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Calgary, Alberta, Canada

Sunday, July 18, 1976

“Yer hitched up ‘n’ loaded,” Porky says. “That was bad luck in the steer rasslin’ but you still got a couple rides this afternoon, ain’t you?”

Scowling, the mud-splattered cowboy ignores the question and glowers across the parking lot at a young couple. Soft, unlined faces close, they stand partly sheltered by the empty bleachers, bodies pressed together, oblivious to the downpour.

Tossing his gloves into his rope can, he snaps the lid shut and clucks disdainfully. When he bends to unzip his chaps, rain collected in the wide brim of his stained hat spills down the front of his shirt. He pulls the batwings off and heaps them in the tack compartment of the Bondo-mottled trailer. Without looking up, he says, “Time to go.”

He flips the rope can on edge and grips its handle with a swollen hand, wincing. Switching hands, he hoists it into the trailer with a clatter, then pulls a stretched-out Tensor bandage from a bin on the tack room door, pushes his sleeve up, and starts winding it in a figure eight around his already taped wrist.

“Got a burr under yer saddle? Over that buckle bunny ‘n’ Painless?”

“Hell no!” But he glowers at the young couple again before he turns his attention to the bin, comes up with the metal clips for the Tensor and sticks them on the bandage. Then he slams the compartment door, giving it a tug to make sure it’s latched. Mud sucks at his boots as he hobbles around the rig, checking lights, latches, tires, before climbing into the driver’s seat and slamming the door. “Wrecked my goddamn wrist again,” he explains through the partly open window. “Got it taped up good’n tight but still can’t git a good hold on nuthin’. Lookit how swole up it is, can barely git my glove on. Anyhow, Diamond don’t like bein’ wet ‘n’ cold no more’n I do. I’m takin’ him home.”

“You could put him in the barn here, go fer that reride ‘n’ still git into the standings for the championship,” Porky points out, and spews a dark stream of Copenhagen spit. “Put the rein in yer left hand. The Cameron Larsen I grew up with had bigger balls’n that.”

Larsen’s eyes, crinkled with crow’s feet but still a deep, unwavering blue, meet his friend’s. His expression softens. “Goddamn you, Porky. You know one time I’d’a rode rain or shine. Hurtin’ or not. Whether my horse fell or not. I’d of won, too. Lost my determination, I guess. Them was my glory days ‘n’ I gotta learn they’re in my rear-view now. When a filly turns down steak with me fer a burger with Painless...” His gaze drifts off with his thoughts.

“You would’ve took her fer a burger, too.”

“I ain’t talkin’ about food,” Larsen snaps.

Shifting his weight from one large foot to the other, Porky again spits into the puddle. “Yeah. Well. Painless does have a way with the ladies.”

“You sayin’ I don’t?”

Porky shrugs. “Naw, a’course not. That’s not what I meant ‘n’ you know it.”

Larsen sits quietly for a moment, watching the wipers swish across the windshield sporadically. “Yer right, though. About the other stuff I mean. Maybe I should settle down. That piece’a land I got? Last thing I still got that Dad left me? I should fix up the old trailer that’s on it or maybe build a house. It ain’t all that much, but you know, it’s close to community pasture. We could run a few head a’cows...” It’s not the first time he’s talked about this. They both know he’s more likely to lose the land in a poker game than ever build on it. Besides, for that dream to happen, he’d have to spend less time rodeoing and more time working.

But Porky just nods, and Larsen goes on.

“You come too. Partners. Maybe we should both git married, even.” He shakes his head. “Lookin’ back, I don’t ‘member it bein’ so bad. Least not bad enough to split.” He looks off into the dark sky for a moment before adding, “Still wonder why she did.” He straightens and turns back to his friend. He reaches for the ignition, a flicker of pain crossing his face as he turns the key. Mis-matched fenders rattle as the Chevy coughs to life.

“Who in the hell would be dumb enough to marry either of us?” Porky spits. “We’d be lucky to git someone our own age, ‘n’ just as wore out. Yer still chasin’ after young stuff. You’d never settle fer an ol’ boot.”

“And you would?” The truck windows are steaming up. Larsen fusses with the defrost button.

“Me, I’m more realistic. I like that Red gal; she’s gittin’ on but she got some good miles left in ‘er yet. I think she’s partial to me too ‘n’ she’s a helluva good cook, besides. But I got nuthin’ to offer her—shit. Here they come.” Porky nods toward Painless and the girl, skirting puddles as they trot across the muddy exhibitor’s parking lot, the rain pelting down even harder.

“Lookit that.” Larsen exclaims. “We could all keep dry standin’ under his beak, and he gits the girl. What really galls me, though—that fifty bucks he spotted me fer entry fees? Prob’ly comin’ to collect. I was hopin’ my winnings’d cover it.”

“I’d’ve loaned it to yuh.”

“Come on, Pork, you ain’t got it neither.”

“Well, no. But if you hadn’t of turned out of them rides you would of still had a chance ...”

“I didn’t turn out, I doctor-released ‘n’ don’t go yappin’ around everywhere about me turning out.” Cam hisses. Then he shrugs and says, “Anyhow, the bronc I drew, even if I could hang on with my left hand, I wouldn’t do much spurrin’. Goddamn bum knee actin’ up, like always in this weather. Not gonna git nowhere near the kind of score I’d need. Ain’t worth gittin’ dumped in the mud agin just to be an also-ran. The bull’s a good one, though; a spinner; might git a good score on him, but although I’m stupid as yer fond of pointin’ out, I ain’t stupid enough to git on him with a wrecked wrist. Pain’s bad enough, I could live with that, but when it’s like this I got no strength in it no matter how I tape it, like I said. Can barely pick up my rope can. And you know I ain’t got a left-handed rig or glove even if I wanted to try it left-handed, which I don’t. I’d be off first jump outta the gate. I’m done.” He squares his shoulders and forces a neutral expression onto his face as the young couple draws up beside the truck.

“How come yer headin’ out, Gobbler?” Painless asks. Pulling the brunette close, he whispers something in her ear. She giggles and looks at Larsen, then away. She has hat feathers clipped to a braid over her right ear; now rain-soaked, they leave streaks of pink and purple dye where they hang limp against her shirt. Her shirt is soaked through, clinging, and being white, almost transparent.

Larsen forces his attention from the brunette’s chest to her face and nods. He removes his hat and tosses it on the dash, smiles and says, “Takin’ my horse home. It’s his birthday. I promised him cake ‘n’ ice cream.” He turns his attention to his belt, works at it, and slides the buckle off. Then he turns back with a rueful smile. “Can’t pay you back fer them entry fees right now, Painless, but you kin hold onto this ‘til I do.” He flings the buckle to the younger man. A left-handed throw, it’s wide, and Painless has to let go of the girl to catch it. While he’s scrambling to get it, neither of the other two cowboys takes his eyes off the brunette.

“And Painless?” Larsen continues, “be a gennelman and let Daphne wear yer coat.”

“Sure thing, Gobbler.” Grinning, Painless slips the buckle into the pocket of his jacket as he swings his arm back around the girl’s waist. He holds up his free hand in a sort of wave, and herds the shivering girl away.

“Cam!” Porky gawps. “Ain’t that yer CPRA buckle?”

“Yup. Fifteen-year-old Canadian Professional Rodeo Association All-Around Cowboy 1961 buckle just reminds everyone I’m old. Buckle ain’t worth nuthin’ but the silver. Kinda embarassin’ really. Startin’ to wear out, jus’ like me. Time I quit wearin’ it anyhow.” He pushes at the shifter and grinds the truck into gear. “Hop in, Pork. I’ll give ya a lift to yer rig.”

Porky slips and slides through the mud as he makes his way around the front of the truck to the passenger side. Larsen pushes some of the clutter off the seat and onto the floor to make room for him.

“You think that young lady actually bin on a horse, Cam? I mean, ridin’ with no bra-zeer and tits that size? Painful.” Porky says, as he shuts the passenger door behind him.

“Didn’t notice.”

“Nope. Me neither.” Porky agrees. “Maybe she wears a bra-zeer when she’s ridin’. Still. Git ‘er on a horse with a rough trot and they’d be bouncin’ and a-floppin’. That I’d like to see.”

“I didn’t mind seein’ ‘em jus’ standin’ there. And I mean standin’. Way nicer on a cold rainy day like this than it woulda been otherwise, eh? Who knew this shittin’ rain would be good fer something? But you know that smart ass cocky little shit paraded her over here just to rub my nose in it. Ain’t the first time, neither.”

“Ay-yuh, I know. But he ain’t all that little. I wisht you wouldn’t keep raggin’ on him. One of these days—”

“One of these days, what? You think he’d start somethin’ with me? Not on his own, he wouldn’t. Without his big friends lookin’ out fer him, he’s nuthin’. He may be younger, but I could still take him, ‘n’ he knows it.”

“I ain’t gonna argue with you, buddy, but I hope we never find out.” The door hadn’t latched properly and slips open when Porky leans on it. He pushes it open further, spews more brown tobacco spit into the mud slime, then slams it so the latch catches. After a moment, he says, “Least she left enough buttons open a fella could git a peek at glory.”

“Ay-yuh, she’s a nice gal that way. Damn. Sticks in my craw, him callin’ me Gobbler.” Larsen fights the Armstrong steering one-handed, but the rig slews sideways in the mud before he can correct it. “Goddamn wore out tires. Why ain’t they paved this lot?” He thumps the steering wheel with his good hand. “He was still in three-cornered pants when I got that nickname. Who the hell even still remembers it?”

The truck lurches through ruts and puddles, wipers slapping, small block V-8 engine grumbling about carrying a camper and pulling a loaded horse trailer through mud. Loud thumping from the horse scrambling in the trailer signals Diamond isn’t happy about it either.

“Everyone calls you Gobbler, if you ain’t noticed.”

“Well, he ain’t earned the right.”

“And I expect he never will. ‘Least you ain’t called Porky when you ain’t.” Porky shakes his head slowly.

“It’s just yer round face, Stu, and you was a li’l porker as a kid.”

“Up yers.” Porky growls.

“Aww, you know I don’t mean nuthin’. You was just chubby. Cute chubby, like yer Ma always said. Lookin’ at you now, don’t think she’d even know you.” Tromping the clutch, Larsen coaxes the gearshift into second, the working of his jaw proof of the pain it fires up in his wrist.

“Sure. Cute chubby. Yer an asshole, you know? I got you to thank fer makin’ sure everyone calls me Porky, but you got no one but yerself to blame fer bein’ called Gobbler. You always gotta have somethin’ smart-ass to say.”

“Yeah, well, what would you say if some shit-fer-brains sports writer asked you what you was doin’ hangin’ on the side of the bull?”

“Well, I wouldn’t of said I was gobblin’ on him.”

“Naw you wouldn’t, ‘cause you’d-a never thought of it til the next day. Shithead shoulda knew I was havin’ trouble gittin’ loose bein’ as he put me off away from my hand. Some sports writer. Why’d he wanna interview me anyhow? Why not interview the winner? Rodeo Today ought’ve canned him.”

“Yeah, it ain’t yer fault. Nuthin’ever is. You know they always interviewed you back then.”

“Yeah, well, somehow they don’t care so much no more. When’s the last time any sports writer wanted to talk me?” Larsen scowls, then clicks his tongue. “We was the young guns then, eh, Porky? Still. Why interview a loser? Don’t remember who won, maybe one of the Yanks ...”

“Dunno,” Porky says. “Thought it was that kid, what’s his name? From Saskatchewan. Don’t think he’s on the tour no more. Heard he might’ve got hurt. I mostly just remember how that bastard—what was that bull’s name agin—Ol’ Yeller?—went after you when you was on yer ass in the dirt. I thought fer sure you was gonna be killed. I’ll never fergit it.”

“I ain’t been partial to them beige-colored spinners since then.”

“Me neither, but then I ain’t ridin’ bulls no more. You should quit too, or at least you gotta git over that phobia you got or yer beat before you even git on one of ‘em ‘n’ you might just as well turn out soon as you found out what you drew.”

“What? And look like a pansy?”

“Not you. You’d never do nuthin’ made you look like a pansy, no matter how sensible. Surprised you turned out today.”

“Hsst.” Cam says. “I told you—”

“I know, I know,” Porky interjects. He cranks at a handle; the window squawks grudgingly and opens part way. He gets rid of his tobacco and winds the window back up. Condensation is wiped off in irregular streaks. “Anyhow, don’t act like bein’ called Gobbler’s an insult. It ain’t the worst nickname you could have. You musta heard the rumor it ain’t got nuthin’ to do with bull ridin’ ay-tall.”

“Ay-yuh,” Larsen says, and chuckles. “You’d think I’d have more dates.” Then the humour slides from his face. “Right after that Marie went back to her mother’s.”

“She never could stand to watch. That jus’ done her in,” Porky opines. “Plus, you was payin’ a lot of attention to that li’l barrel racin’ gal as I recall.”

“That wasn’t nuthin’ ‘n’ you know it,” Larsen hisses.

“Well, I got nuthin’ to say about that. What matters is that Marie thought different.”

Larsen glances at his friend. “You know she got hitched, eh? Marie I mean? Some big shot oil man. Big fancy house. And our kid, Lindy, all grown up, real pretty. Did I show you her pitcher?” He lifts his butt off the seat and roots in his hip pocket for his wallet. “It’s last year’s. Fer the school yearbook.”

“Never mind haulin’ it out, I seen it before once er twice er a hunnert times. Every time you git in yer cups. Yer gittin’ awful goddamn maudlin, Cam.”

“You and yer goddamn five-dollar words, Pork.”

“Well, some of us finished high school. Wouldn’t hurt you to expand yer vocabulary, neither.” Porky shoots back. He lifts his hat and gives the top of his head a scratch before continuing: “All this reminiscin’. What’s with you today? And hell yeah, she growed up pretty. Lucky fer her she took after her mother.”

“She don’t look nuthin’ like Marie. She’s got blonde hair. You even look at the pitcher?”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yeah, I do.” Larsen sighs. “Maybe Marie’s right ‘n’ she don’t need me. Might not even care to know me. But I’d like to see her, least once. If she don’t have room fer me in her life, I’d like to hear it from her.” He stomps the clutch and grimaces as he jams the gearshift into low, letting the clutch out gradually as he brakes. The engine whines. The Chevy slides to a stop near Porky’s camper on the edge of the haphazard group of trucks and campers in the exhibitor’s parking lot. Porky opens the door and slides out, his boots sinking in the mud.

“You stayin’?” Larsen asks.

“Dunno. Got nowhere to be before Tuesday. Think I’ll stay here again tonight, hang around ‘n’ watch the finals, head to Jackpot tomorrow. You know the Association always puts on a nice buffet at the awards. Prob’ly roast beef ‘n’ so on.”

“Yeah, yeah, you can’t pass up all that food and a’course you wouldn’t wanna miss seein’ Painless scoop up the hardware, so you go right on ahead ‘n’ stay.”

“Don’t be such a mizzable bastard. Come in fer a snort before you hit the road. Maybe finish off that heel of Lemon Hart. Take the chill outta yer bones. It’s early. You got plenty a time.” Porky shivers. “Might be a game later.”

“Not this time buddy. I got other things to do.”

“Like what?”

“Just things. I gotta check in with you? I got other things goin’ on in my life even if you don’t. Anyhow, you know I’m skint. And yer right, I am a mizzable bastard. I ain’t fit company. Even my horse don’t like me today.” Chuckling again, he shakes his head. “Really sticks in my craw, that cocky young bastard callin’ me Gobbler.”

“Ay-yuh, I deduced that.” Knowing its reluctance to latch, Porky slams the door. The window drops three inches but the latch holds.

“See you Tuesday?” Porky shouts, raising a hand to wave.

The truck, laboring in the mire, pulls away, throaty V-8 growl irregular, windows steamy. Rain pounds down harder than before. He can’t tell if his friend heard.
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Calgary, Alberta

Sunday, July 18, 1976

Marie huddles in the basket chair, a forest of greenery surrounding her. This is the only place in the house where she can breathe. The only place she feels is hers. Maybe because adding this glassed-in room to Arthur’s house is the only change he’s allowed her to make. She even selected the furniture—nice, light rattan and wicker with colorful floral cushions—as different from the ponderous dark leather furnishings in the rest of the house as night is from day. Here her chest doesn’t feel squeezed. Here she can exist.

There were so many things she meant to do today, things she’d put off doing yesterday, put off all week, if she’s honest. Write a letter to her sister. Get groceries. Go to the liquor store. But she can’t find the energy, and blames it on the rain, pattering steadily on the glass over her head, peaceful, mesmerizing. She can’t force herself to get dressed and go out. Liquor store isn’t open today anyway. Definitely can’t put it off another day though, she thinks. Tomorrow, definitely. I’ll pick up the dry cleaning and Arthur’s shirts, too.

On Friday, Arthur told her he was out of shirts, all in a snit like it’s up to her to keep track of how many clean ones he has left. Why did he wait until it was too late for her to do anything about it? He could’ve called and reminded her early in the day, or picked them up himself. Tomorrow he’ll have to wear one he’s already worn once. I’ll pull one out of the hamper and iron it for him. I should switch to a laundry that delivers. I’ll make some phone calls tomorrow.

Today, she stayed in bed too long. She didn’t want to get up at all, so being out of bed is a victory in itself. But she just pulled on stretch velour with no underwear, escaped to the atrium and then couldn’t force herself to do more. All she’s accomplished so far is to make coffee and sit in her big peacock chair drinking it, topping it up from time to time with Bailey’s. At one point she thinks about eating something but can’t decide what. So she has more coffee.

What’s left of the morning evaporates as she daydreams about how things might have been, imagining herself in the arms of a man who loves her and wants her, only her in a sweet, gentle way. No matter how many other girls are around, he only has eyes for her and hugs her at every chance. Hugs, gentle hugs. There must be sex but it’s not something she fantasizes about, knowing it’s not his focus, but it would also be sweet and gentle with lots of love words.

At first he looks like Burt Reynolds, but with that moustache, he keeps morphing into Arthur. Arthur, with those condoms in his jacket pocket. One of his golf buddies stuck it in his pocket as a joke, and she’s got some nerve snooping through his pockets, anyway. It was years ago, but she still thinks of it once in a while. She loved him then. Or did she?

She brings up a mental image of Clint Eastwood instead, but he reminds her of Lindy’s father, and that’s a much more painful memory than Arthur and his condoms. Cam Larsen never gave her anything but worry. Rodeo bum. Kraft dinner, bumming smokes and beer and struggling to scrape together enough money for entry fees at the next rodeo when he was between jobs or losing, or steak and lobster and drinks for everyone when he was winning or at least working, nothing in between. Long nights waiting for him when he was out somewhere playing poker. Turning a blind eye to those buckle bunnies always hanging on him. So many promises made and never kept. Not even the one about the wedding ring. The lust was searing. Undeniable. But unsustainable.

Finally, the brief, sweet hours in his arms weren’t enough. He didn’t try to stop her from leaving. By the time she discovered she was pregnant, he was long gone. She managed to leave a message with that friend of his—what was his name? Chubby? That’s not it. Can’t remember. Doesn’t matter. Cam never called. How long was it before her heart quit leaping every time the phone rang?

She allows herself a couple of little cries. While she’s curled up in the big chair snuffling, her cigarette somehow rolls out of the ashtray; it holds up at the edge of the glass-topped table and scorches the braided rattan trim before she notices it. Damn it. Pull yourself together, Marie. She sits up straighter, and pours more coffee.

The doorbell rings. She considers ignoring it but the damn thing is so loud and the ringer doesn’t quit. She pulls a couple of Kleenexes from the box to wipe her eyes, then honks into them. The doorbell rings again when she’s halfway there. “Patience. Patience.” she mutters, but quickens her steps, crosses the foyer and pulls the door open. She draws a sharp breath when she sees it’s Cam Larsen, hat in hand, under the canopy on the step.

“What are you doing here?”

“Is that any way to greet an old friend, babe?” he asks with a grin. Before she can react, he leans in and kisses her cheek, then puts his hat back on. “I just want to see my daughter.”

“I told you last year, she doesn’t want anything to do with you.”

“I want to hear it from her. That’s all. Just let her tell me.”

“Sure, Cam, as soon as you pay me the child support you owe me.”

“You know, I talked to a guy who knows the law. He says it don’t matter I ain’t paid child support. I still got rights.”

“Yeah, they got a new name for guys like you. Deadbeat dads.”

“Come on, babe, don’t be like that.”

“You had your chance years ago. You blew it.”

“You know I never meant to hurt you, babe. I loved you. And you know yer way better off now than you woulda been with me. Lookit this place. And lookit you, you ain’t changed at all, yer still so beautiful—”

“Don’t even start that. I’m not that stupid young girl you knew, and I won’t be sucked in again.” She feels a rush of emotion. Her lower lip starts to quiver; she grabs it with her teeth and bites down, hoping the pain will stop her from crying again. “I gave you that picture of her last year. That’s all you’re going to get. Now go away and don’t come back.” The last comes out in a sob. She chokes it back and turns away, grabbing the edge of the door and pushing on it.

He puts up his arm to stop the door from closing, and pushes past her into the foyer. “I just want to see her. If she says she don’t want me in her life, I’ll go.”

“She’s not here. Get out. I’m going to phone the police.”

“Okay,” he says, and goes to the bottom of the stairs to yell up: “Lindy. Lindy.” When there’s no answer, he heads through the hall to the back of the house, and she hears him calling for Lindy in the kitchen and family room. He even opens the door to the stairwell and yells down into the basement before he returns to where she stands in the open doorway.

“I told you she’s not here,” Marie says, grateful her voice now sounds firm. “Now get out.”

“I could leave a note for her but she’d never see it, would she?” He brushes past her, hops down off the step and out into the rain. “You’ll be hearin’ from my lawyer.”

“Yeah, like you have a lawyer, big shot.” she calls after him. She watches him climb into the beat-up truck parked at the curb. It emits a cloud of black smoke when the engine starts and he drives away.

She slams the door shut and leans back against it, trembling, taking gasping, heaving breaths as she tries to slow her racing heart. At last, she collects her strength and pushes away from the door; she goes to the bar in the family room, pulls a bottle of scotch out of the liquor cabinet and takes it with her into the atrium. A shot of scotch gives the Baileys coffee that little extra feel-good jolt she really needs at a time like this.

Before long she’s into the second bottle of Bailey’s, alarmed that somehow, more hours have slid away. No point starting anything this late, even if she had the will. As she tries to empty the second Bailey’s bottle into the thermal carafe she wobbles, and the liquid runs everywhere. She gives up and pours the rest into her mug instead before settling back into her chair.

A half-empty J & B bottle and two empty Bailey’s bottles seem to be staring at her, sober, unblinking judges. She can’t put the empties in the garbage until the morning of garbage pick-up because Arthur might see them. She doesn’t need his preaching. Especially today, what with Cam showing up like that. She should put them with the others in the trunk of her car before Arthur gets home. Damn him for finding the stash of empties in the box under the steps. What was he looking for under there, anyway? At least he’ll never think of looking in her car, so really, it’s a better place for them, except they rattle, so she has to make sure to get rid of them before Lindy or Jillian is with her. She doesn’t need their preaching any more than Arthur’s. She needs to get better at remembering to put them in the garbage after Arthur leaves on garbage day. Odd how he doesn’t notice scotch bottles but a few Baileys bottles set him off. As if a little pick-me-up is a bad thing.

Is there time to take care of the bottles now? She looks at her arm and remembers her watch is still upstairs. Lindy is late, and Arthur and Jillian will be home soon, too. She’d better get a move on.

Lord knows why, but Arthur always has to pick his daughter up from her part-time job. It’s raining and the streets might be slippery. Or it’s too hot and her car doesn’t have air conditioning. Or he wants to hit a few balls at the club so he’s going that way so might as well. How he babies his grown daughter. How many cars have air conditioning, anyway? Her own doesn’t, but he doesn’t seem to care that she has to drive around in the heat.

Marie doesn’t mind. It means he’s away for hours, and it’s nice having the house to herself. With no TV or stereo blaring away, she can settle in and keep the pieces of herself from floating away.

She’s surprised to see a spill on her pant leg. How did that happen without me noticing? It was enough to have soaked through, and sticky. Her pantleg is stuck to her skin. She wipes at it with a Kleenex but gives it up as a bad job, and grips the coffee mug with both hands as though trying to prevent it from floating away, too. She thinks again, I’ll just finish this, then I’ll deal with the bottles.

She’s startled by the slamming of the back door. Too late to do anything about the bottles now; the best she can do is to grab the J & B and slip it behind her chair. She hears her daughter yell out, “Mom. Mo-om.”

“I’m in the atrium.” she calls back. One of the Bailey’s bottles has just joined the J & B when the tall, reed-thin girl bursts into the glassed enclosure. For a moment she looks at Marie, then Marie sees her scanning the mess of spilled Bailey’s, the empty bottle, overflowing ashtray and the heap of used Kleenex on the table. “Mom.” She draws the word out as if it has three syllables and has such a disapproving look on her face, Marie doesn’t wait to hear more.

“Where have you been? You were supposed to be babysitting. Mrs. Carter called to ask if you can sit for them again on Friday night. That was hours ago. You meet up with that high school dropout again?”

“Carters came home early because of the rain, so yes, I hung out with Glen. We went to Peter’s Drive-in.”

“Did you park out overlooking the ravine so you could neck?”

“I’ve told you before, it’s not like that,” Lindy says, “we’re just friends.”

“Friends.” Marie snorts, noticing a flush beginning to color Lindy’s cheeks, a sure sign her daughter is lying.

“Yes, friends.” Lindy drops her purse on the quarry-tiled floor with a clatter.

“You think he likes you? Maybe wants to be friends? Guys want one thing and one thing only. You think sex means something to them? It doesn’t. You’re no more important than a toilet.”

For a heartbeat, Lindy is quiet; then she turns and goes back out to the kitchen.

“I’m talking to you.” Marie calls after her. “Don’t you walk away when I’m talking to you.”

“I’m glad you want to talk, Mom, because I want to talk to you, too.” Lindy says, returning with a mug. She fills it from the carafe. “He was here, wasn’t he? Around lunch time?”

Marie nearly stops her from pouring, but it would mean a discussion about the booze and she had just barely circumvented that. But the question Lindy’s asking now is something else Marie doesn’t want to get into. “You should’ve stopped in here to let me know before you went off again. At the very least, you should’ve called,” she says. “I was worried.” She studies her daughter’s face, noting high cheekbones emerging from its childish softness, realizing Lindy is on the brink of adulthood.

Lindy ignores her mother’s scrutiny, sinks to the cushioned footstool, its rattan groaning as it accepts her weight, and savors the warm, creamy liquid. “Mmm. Amazing how good Bailey’s tastes with a little coffee added.”

At least she doesn’t know about the scotch, Marie thinks.

“Have you done anything today, Mom? Besides drinking your Bailey’s coffee, I mean? You haven’t, have you?”

“Adults can do what they want. When you’re an adult, you can, too.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t tell Arthur,” Lindy says. She clicks her tongue and heaves a sigh. “So. It was him, wasn’t it.”

“It was who?”

“The man. That cowboy. The man that was here today, in the cowboy hat. That was my dad, wasn’t it. I saw him from Carter’s. I saw the truck with the horse trailer in front of our house. I saw him coming away from our doorstep. I wanted to stop him from leaving, but by the time I was out the door, he was driving away and I couldn’t catch up.” She deposits her mug on the table and folds her long legs under her. Then her shoulders droop and her voice softens. “I guess he didn’t see me.”

“I don’t know why you’d call the man who fathered you your dad.” Marie snaps.

“So,” Lindy says, picking up her mug again. “So, I guess since he was here, he actually does want to see me after all.”

“Did I say it was him? Why would he show up here after all these years? Plus, he doesn’t know where we live.”

“He does know. Grammy said she told him.”

“Did she? Well, I wouldn’t believe everything she says.  And anyway, if he got in touch with her, the only reason would be to ask for money.”

“No, he didn’t ask for money, he asked about you, and she told him about me.”

“Well, if that’s true, he was just faking it, you know, idle conversation working up to asking for money. Wouldn’t be the first time he conned your grandmother into giving him money. And he’s never contacted me. That man you saw today, he was just a grubby old creep wanting to sharpen knives.”

“But he had a horse trailer.”

“Well...” Marie raises her mug and drinks deeply, mind racing, searching for an answer to that. “Horse trailer? I thought it was a tool trailer.”

“So. He wanted to sharpen knives, but only stopped at our house.”

“How do you know he didn’t go to our neighbours?” Marie pretends interest in something out the window over Lindy’s head.

Lindy’s eyes narrow. “Well, he didn’t come to Carter’s.”

Marie very nearly relents. Should she tell her? Damn her mother for telling him about Lindy. And did she have to give him her address and phone number? She never had a good word to say about him. “You see him through rose-colored glasses. Movie star good looks doesn’t make him good husband material, and he has no prospects. He’s nothing but a good time Charlie. He’ll leave you crying.” Why would she help him find her? How would Lindy benefit from knowing her father, a rodeo rider who never did an honest day’s work in his life? She harps on about how Lindy has a right to know her father, but it’s not up to her to make that decision.

He showed up last year during Stampede week, too. Both times by sheer coincidence no one else was home. Last year she gave him Lindy’s school picture, told him Lindy wanted nothing to do with him and that he should respect Lindy’s decision and stay away. Yet this year he landed on the doorstep again.

He’s right, though; she’s done okay all these years without him, better than if they were still together. She won’t let him barge into her life—into their lives—now.

Her moment of indecision past, she draws herself up and gets to her feet. “Come on, honey. Unless you’re coming with us, I’ll make you something for dinner. Hamburger Helper, maybe?”

Lindy stands, makes a face, and shakes her head. “It’s okay, Mom. I’ll do it. Are you going out?”

“Stampede party. I told you about it, didn’t I?” Marie forces a smile onto her face and cheerfulness into her voice. “It’s at DeWitt’s. You girls are welcome to come along. You remember, we can see the fireworks from their deck. You know what a big display they have on closing night. Everyone will be in jeans but mine are all so uncomfortable. I have to shop for new ones I guess, but for tonight, I’ll wear the white square dance dress and my cowboy boots. That and my white cowboy hat should do it.”
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