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      Janie drove her Ford F-150 down the dirt road. Even in the near dark she could see the cloud of dust billowing out behind her.

      God, they needed rain. Dust seeped into the pickup cab covering everything and making her want to sneeze.

      It had been a long day at the liquor store. Halloween was one of the worst. Everybody dressed up to party, employees and customers. She’d dressed as a witch. Went to the Goodwill and found a black skirt and hat. Pulled out her black shirt and her fanciest black cowboy boots and some black leggings. That was about as much effort as she was willing to put into a costume. And as much money.

      She was working at the liquor store to make ends meet. The ranch wasn’t exactly a thriving proposition. Probably never would be. She’d had to sell off too many of the horses just to pay feed and farrier bills for those that remained. Which if there hadn’t been a drought for the last several years, she’d have enough pasture for most of them. And having a job didn’t give her much time to train the ones left to make them salable.

      “Hey universe, you’re welcome to come up with some money so I can get out of this mess. Like yesterday,” she said.

      “And some rain would be nice,” she added.

      The house came into view as she drove over the ridge. Janie watched as Black Lips picked up the sound of the pickup. The buckskin mare raced along the fence, followed by the rest of the herd.

      She needed to buy hay again. Mustangs didn’t eat much, but they ate enough to keep her broke.

      Janie climbed out of the truck, greeted by Max and Madras, her two German Shepherds, barking and racing in circles around her.

      “Okay, I know, I know. It’s past dinnertime.”

      The scents of sagebrush and dust filled her nose.

      She unlocked the front door and the dogs raced inside, pacing around the kitchen.

      She turned the lights on and locked the door, setting her purse and hat on the kitchen table.

      “Dad, I’m home,” she said, expecting no answer.

      But she could almost hear him in her head. ‘You’ll need to move the herd off the south pasture or that grass won’t grow back again over winter. And while you’re at it, pray for rain.’

      She sighed. What she wouldn’t give to hear his voice again.

      She scraped leftovers into bowls for the circling dogs and set the bowls down on the peeling green linoleum. She filled a couple smaller bowls on the countertops with cat food for Lefty and Lucy. She whistled and the two black cats thundered in the cat door, gulped down their food and raced back outside again. They must be hunting something.

      She filled a glass of water from the sink and drank, tasting the concentrated minerals in it. They didn’t used to taste so strong. Another side effect of the drought.

      Dad would have said, ‘You’re lucky we still have well water. So many of our neighbor’s wells have dried up.

      Janie slipped out the back door and walked inside the barn. She turned the indoor and outdoor lights on and opened the barn door which connected to the pasture. All seven horses trompled inside, their breath making clouds from the cold as if they were some sort of fire breathing creatures. Nickers filled the air. She patted them and climbed to the loft, tossing flakes of hay in all directions, giving each one space to eat a distance away from the others. Dust and hay floated down, settling on the backs of the already dusty horses.

      She inhaled, smelling sweaty horses. There was no other smell like it in the world. It filled her with a kind of peace.

      Outside in the pasture, she heaved and hefted, her breath becoming white smoke in the air as she dumped the two water troughs in the pasture. Bits of the morning’s hay and dust from the day spilled out onto the dry dirt, forming pools. She rinsed them and filled them up with fresh water, then unhooked the hose, emptied, coiled and hung it inside the barn.

      No frozen hoses for her in the morning.

      Once everyone was fed, Janie went back in the house and fired up the wood stove. It would be cold tonight, probably below freezing. While the fire got started, she changed into her purple fuzzy slippers and put a wool sweater on.

      Janie pulled leftover pizza from the fridge, nuked it and sat down in her overstuffed chair, by the fire. The pepperoni smell wafted up to her noise and her mouth began to water. She ate, washing it down with a far too hoppy beer.

      The beer didn’t take the heat from the pepperoni away and it continued to burn a little longer in her mouth. But she felt too lazy to get up and get something else to drink.

      The dogs stretched out by the fire. She put her feet on the footstool, soaking up the heat, and clicked on the TV. Surfing for a while, she found nothing interesting. She finally settled for PBS and halfheartedly paid attention to a documentary on the supernatural. Dozing off in her chair, she caught bits and pieces of what was on the TV.

      She vaguely heard something about Halloween and the veils between the worlds being thin.

      It was supposed to be easier to speak with the dead. An image of Dad ambled through her mind.

      The TV show spun into a dream about telling Dad how much she missed him. That she wished he was still alive. He’d know what to do about the ranch, hold ‘em or fold ‘em. She just didn’t know anymore. Dad stood in front of her, smiling.

      Finally, he said, ‘When it’s time to take action, you’ll know what to do.’

      She fell into a deep sleep after that.

      She woke two hours later, shivering. The fire had gone out. The dogs were huddled with each other to keep warm and both cats had crawled onto her lap. She dislodged them and they meowed grumpily at her. Stirring the fire, she put another couple of logs on, the smell of smoke curling past her nose as flames caught the wood. It was Friday night after all and she could stay up a little later. She was off work tomorrow, well at least she didn’t have to drive into town to work. Work at the ranch was never ending.

      “Always critters to be fed, huh guys?”

      The cats stared at her, then claimed her chair.

      She turned away from the wood stove, picked up her empty plate and beer bottle to take into the kitchen. Janie glanced at the couch and saw a shadow perched there.

      She dropped both the bottle and her plate. They shattered, bouncing pieces of glass across the floor. The dogs leapt up in alarm. She shooed them away from the broken glass, keeping her eyes on the couch. The cats dashed out the cat door with a kathump, kathump.

      The shadow stared at her. It wasn’t exactly a shadow and was gray, not black. But it was a shape and it moved slightly.

      “What the hell are you?” she asked. Her heart almost beat through the wall of her chest it was pounding so hard. She was shaking and didn’t know whether to run or find a weapon. She backed away towards the kitchen, facing the thing.

      What weapons could she grab? A broom handle? Kitchen knives? There was a rifle for coyotes and mountain lions, but it was down the hall and under her bed. Was it even loaded?

      “A man. What do I look like, Ma’am?”

      “A shadow. Just a shadow.” She tried to reassure herself it wasn’t alive. That it wouldn’t hurt her. That it wasn’t talking to her anymore than Dad did.

      “Well, I’m more than a shadow. That’s fer sure.”

      “Where did you come from?”

      “I don’t rightly understand. I was just sleeping in my bedroll and I woke up here.”

      “Sleeping in your bedroll,” she repeated. Not likely.

      “Yup.”

      “Where?”

      “Just outside of Havre. I’d left town. People weren’t too happy to see me. I didn’t want to ride all night, my horse was tired, so I found a nice spot just beyond a rock outcrop, made a fire, pulled up my bedroll and went to sleep.”

      She stared at him. The more he talked, the clearer his form became. It was as if someone had colored him in. He went from transparent to solid. But he still looked a little grayish.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Alex Kirk, Ma’am.”

      “How did you get inside my house?”

      “I really don’t know. Like I said, I just woke up here. Just like I don’t know what that talking box is,” he said, pointing to the TV.

      He sat on her couch, as if he felt completely ill at ease. He wore loose brown pants, a black shirt and vest, simple cowboy boots, a long brown duster and a black hat with a rounded crown and a brown leather hat band. His hair hung just past his chin and he had a neatly trimmed beard and mustache, which twitched nervously. His skin was sort of a pasty gray color, not like someone who worked outside would have. He took his hat off and rolled it around in his hands. His hair looked clean. Like it had just been washed. He didn’t look like he belonged here, even in Montana. He looked like he belonged in the past.

      Janie got the broom and dustpan and swept up the broken glass, putting it in the trash can.

      “I’m sorry Ma’am. I didn’t mean to startle you.” He stood and walked toward the front door. “If you don’t mind, I’ll be going. I must have walked in my sleep or somethin’.”

      She turned to him, leaning on the broom and asked, “What year was it when you were in Havre?”

      “What year? Why would you ask that? Everybody knows it’s 1913.”

      “No. It’s 2013.”

      He just stared at her, his mouth open. Then he stood up straight, cocked his head and said, “Oh, that’s rich.”

      “You don’t believe me?” she asked.

      “I don’t mean to insult you, but no Ma’am.”

      “Fine. Go look out the front door. I’ll turn the porch light on so you can see.”

      She turned on the light, unlocked and opened the door. He walked onto the front porch.

      Janie pointed at her pickup and said, “Ever seen a pickup before? How about a satellite dish?” She pointed to the roof of the barn.

      He was silent.

      “I don’t know how you got here, but it’s not 1913.”

      He turned to her. The look on his face could only be bewilderment.

      “Come back inside,” she said. She felt guilty, having pushed him into acknowledging the truth.

      Where before he had been first a shadow, then shadow-like, then had looked like someone seen through a dense fog, now he looked absolutely real. His skin had become a tanned flesh color. She touched his duster as he walked back inside. It felt like leather. Air was displaced as he walked by. She could smell him, an earthy human smell, with an under note of horses. Not at all unpleasant.

      She pointed at the kitchen table and asked, “Can I get you something to eat or drink?”

      “I’m feeling a mite chilled. I wonder if you could put a pot on the fire.”

      “Coffee?” she asked.

      “Coffee,” he nodded, and sat down at the table, balanced on the edge of the chair.

      Not anywhere near at ease. But he took his hat off and put in on an empty chair.

      She made a pot of coffee and poured two cups. She’d probably regret the caffeine this late at night. Tomorrow was the day she’d promised herself to begin working with the two yearlings. That and everything else which needed to be done meant she’d have a long day ahead of her. She drank the warm, rich coffee anyway, feeling it heat up her throat on the way down.

      The man fascinated her. He took the mug, sniffed the strong coffee smell, smiled and took a sip. He didn’t speak again until the mug was empty.

      “That,” he said, “was the best coffee I’ve tasted in my entire life.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “Fair trade coffee beans from Guatemala. Ground ‘em myself. It’s the last of them. A birthday gift.”

      He looked at her as if she’d suddenly grown another head.

      “Never mind,” she said.

      Silence filled the room. She felt awkward. The dogs had gone back to sleeping by the wood stove. Drinking coffee might keep her up half the night. She got up and added more wood to the fire and switched the TV off.

      Alex stayed at the table, watching her.

      “I have to say, I’m at a disadvantage. I don’t even know who you are, Ma’am.”

      “My name is Janie. Janie Stollmayer.”

      “Mrs. or Miss, or should I call you Ma’am? I don’t mean to be a mudsill. I’m just stumped about who you are and where I am. And how I got here.”

      “Just call me Janie.”

      “I couldn’t.”

      “I don’t want to be called Ma’am, Mrs. or Miss. It’s just not done these days. It’s too formal and I’m not a formal person.”

      “You are the most unusual woman I’ve ever met.”

      She didn’t say anything, but sat at the table again, trying to understand who and what he was. A ghost? Who’d somehow come back to life? He’d had no problem drinking coffee. Ghosts shouldn’t be able to drink or eat, should they? She didn’t believe in ghosts, even though she talked to Dad all the time. And sometimes got an answer. But that was more of an echo, something she knew he’d have said if he’d really been there. He built this house and ranch. It was as if he was in the bones of the buildings and the land.

      Janie believed in what she could touch and see. The earth, the aromatic sagebrush and life giving grasses which covered her land, the burrs in her horses’ tails.

      And the crushing debt which was eating her alive. Not exactly tangible, but it was coming after her anyway.

      But ghosts, what exactly was a ghost?
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