takes a step closer. Grinning, he says, “good! Starts at eight. I’ll pick you up at seven?”

“How about I meet you there?”

“Oh. Sure, I guess. If you’d rather.”

“Saves you a bunch of driving.”

“I don’t mind.”

“No, it’s all right.”

“Okay. If you’re sure?”

“I’m sure.”

He backs away a couple of steps, shrugs and says, “See you there, then.”

“See you there.” I smile, close the window, put the bus in gear and steer it away from the curb. When I check the mirrors, I see him standing in the middle of the lane watching the bus leave. 

Jake came to town a few years before I did but like me, he’s still considered a newcomer and people would tell you he lives on the old Prentice place, as if everyone knows where that is. Maple Creek isn’t big, just a couple thousand including the sparsely-populated ranches surrounding it, so newcomers stand out. Unlike myself, though, he’s well known because of his businesses: he raises and sells hay, and buys and sells second-hand implements. Nothing new or big, just mowers and manure spreaders, stuff like that. 

Jake is so much like Nick: tall, fair-haired, a rancher and he is—or was—a rodeo rider, too. I’m both put off and drawn to him because of it. I tell myself I agreed to go to the dance to get to know him better and see if I’m only attracted to him because he reminds me of my first love. It’s only one date, and not really a date at that. I don’t want to rush into anything. Things went too far too fast with Brett and fell apart just as fast. I won’t let that happen again.

I first saw Jake shortly after I started working at the bank last fall. I happened to look up over my typewriter just as he walked through the door and for a heartbeat I thought it was Nick. It hit me like a punch in the stomach. How is it even possible to have a reaction like after all this time? It’s not like I don’t know he’s dead. I was at his funeral, after all. 

Josie had turned away from her teller station for a moment, happened to see me, and came to my desk to ask what was wrong. I couldn’t tell her. I escaped to the ladies room and had a little cry before I could calm myself enough to get back to work. 

Well-meaning people tell me grief lasts a year, the implication being there’s something wrong with me because I still grieve for Nick. Not all the time, of course, and it doesn’t always sabotage me like that. It’s just that once in a while it blindsides me. Marriage did nothing to banish it. If anyone was to ask, I’d tell them grief lasts as long as it lasts.  

After that I started noticing Jake around town. At the feed store. At the rodeo. And of course when he comes to do his banking. I’m not a teller, though, so I’m not at the counter but at a desk in back, and we never actually come face to face. The first words we spoke to each other were when he was coming out of the bank just as I was going back in after lunch. We made eye contact as he held the door for me. I said thank you. He said you’re welcome. That’s it. 

A few weeks later I was at the check-out in the Field’s store buying underwear for the boys when he came up beside me, pack of T-shirts in hand. We paid for our purchases and walked back to our vehicles together, talking about what a cold spring it had been and how late the pastures were greening up. That’s right. My first chance to talk to this beautiful man and I wasted it talking about the weather. Such a cliché! But I had just gotten together with Brett and we were still in the can’t-keep-our-hands-off-each-other stage. Sure, I thought Jake was drop-dead gorgeous, but I never would have done more than look.

At the rodeo in the summer, he came and sat in the bleachers with me. Well, not really with me but with our group. Stu knew him slightly from back in his rodeo days, and introduced him to everyone. I talked to him a little, just joined in the conversations of the group really, but didn’t pay much attention. I was mostly watching Brett, who was all over Diane of the Double D’s and that’s not the name of her ranch. Poor Diane, she can’t get shirts to fit. That snap in the middle of those fun jugs just will not stay closed. Shortly after that Brett and I split up. In retrospect, it would’ve been a good time to hook up with Jake and give Brett a dose of his own medicine.

Anyway, within a week of Brett and me splitting up, Jake was waiting for me outside the bank and asked me to go to the drive-in with him. That’s the thing about small towns, everyone knows everyone else’s business, especially who’s sleeping with who. If you believe the gossip there’s always been wife swapping, but in The Eighties it’s gone wild. Or maybe it’s just more out in the open now. Seems risky because husbands don’t always get their wives back. Maybe that’s the point.

I imagine Jake suggested a drive-in instead of lunch or at least coffee because he was anxious to see a re-run of Smoky and the Bandit, or maybe he just wanted to patronize the drive-in so it wouldn’t close down like so many have thanks to everyone having a VCR you can rent movies for right at the Safeway, or maybe just because there’s isn’t much to do in a small town. But a drive-in movie with a man I barely knew? I tried unsuccessfully not to be offended, and declined. Besides, after Brett, I promised myself a year of being on my own.

Some inner part of me must have decided that although it hasn’t been a year and in fact it’s only been a few months, it’s time. Meeting Jake at the hall instead of having him pick me up eliminates the possibility of anything going too far too after the dance. Sexual revolution be damned.
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“FOR GOD’S SAKE, Red, would you sit down? You didn’t come to clean my kitchen, did you? Relax and enjoy your coffee.” I’m perched on a stool at the island with a steaming mug warming my hands.

Red turns to look at me and says, “you know I like to be busy.”

“Well, I’m starting to think you have a low opinion of my housekeeping. Although I’ll be the first to admit you’re right. For some reason, I don’t think it’s all that important anymore. There’s days I don’t even make the bed.”

“Nor do the laundry, from the look of yer jeans.” She points at my legs.

“What’s the point of washing them when they’ll just get dirty again the next day? Besides. You guys are always telling me this part of the country is considered desert. I’m conserving water.”

“We got a good well. You can run yer damn washing machine.” 

“Yes, mother.”

Red snorts, gives the counter next to the sink one last swipe, then wrings out the dishrag, pulls out the under-sink towel rack and puts it away. She pours a fresh mug of coffee and comes to sit on the stool across from me. 

“It’s good you won’t have to drive the school bus  no more, but asking fer more hours at the bank? If they give ‘em to you, how will you have time, what with the ranch and you doin’ so much with your mom’s business ‘n’ the winery ‘n’ the farm store yer tryin’ to start up? And the days you spend up in Calgary workin’ fer your mom—would the bank give you time off every month for that?”

“I’d keep doing that weekends. I’m worried about that mad cow thing. You know they’ve been testing for it for a few years now. There’s talk of quarantines, and that herd south of the border was euthanized.”

“It’s a worry, I admit.”

“That’s why I want more hours at the bank. And it would be good to diversify, in case we lose our herd like that.”

“We got diversity. We got them little spuds ‘n’ we got wine ‘n’ we got rhubarb jam ‘n’ saskatoon jam to git made up fer the fairs ‘n’ we got the pies fer Marie’s store. You got plenty on yer plate. We’re not doin’ bad or I wouldn’t of gave up drivin’ the school bus.” She tucks a stray lock of salt-and-pepper hair behind her ear.

“I know.”

For a moment the only sounds are us quietly sipping our coffee, and the odd whinny from the horses in the near pasture. Finally Red says, “Sittin’ havin’ coffee’s when I miss smokin’ the most. ‘S why I got up to do somethin’.” She shrugs, takes a sip of coffee and leans forward on her elbows. “How was the  bus run yesterday? You never said nuthin’ about it.”

“It was a little busy around here when I saw you last night so we never had chit-chat time. At least Diamond’s okay this morning. Damned colic, always such a worry. That horse! Gonna be another fat vet bill. Next time, I think we’ll just shoot him.”

“You know you won’t do that! Yer father’s horse? You couldn’t pull the trigger ‘n’ I doubt Stu could neither.”

“I know. Why can’t he be more like Petey? Ten Peteys are less trouble than one Diamond. If a horse gets out on the road, it’s Diamond. If a horse gets its foot stuck in the fence, it’s him. If a horse gets a foxtail abscess in his mouth, it’s him. If anything goes wrong with a horse around here, why is it always him?”

“Attracts trouble, just like his previous owner,” Red says, and chuckles. “Don’t look at me like that! You know very well what yer father was like.”

“I know. Still wish I could’ve had more time with him though.”

“Well...”

“I know what you’re going to say, Stu’s right, if he’d lived any longer he likely would’ve lost this place in a poker game.”

Red shrugs. We sit in silence as a couple of minutes tick by, each lost in bittersweet memories. I’m musing about how different my life would be if that happened. 

Then Red says, “Anyway, much as the paycheque was nice, I sure don’t miss driving that bus! And you never did answer me about how it went yesterday.”

“Morning was okay. Afternoon too. Had to wait on John Henry, that’s all. He was in the principal’s office after school again.” I drain my mug, then spot a dying leaf on the aspidistras next to the peppermill and pull it off. 

“That thing’s gittin’ a little shy on leaves,” Red says, indicating the potted plant with a lift of her chin. “Only you could kill one a them.”

“My brown thumb. Good thing I do office work instead of tending the rhubarb patch,” I agree. “But there’s something else I wanted to tell you, Red. Jake Jordan came up to the bus while I was waiting for John Henry and asked me to the dance at the community center tonight.”

“He asked you out again? He must have a hide like a rhinoceros, askin’ you out after pissin’ you off about the drive-in. So damn stupid he’d ask you to go to a drive-in movie on yer first date ‘n’ you barely knowin’ each other?”

“Maybe it wasn’t so bad. Maybe he’s just, er, a social klutz. Uncle Stu would’ve said something if there was something sketchy about him. They’ve known each other for so long Jake still calls him Porky.” 

“Well, that sure don’t endear him to Stu. ‘N’ I don’t think he knew him all that good. I was around then, remember, ‘n’ I didn’t know him good.”

I dig around in the plant a bit more, pull off another yellowing leaf, then lock eyes with Red and say, “I said I’d meet him there.”

“What? You said you’d go? Well,” Red says. She takes a sip of coffee and then asks, “How come he ain’t pickin’ you up?” 

“He offered.”

Red’s brow puckers for a moment, then she says, “Oh, I see.”

“Yeah. So. What do you think? Would you and Stu come along? Your leg’s good enough now you can dance.” I continue before Red can voice objections: “That way, we can leave early. You know, you can say your leg’s bothering you. If it turns out I like him, you know, that way, and wouldn’t mind spending some alone time with him after the dance, you guys can leave without me.”

“So we’d be doin’ you a favour.”

“But it’s not just for me. I think you guys would have fun, too. Probably be lots of other people we know there, and when’s the last time you were off the ranch other than to get groceries?”

“Hmmm,” Red says, squeezing her eyes shut. Then she shrugs.

“So you see? You need to get out. I need an excuse to leave early. It’s a win-win.”

“Makes sense I guess. When d’ya wanna leave?”

“Not too late. Starts at eight. So, seven-thirty?” 

“Okay.” Red finishes her coffee and gets up. “More coffee?”

“Ahh, no, I’m coffee’d out. Besides, the boys are going to ride out to the community pasture to check on the pairs. I said I’d go with them, just for the ride, so they’re bringing Chica in for me. I’m looking forward to the ride, but I also don’t like them going out there on their own in case they decide to practice sorting pairs or think they can train those green horses to be cutting horses and keep the calves away from their moms. Last time they did that they got the whole herd riled up.”

“What? My boys?”

“Naw, not your boys. The boys they turn into when the devil gets in ‘em,” I say, and chuckle. “They’re good kids, you know I love ‘em. Anyhow, we’re leaving pretty quick so I should get a move on.”

“Great weather right now, but I don’t like the looks of the sky up north. Dunno if you should go all the way to the community pasture.” 

“We might not get that far. Don’t worry, we’ll keep an eye on the sky. Anyhow, a little rain never hurt anyone. We’re not made of sugar, you know.”

“They’re sayin’ on the radio we’re in for snow, though.” Red takes her mug and mine to the dishwasher and finds a spot for them inside, then turns, leans against the cupboards and looks back at me. “You know, Lindy,” she says, “you may be playin’ with fire, startin’ somethin’ with Jake.”

“It’s just a date, Red, it’s not starting something. And I’m taking it slow this time. I know you and Uncle Stu never really took to Brett, and you were right about him. Anyhow, despite what you think, I’m smarter now.”

“It’s nuthin’ to do with bein’ smart. Smart people can have low self-esteem. A person needs to be okay alone before they’re any damn good in a relationship...”

“I don’t have low self esteem and I am okay.” 

“There I go, preachin’ at you again!” Red studies me for a moment, then pushes away from the counter and heads to the door. “You need to get off the ranch worse’n I do ‘n’ I guess we all deserve some fun. I hope this dance tonight ain’t too highfalutin. You know I got nuthin’ to wear but jeans.”

“Well, it’s a country band at the community center, Red. All you need is polished boots and a clean shirt.”

“Clean jeans wouldn’t hurt neither.”

“I’ll be back in time to do laundry.
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WE MOVE PAST the corrals, heading up the trail to the windmill, our horses marching along in a purposeful, ground-covering walk, the dogs trotting one ahead and two beside us. I’m on my Paint mare. Charlie and Johnny are on geldings that Stu outbid the meat buyer for at the auction over in Weyburn a couple of months ago. 

The boys are putting miles on the horses to get them ready for adoption. Thank heavens for those two! They’re just boys, but decent riders already, having ridden Nick’s horse Petey everywhere practically since they were old enough to walk. Nothing fazes them, not even being piled off in rattlesnake country. Without them it would be difficult to find homes for rescue horses and we’d end up with more horses than cattle on the ranch. Stu and his big heart. Besides Petey and Diamond, we have a couple of other retired rodeo horses, and it never fails, he takes cattle to the auction and comes home with horses any time there’s a meat buyer bidding on them.

The boys don’t remember much about their lives before they came to live on the ranch, and are cowboy through and through. They’ve both been in the sheep riding at the Maple Creek rodeo. Charlie even got in on the steer riding this year, and stayed on to the horn. Can’t wait until he’s old enough for the bull riding. They got Stu’s old rigging cleaned up, and as soon as they get a chute built Charlie will get his chance, on cows, anyway. It’s a sure thing Johnny won’t want to be left out of that. Thinking about them riding cows was bad enough, then one day Stu came home from the auction with an emaciated humpy-backed bull. He said when he spotted a Brahman in the kill pen he thought, what’s a bucking bull doing here? One look at the glimmer of fire in the old bull’s eyes told him he hadn’t given up. He couldn’t let him go on the meat truck.

The kids were ecstatic, dreaming of all the practice they’ll get once Stu decides they’re old enough to ride that bull. My guts clench every time I think about it. In my mind, bull riding is the worst rodeo event there is. I don’t understand how the crowds are so crazy for it. Maybe it’s the danger. A sort of gladiator sport. Thankfully progress on the bucking chute is slow and it won’t be finished until next spring after work on the new farmgate store building is done. Cows are bad enough, but the bull? It’s got to be ten years before the boys are old enough. The bull might be dead by then and with luck, the boys will have gone on to other interests.

Not likely, Stu said when I voiced that hope. He assured Red and me that the bull is as tame as a kitten, far better for them to ride him than one of our herd bulls. He claims he must be a lousy bucker or he wouldn’t have been at the auction. He was careful not to say that within earshot of the kids, of course. 

Damn you men! You’re nothing but adrenalin junkies, I told him. And that’s why you love us, he had replied. I can’t deny I’ve never been drawn to any guy as I was to the cowboy I met that long-ago summer. 

The tall grass along the corral fence is parched and pale as it was at the end of the few brief months I had with him. As so often happens when I’m riding out, my thoughts turn to that summer, and Nick. Our emotions had the intensity of youth: the highs so high, the lows, in the basement. It feels like another lifetime. Everything since, even my marriage. My divorce. Brett. Barely touched me. Everything seems bland and colorless, as dull and beige as the bucking bull and the prairie in the fall. 

A north breeze springs up, its chill edge breaking into my thoughts. I put my reins in my teeth and zip up my jacket. 

We pass the last corral and are heading east toward the low hills that mark the start of the Badlands, when Charlie says, “Wonder what’s raising that.” He points to a cloud of dust billowing up over the brow of the hill half a mile ahead. 

As if in answer there’s a bellow and half a dozen cows with calves comes charging over the hill toward us, followed by the old beige, tame-as-a-kitten Brahman bull. We rein our horses to a stop. They watch the approaching herd intently, heads high and ears pricked. 

“Someone leave a gate open?” I ask. “We can’t let them run into the yard or they’ll end up out in the road. We have to turn them before they get to the lane. Johnny, go open the corral gate so we can drive them in and stay there so you can turn them if they try to go around you.” 

Johnny turns his horse and digs him with his heels, setting off at a gallop to the gate two hundred meters away. 

The little herd slows as it nears us and starts to turn away from the corrals. “Charlie!” I yell, “Go head them back toward me. I’ll stop them getting into the lane and head them toward Johnny.” 

Charlie pulls his lasso off the saddle and gallops away, circling back up beside the herd, swinging his coiled rope, hazing them back toward me and the corral. I dig my heels into Chica’s sides and she leaps up beside the bull to block the lane and keep him heading in the right direction while Charlie rides back and forth behind them. With the help of the dogs, we manage to herd them toward Johnny.

Johnny has opened the gate and is back on his horse a dozen meters to the side of it, ready to turn the small group into the corral. The first cow reaches the gate, stops and eyes Johnny. She starts to go to his right but he reins his horse over. The horse responds quickly to cut the cow off. She tries to go between Johnny and the gate, but the horse spins and leaps back in front of her again. Now the cow spots the open gate and hurries through, her calf right beside her. The rest of the cow-calf pairs follow her into the corral.

The bull stops, looks around, and bellows. Charlie whistles and one of the dogs darts in to nip at his heel. He paws, and charges off a dozen meters or so, then bellows and paws some more. Seeing the three riders and the dogs closing in, he turns and bolts through the gate into the corral. Johnny pushes his horse up against the gate to close it, then leans over to secure it. 

“Good work, guys!” I exclaim. “Johnny, that horse of yours has some cow!”

“Yeah,” Johnny agrees, “It was like he knew what I wanted him to do. I didn’t hardly have to do nuthin’. Maybe I can keep him.”

“Anything.”

“Anything?”

“You didn’t have to do anything.”

“No, I never,” Johnny agrees.

“No, you didn’t.” Johnny looks at me and tilts his head. I click my tongue and shrug. They’re going to speak the way all the cowboys they idolize do no matter how often I correct them. Maybe it’s a lost cause. I study Johnny’s earnest little face, the joy shining in his eyes as he rubs the horse’s withers, and tell him, “Maybe you can keep him. You work that out with your Dad.”

He looks up and says, “Maybe you could, um, tell Dad you think it’s a good idea?”

“I’ll do that.”

Johnny’s grin splits his face and he’s practically squirming with excitement. He says, “Great! I’ll turn on the water to top up the trough.” He wheels his horse and heads up to the windmill at a lope. 

Charlie and I wait by the fence, watching the cattle milling around. The bull stands apart, throwing his head from side to side, spewing strings of saliva. He paws, lifts his tail and squirts feces as he whirls around. Blood drips from wounds on his legs and chest. 

Charlie brings his horse up beside me and says, “Domino shouldn’t of been out here, should he, Auntie?”

“No. He should be with the other bulls in the bachelor herd.”

“Somethin’s got him riled. I never seen him like this.”

“Looks like he tangled with some barbwire. Nothing too serious from what I can see, though.”

Johnny rides up beside us just as water starts spewing from the spout into the tank. “I’ll go turn the pump off on our way back,” he says.

“Good idea, John, but I think our ride’s over,” I tell him. 

“Domino shouldn’t of been out,” Charlie tells his brother. “We gotta figure out how he got out ‘n’ make sure he can’t git out again.”

The cattle begin to quiet, and finally Domino, although still wary, goes to the trough for a drink. A yearling-size steer is in the mix, and draws my attention. I say, “See that steer on the far side there? The one with the heart-shaped spot on his flank? I don’t remember any of ours with a marking like that.”

“Me neither,” Johnny says.

“Me neither,” Charlie agrees.

“Pretty unusual marking. Can’t see his brand.”

“I’ll go in and have a closer look,” Charlie offers. 

“Well, okay. But keep an eye on Domino.”

“I will.”

“I’ll get the gate.” I dismount to open the gate far enough to let Charlie through, then push it shut behind him, waiting there to let him out again.

Charlie’s horse, not as comfortable around cattle as Johnny’s, has white-ringed eyes and skitters around, lifting up off his front feet as if to rear. A race horse in his former life, he’s still wound up from the gallop and nervous about the cattle. I have a moment of panic visualizing Charlie being bucked off in the corral with the still-agitated bull. But Charlie sits quiet and nudges the horse toward the cattle. The cattle part to get out of the horse’s way, and the horse seems emboldened. The target steer turns and canters off, but he broke out of the herd long enough for Charlie to get a look at his brand. He comes back to the gate and when I let him out, tells us, “You’re right, he ain’t ours.”

“Whose is he, then?”

“Dunno, Auntie. Don’t know the brand. I think it might be new. Looks raw, like it just got done.”

“That’s odd,” I say. No one brands at this time of year. Although maybe they hadn’t planned on putting them in the community pasture and had to brand now. But people are bringing their cattle in now, not turning new ones out. I blow out a long breath. “Okay, guys, we need to go back in and tell your Dad about this. He’ll need to go see what kind of a mess Domino made of the fence. You guys go with him and you can turn off the pump then.”

“What if there’s other bulls out? We should take the horses instead of going with him in the truck.”

“You’re right,” I agree. “Could be we got cattle from the community pasture in with our bachelor herd or our bulls out there. You can chase ‘em back in. But it could be a bigger mess than that, in which case we’re going to have to get a crew organized to set things right.”

“Yahoo!” Johnny yells. 

“It’s too late today,” I caution, “but maybe we’ll make a day of it tomorrow. Haven’t had a barbeque for a while. Could be our last one before the snow flies.”

“Double yahoo!” Johnny yells. The boys put their heels to their horses and gallop back along the trail for home. 

Chica bobbles around, tugging at the reins in hopes I’ll let her run with them. “Settle down, Chica,” I tell her, “we’re not going to gallop home. And those little twits know better than that, too.”

They do know better, but it’s thrilling to watch the boys race along the lane. Johnny had a head start but in a heartbeat Charlie’s ex-race horse hits his stride and easily catches the smaller Quarter Horse. They run close until they get to the turn, when Johnny’s horse falls behind. They’re within view of the barn now and I cross my fingers they can stop their horses. I’m sure they know if Stu catches them they’ll get extra chores. 

Maybe they think the thrill of the race was worth it.

I’ll never admit it, but in my mind I’m running with them.
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STU GUIDES THE pickup into the parking lot at the Community Center and heads for the open parking spot between two other trucks at the edge of the lot. “Looks like a pretty good crowd here already,” he observes. 

As soon as the truck is still, I push the door open and get out. Red slides along the seat and gets out right after me, bouncing on her good foot as she favours her still-not-completely-healed leg. We go around the truck to join Stu and together make our way through the parked vehicles to the building entrance. As soon as we step into the lighted area under the canopy, Jake materializes in the doorway, grins, and comes to greet us.

“Oh, there you are,” he says. “Hey, Red! Porky! Didn’t know you were comin’.” The two men shake hands as they exchange greetings.

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Red says. 

Jake turns to me and says, “I paid fer you.”

“Thanks,” I say, and walk in beside him. At a table near the door, two women in frilly western shirts are taking money, stamping hands and selling drink tickets.

“Here she is,” Jake says as we come up in front of them. I stick out my hand to be stamped.

“Ladies,” Stu addresses the ticket sellers as he pulls his wallet out of his hip pocket. “What’s the club raisin’ money fer now?” 

“New warm-up ring,” the dark-haired woman responds. “There’s folks that want to use the rodeo grounds for other things besides rodeo.”

“What else is there?”

“You old cowboys think there’s nuthin’ else in the world,” she says, and shakes her head. 

“Old?” Stu snorts. “I ain’t old, I’m experienced. ‘N’ anyhow, may I remind you there’s still lotsa good tunes to be played on an old fiddle.”

“I guess your wife will be the judge of whether you got good tunes or not.”

“Be nice if he had more’n one, ‘n’ I mean jokes, too,” Red says.

“Well, all jokin’ aside,” Stu says as he hands her a twenty dollar bill, “I’d like to see more stuff goin’ on there. More horse shows and so on. Two please.” 

“Club thinks it’ll be good, too.” She takes his money and puts it in the cash box, then gets set to stamp their hands. She tilts her head at the woman sitting next to her and says, “Marnie has the drink tickets.”

“I’ll take twenty bucks worth,” Stu tells Marnie, and she tears tickets off a roll. As he folds the tickets, he turns to us and says, “You go git a table. I’ll git drinks. Beer, Jake?”

“I’ll go with you,” Jake replies. “What’s yer pleasure, Lindy?”

“White wine if they have it. Otherwise, beer’s fine, thanks.”

The two men head for the pass-through to the kitchen where the volunteers wait to serve drinks, while Red and I scan the tables. We select one close enough to the stage to see the band but far enough from the speakers we’ll be able to have a conversation once the band starts, and take chairs at the end next to the wall. 

Stu and Jake come with the drinks and once they’re settled, Stu says, “Say Jake, you know of any new cattle bein’ turned out in the community pasture?”

“No. Why?”

“We had a bull bust out today ‘n’ he come back up to the corrals with half a dozen of our pairs, ‘n’ a steer that ain’t ours in the mix. Brand looks fresh. Don’t know whose it is.”

“That’s odd,” Jake says, his eye narrowing. “He come off the community pasture?” 

“Yep. That’s where they was comin’ from, although our bull wasn’t supposed to be out there. Him ‘n’ a couple others. Found ‘em when we went out to fix the fence, but nowhere near the numbers of cows that should of been in that herd, by my reckoning. I called Ernie but his wife said he was over in the other community pasture he manages. He ain’t called me back yet.”

“Don’t he usually keep the herd together?”

“As a rule, yeah. Dunno why but they’ve scattered into small herds. I patched up the fence all right but we gotta get folks who run cattle out there to come ‘n’ make sure none have gone missin’. Unless we find more of ours, we got some missin’ so no doubt others will, too.”

“Dunno where they’d go from there,” Jake says. He lifts his hat, scratches the back of his head, and resettles it. “If they git out into the Badlands, it’ll be hell to round ‘em up. Bad enough just in the hilly part of the community pasture. Not easy to do a head count, neither.”

“As if 20,000 acres ain’t enough of a challenge, hell, if they’re out in the Badlands, might never find them. That’s why we need more people, enough riders to cover it all off in one day before they have a chance to git that far. Couple other groups goin’ out from different ranches but yer on my list fer ours. Good yer here since I got no answer when I called yer house earlier. Far as I know you ain’t got cows out there but we can use all the help we can get. Can you make it? You ‘n’ Leo?”

“Yer right, I got no cows out there. I got pasture enough for what I got. But I’ll come fer sure. Leo might be workin’.”

“Leo’s got a job? Where’s he work?” Red asks. 

“Nuthin’ steady. He picks up a few days’ work here ‘n’ there,” Jake replies.

“Doin’ what?”

“This ‘n’ that.  Ranch work, mostly,” Jake tells her, then looks off toward the door and says, “There’s Jonesy and Arlette!” He waves. Arlette spots him and they come to join us. Jonesy folds his 6’6” frame into the chair next to Stu.

“What’s this?” Arlette asks. “Why don’t you let me sit by Stu and you go sit beside Lindy. Boy-girl-boy-girl like it’s supposed to be.”

“This ain’t the high school prom,” Jonesy says.

“What would you know about high school proms?”

“I may not of took you to the prom but you weren’t the only gal in town who was sweet on me back then any more’n you are now,” Jonesy tells her. He hands her some drink tickets and says, “Don’t sit down. You know what I want.” Ignoring his wife’s frown, he turns to Stu and says, “Hey, Stu, Arlette said you called. ‘Bout tomorrow, I’ll come fer sure but I got no license on my trailer so I can’t bring my horse.”

“You can ride one of our rescues. We got one big enough fer you needs miles put on him. Just bring yer saddle.”

“If you’d rather ride yer own horse,” Jake says, “I can swing by yer place. There’s room in my trailer.”

“What’s it about, anyhow?” Jonesy asks. “As usual what Arlette said didn’t make no sense.” 

By the time Stu has explained, the musicians are on stage fussing with their instruments and Arlette is back with a red Solo cup of beer in each hand. She slides one across the table to her husband and takes the chair beside me. The house lights go down, the stage lights come on, and the banjo intro to the Stampeders’ Sweet City Woman issues from the speakers.

Jonesy says, “Whaddaya know, they sound okay ‘n’ I ain’t even drunk yet.” We all laugh and agree. At the end of the song, the front man greets the crowd and introduces the other band members, then they launch into the first set. A few couples venture out onto the dance floor, but it isn’t until everyone has had a beer or two and the band strikes up Crazy Little Thing Called Love that the dance floor fills. Stu, Red, Arlette and Jonesy get up and go to join the couples on the dance floor, leaving Jake and me sitting by ourselves. 

After an awkward moment, Jake asks, “You wanna dance?”

“Yes!” I reply. I stand up. Maybe I actually jumped to my feet. 

Jake gets up but doesn’t start toward the floor; instead, he leans in close to my ear so I can hear him, and confides, “I ain’t much of a dancer, Lindy.”

I take his hand and tell him, “you don’t have to be. It’s a line dance. Anyone can do it.” I tow him out onto the dance floor, remembering my first line dance. It was at a rodeo and Nick showed me how. Later that night we slept together, another first. I push the bittersweet memory away and focus on the dance.

To his credit, Jake does his best to follow along. When the song ends and the band plays a waltz, I put my hand on his shoulder and we clasp hands, my right to his left. I say, “For a guy who claims he ain’t much of a dancer, you did good.”

“Thanks. Just tried to follow the other guys. I ain’t much good at waltzing neither but I sure like it a lot better.” He drops both hands to my hips and pulls me in close.

I stiffen, take his hand again and put some space between us. “Friends, remember?” 

He grins good naturedly and agrees, “friends.”

When the waltz is over and the band segues into a two-step, Jake says, “Now that I definitely ain’t gonna manage. I see Walter ‘n’ Leanne are sittin’ this one out too. You know them?”

I look in the direction he indicates and see a couple I don’t recognize. “Umm, no, I guess I don’t.”

“They live over on the road to Avonlea. Buy hay from me. Come on, I’ll introduce you.” 

We get our drinks and join the other couple. The men waste no time in getting into discussions about the quality of the hay in Jake’s barns, what it costs this year, the price of fertilizer, and problems with machinery. 

After small talk establishing the number and ages of Leanne’s children, that she’s a stay-at-home mom, the fact I have no kids but claim Red and Stu’s fosters as my nephews and that I work part time at the bank, Leanne asks, “How long have you and Jake been together?”

“Together? We’re not together.”

“Oh? Didn’t I see you with him at the rodeo?”

“Nope. Well, I was at the rodeo, but not with him.”

Leanne frowns and says, “I was so sure. Hmm. You say you work at the bank?”

“Yeah. Three days a week.”

“I thought you were starting up that wine business. What’s the name?”

“Wacasko-wâti.”

“Wacasko what?”

“Wacasko-wâti. It’s Cree for rat hole. More or less.”

“I knew it was something a little, er, unusual. How’d you come up with that?”

“Well, we thought it should describe the ranch, so we tossed around a few ideas, like Rusty Old Truck In The Ditch On The Corner or Fifty Miles of Bad Road, but in the end decided to just name it after the ranch. Rat Hole is what my ex called the place so at first it was a joke, then it just stuck. But it sounds better in Cree, and Red has roots with the Nekaneet—"

“I actually know where that truck is!” Leanne interjects. “Your ex wasn’t a country boy, I guess.”

“Nope. Not by a long shot. Liked what he called the finer things in life, which didn’t include fifty miles of bad road.” 

Stu and Red appear at the table, followed by Jonesy and Arlette. The topic of conversation becomes tomorrow’s cook-out at Wacasko-Wâti, particularly what each will contribute to the potluck. 

I notice a tall woman in the knot of people just coming in. It’s my friend Carole, and when she scans the crowd, I get her attention with a wave. She and her husband join our table just as the discussion turns to who would have turned a freshly-branded steer out onto the community pasture community pasture just a few weeks ahead of all the cattle being moved off. The men have switched chairs and are now engrossed in their own conversation, leaving the women to visit.

“Jonesy!” Arlette calls across the table to get her husband’s attention. “I love this song! I wanna dance!”

“We already danced,” he replies. 

Arlette gives him the middle finger salute, but he’s turned his back. She hisses, “To hell with him! I didn’t come here to sit and gab with a bunch of old hens.” She gets up, scans the dancers and the other tables, and when she spots a group of young men at the back of the hall, heads off in their direction. 

“Jeez, not even thirty and already I’m an old hen,” I say.

“I definitely feel like an old hen some days,” Carol says.

“I been called worse,” Red says. 

I watch the dancers for a couple of songs, then Carol and I go to the ladies’ room. I get more drinks on my way back, set the beer in front of Jake and go to sit beside Red again. 

“You okay? Havin’ fun?” Red asks.

“Well, sure, I like people watching, but I wouldn’t mind dancing more,” I tell her.

“You could always go haul one of them young guys out onto the floor like Arlette done,” she suggests.

“I don’t want to dance that bad. I’ll settle for the line dances. How’re you doin’?”
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