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“Will you walk into my parlour?” said the Spider to the Fly,

“Tis the prettiest little parlour that ever you did spy:

The way into my parlour is up a winding stair,

And I’ve many curious things to show when you are there.”

“Oh no, no,” said the little Fly, “to ask me is in vain,

For who goes up your winding stair can never come down again.”

-from “The Spider and the Fly” by Mary Howitt  
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HE STANDS PERFECTLY still, concealed in the dense thicket at the edge of the small clearing, watching. Always cautious, he’d parked his old Jeep some distance away, then stealthily made his way through the forest to where he now stands. There’s no sound other than birdsong, and no sign anyone has been snooping around the cabin. 

Satisfied, he steps out of the bushes and crosses the open area, his footfalls in the carpet of duff as silent as fog, then hops up onto the porch. He leans his .22 up against the wall with a clatter and drops a small dead animal on the porch floor, then roots in his jeans for a key. He fusses with the padlock; cursing under his breath. After some jiggling, the lock springs free. The hinges squawk as he pulls the door open.

Although it’s mid-day, the interior of the cabin is gloomy. The shade in the forest is so deep only thin yellow-grey light squeezes in through gaps in the rag covering the small window. Now, daylight floods through the doorway and backlights him. His shadow falls across the mattress on the floor.

The girl huddling in the corner flinches. She gathers the dirty quilt around her naked body, rattling the chain on her wrist, and sobs.
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THE DOOR OPENS AND late afternoon sunlight pours in. There’s a man in a cowboy hat silhouetted in the doorway, backlit, so all Astrid can make out is that he’s tall and well built. He takes a few steps and scans the room before choosing the table nearest the end of the bar. He slides onto the bench, back to the wall, and takes his hat off, placing it upside down on the table while he massages his temples as if to banish a headache. His face is illuminated by the dim pot light overhead.

Watching from behind the bar, Astrid is struck by the thought he looks nice. Not flashy like the lawyers from the law offices across the street or grubby like the millworkers and construction crews; just a nice, clean-cut, handsome man. A little careworn, maybe. A little melancholy.

Then he resettles his hat and Sharon goes to his table to take his order, blocking Astrid’s view. She takes a deep breath and goes back to stuffing the pages describing today’s specials into menus. This should have been done hours ago. If they hadn’t gotten slammed at happy hour, and if the printer hadn’t jammed twice, it would have been. 

When she next looks up, Sharon has moved. The man in the cowboy hat looks her way. Their eyes meet. She smiles. After a heartbeat, the web at the corners of his eyes deepens and he smiles back.

“Two screws and a Chivas straight up,” Sharon demands, interrupting the moment. “Where’ve you been, Astrid? I made my last drink order myself.” She steps up to the server’s station and slides her tray onto the bar, dirty glasses clattering as she upends them on the dish rack. Then she chuckles as she looks at Astrid. “What’ve you been doing? Your nose is black.”

Astrid turns and checks her look in the mirror behind the bottles. Then she bends over the sink, wets a paper towel, and scrubs her nose. When she straightens and turns to look at the man again, he’s still smiling. He tilts his head slightly, and rather than being embarrassed, she feels drawn to him. For a moment, she thinks he’s going to say something, or come and sit at the bar. Then one of the regulars slides onto the bench beside him, and he turns to face her. 

“Hey, how about my drinks?” Sharon scolds. Then she notices what Astrid’s looking at, and clucks. “Oh, for Pete’s sake, you’re mooning over that guy at nine?” She shakes her head, tossing her blue-streaked curls. “When’re you going to learn, Astrid? He may be wearing a cowboy hat, but he’s still a schmuck just like the rest of the guys in here, even the ones in the expensive suits.” With a nod to the man hunched over the bar next to the servers’ station nursing his Rusty Nail, she adds, “Present company excepted.”

The man straightens and swirls the brown liquid in his glass, sloshing some onto the bar. Astrid takes the bar cloth to mop up the puddle, hands him a swizzle stick, and asks, “Why didn’t you tell me I had toner on my nose, Ken?”

He barks a laugh, and says, “Wanted to see how long it would take you to notice.” 

“What is it, anyway?” Sharon asks.

“That crappy old printer had two major paper jams and I got toner on everything. Didn’t think to check my nose, though.” 

“So, how about we go over to the Queens after your shift, Astrid?” Ken asks. “I hear they have a good band this week. Could pick up a pizza and go back to my place for a nightcap after.”

“Sorry, no,” Astrid replies. She scoops ice into the two tall glasses, pours vodka and orange juice into them, and Chivas into the stubby one, and stands them on Sharon’s tray.

“Aww, for crying out loud, Astrid. You still looking fer Prince Charming?” Sharon snorts. She’s at the monitor entering her orders, black acrylic nails clicking on the screen. Then she adds orange slices and straws to the screwdrivers, and says, “You think it might be that guy? Look at him,” she says, and nods at table nine. “Drooling over Jennifer. As usual she’s leaning in like everything he says is so-o-o interesting. Course she’s really only leaning over like that to give him a view of her fun jugs.”

“I think he looks melancholy,” Astrid says.

“Melancholy? Oh. My. Gawd. Not another one. You’re hopeless.” She lifts her tray, turns and moves off, dropping the Chivas in front of the guy in the cowboy hat.

Astrid starts taking wine glasses from the dishwasher, wiping and sliding them into overhead slots. A slurping noise from Ken’s straw draws her attention. She removes his empty glass. “Coffee?”

“Naww. Hit me again.” 

She doesn’t remind him she’s already told him he’s cut off and the one he just finished was his last for tonight. She’s watching the man in the cowboy hat as he tosses back his drink, gets to his feet and walks out the door, leaving Jennifer frowning. 

She draws a deep breath and looks around the room, thinking, Astrid, you need a change.
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HER TWENTY-YEAR-OLD Honda Civic, loaded to the roof with everything she owns in the world, is starting to run hot. The mechanic told her there’s nothing wrong with it that a thousand dollars wouldn’t fix. A thousand dollars she doesn’t have. So, she adds oil every time she puts gas in, lets it cool down for an hour or so, then starts off again. Around town, it’s not a big deal, but it’s a nuisance on a long trip like this. 

The gas gauge is nearing empty anyway, and she’s tired and hungry, so she pulls into the Chevron station. There are a couple of service bays attached to the convenience store, so she asks the young girl behind the glass to get one of the shop guys to top up the oil and check the antifreeze while he’s at it.

“It’ll be about half an hour,” the girl says.

“That’s okay. I was ready for a break anyway.” Astrid checks the selection of pre-made sandwiches and other offerings in the display case. Finding nothing appealing, she goes back to the cashier and asks, “Is that place across the road any good?”

“Dot’s? Sure. Good, cheap and fast.”

“I guess I’ll go over there. Phone or text me if you need me for anything.” She leaves her phone number and keys, and makes her way across the highway to the diner. 

There’s a handwritten “Help Wanted” sign propped up in the window next to the door. She goes inside, heads for the ladies’ room first, then comes back, slides into a booth and pulls out her phone. In a moment, the server comes with a mug in one hand and a carafe of coffee in the other.

“Coffee?” she asks as she sets the mug in front of Astrid.

“Mmmm, yes please.” 

“Lunch special today is a Turkey BLT on your choice of white, sourdough or multigrain. Comes with a cup of Bisque of Tomato soup and coleslaw for $4.95,” the server tells her as she fills her mug. “You can substitute fries for the soup if you want. Would you like a menu?”

“No, the special sounds perfect. I’ll have it on multigrain, with fries, please. And water, when you get a chance?”

“You bet.”

“By the way, what’s the WIFI password?”

“Goodpies, all one word.”

“Thanks.”

The server nods and scurries away. Astrid checks her Facebook page and email, and sighs when she reads yet another ‘thank you for your interest in’ the latest office job she applied for. Of course, they’re keeping her resumé on file in case of any future openings. She tells herself she didn’t want the job anyway.

When the server returns with her lunch, Astrid says, “I see you’re hiring.”

“We are. You interested?”

“I think so.”

“Have you got experience?”

“Well, I’ve worked as a server and bartender in pubs for over ten years. Never worked in a restaurant, though.”

“When can you start?”

***
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SHE NOTICES HIM WHEN he comes in: movie-star handsome, his neat western shirt tucked into well-fitting jeans, tooled belt with big silver buckle, narrow hips and wide shoulders. He slides into a booth where there are three other men in stained ballcaps with Hazen Sawmills emblazoned across the crowns. He looks around and sees her with the coffee carafe, and calls out, “Hey, beautiful. Hustle your little sugar shaker over here, would you?”

She gets a clean mug from the rack behind the counter and comes to his booth. At her approach, he gets to his feet and when she puts down the mug, he takes her hand. She finds herself staring into his deep, intense brown eyes. “Ain’t often we get such a gorgeous new waitress in this dump,” he says. “I’m Hank. Who might you be?”

Her cheeks grow warm; she stammers, but manages to tell him her name.

“Well, Ester, you know what I want to know?”

She shakes her head.

“I want to know where you been all my life.” He squeezes her fingers and brings them to his lips.

“I ... er ... Nanaimo?” Her face feels so warm it must be glowing. She pulls her hand out of his and scurries back behind the counter. 

“Hey, beautiful. Aster,” he calls after her, waving his empty mug, “you forgot my coffee.” Then he says something as he huddles with his friends, and they all laugh.

The other server comes behind the counter with her carafe empty. “Don’t let him get to you. This is a mill town, and his family owns the mill. He thinks the sun shines out of his asshole. Here. Let’s trade,” she says, puts the empty carafe down, and takes the one Astrid’s holding. “Make a fresh pot while I go take care of him.”

“Thanks, Franny,” Astrid says. Embarrassed that she’d forgotten to pour Hank’s coffee, and her over-the-top reaction, she’s grateful for the task. 

The sweat glands in her armpits prickle. What an intense physical reaction! She takes a deep breath, and makes a mental promise to be prepared next time. Then she congratulates herself on making the move up from Vancouver Island. Only in town a few days and she’s already found a hot boyfriend prospect. And one with a good job, too.

“Order up!” the cook calls out as he slides a couple of lunch specials onto the pass through. She closes the Bunn and hits the “on” switch, then checks the bill to see what table the orders belong to. It’s the booth right behind Hank. She takes a deep breath, pats her French braid, picks up the plates and heads out, ready for anything he might say. 

But he doesn’t look at her; he’s focusing his attention on the man who’s saying, “Hey, you hear Jake Binder’s in jail again?”

The man in the sweatshirt with the faded Vancouver Canucks logo answers, “No. How come?”

“Beat up his wife. Put ’er in the hospital.”

They all murmur sounds of concern. Hank says, “That was weeks ago. He ain’t still in jail?”

“Yeah, he got out and done it again. This time they’re keeping him in.”

“That ain’t right.”

“Well, he wasn’t supposed to go around there. Not within half a mile, he said. And I heard this time, he beat her up pretty bad.”

They’re all quiet for a heartbeat. Then Hank says, “Well, she does have a big yap on her. You’d think by now she’d’ve learned to keep it shut.” 

And just like that, Hank is no longer attractive. Has she moved a thousand miles to trade arrogant, insincere jerks in expensive suits for guys like these, even more misogynistic and not as well dressed? She doesn’t need another one of those in her life.

Maybe they’re everywhere. Or maybe she just hasn’t gone far enough. Her stopover in Dark River may be shorter than she expected.
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CARAFE IN HAND, ASTRID makes the rounds of the few customers still in the diner, topping up mugs, then goes back behind the counter. As she reaches to put the carafe back on the warmer, she gets a whiff of b.o. Damn, that really is me, she thinks. I’ll have to wash this shirt again tonight. 

She has a second shirt, but it was so wrinkled from being wrung out by hand and dried over the shower rod it had to be ironed. When she smelled the toast burning, she made the mistake of running out to deal with that, and came back to see the iron on the shirt and a crinkled, iron-shaped scorch mark on the front. It’s ruined. She doesn’t want to tell the boss. She can’t afford to have it deducted from her pay. Fifty bucks for a cheap, made-in-China shirt, plus ten dollars to have her name embroidered on it. But, you want the job, you pay for your shirts, embroidery and all.

She sighs, rubs her neck, and leans back against the stainless-steel counter below the kitchen pass-through.

“Running out of steam, Astrid?” Hank, the only customer still at the counter, asks. 

“It’s been a long day,” she replies. “Landlord’s dog barked half the night. Finally got to sleep and then the neighbor started up his truck at five. His driveway’s right outside my bedroom window. I thought, why fight it? I just got up.”

“Same old complaint.”

“Yeah, I know, Hank. I need to do something instead of just whining. Thing is, it’s cheap, and they’ve already told me my hours will be cut when the tourist season ends and your mill shuts down. Last one hired, first one fired, I get it. I guess it was a mistake moving up here.”

“Why did you?”

“Seemed like the right thing at the time. I was in a rut.” She shrugs and sighs as she looks around the diner and realizes she still is. “Anyway, I got up early enough to get to the laundromat when no one else was there. It’s kind of nice watching a decent TV, even though there’s nothing much on at that time except the news. You hear there’s a girl missing?”

“Yeah. Gals at the feed store were all in a flap, thinking it’s that serial killer starting up again.”

“I heard that too, but he’d have to be, like, a hundred years old by now, wouldn’t he?”

“Well, they had a police sketch of some old bastard who tried to grab a woman a couple months ago, remember?”

“Hmm. Didn’t hear about that. Must’ve been before I moved up here.” She scans the tables, hoping everyone’s getting ready to go. It would be nice to close on time for once. The weirdo in the back corner is holding up his mug, beckoning. He’s so creepy it’s hard to be pleasant. “I’ll be right back,” she tells Hank, picks up the carafe and a plate of creamers and goes to the man in the corner booth. 

As usual, he says nothing, just stares at her. She sucks in a breath, forces a smile and as she fills his mug and slides the creamers onto the table. “Will there be anything else tonight?” she asks. His close-set eyes squint out from beneath heavy dark brows, reminding her of a beetle. He shakes his head. She was hoping that’s what he’d say, and has his bill ready. She puts it on the table, and with another smile, says, “Whenever you’re finished. No rush.” He responds with a kind of grunt.

She escapes back behind the counter. There is really something wrong with that guy, she thinks. She asks Hank, “That guy in the corner—you know him, don’t you?”

“Yeah, of course, that’s Fletch. Why?”

“He just started coming in here about a week ago,” Astrid whispers. “Never says anything, just sits in that corner for hours, looking at his phone, drinking coffee. He puts about six creamers in every cup and doesn’t want me to clear away the empty ones, because he makes pyramids with them, like he’s six years old. And every time I look around, he’s staring at me.”

“You must be accustomed to guys staring at you.”

“Well, um, thanks, I guess. But him—there’s something about him that gives me the heebie-jeebies.” 

“You ain’t here alone, are you? Like at closing time?”

“No, Al or Suki always stays. If there’s anyone still hanging around, Al walks me out, or Suki and I go out together.”

“Maybe you should report him to the cops,” he suggests. 

“Don’t be silly. Call the cops on him because he stares at me?” She heaves a sigh, then chuckles. “I guess I’m being paranoid.”

“Well, you don’t have to worry about Fletch. He works for us and I’ve known him since we were kids. He’s just shy. Or anti-social, you might say. Keeps to himself. Has a few acres next to our place. Didn’t finish high school.” He drains his coffee and continues in his normal speaking voice, “A course I wouldn’t’ve neither, if I didn’t have a mother who was on the school board. She couldn’t do nothing for Johnny Fletcher, though. He’s dumber than a bag of hammers.”

“Hank,” Astrid hisses, “he’ll hear you.” She looks over at Fletch, who is watching them, eyes narrowed. 

“So? He don’t mind. He knows I’m just kidding.” He swivels his stool, looks at Fletch and says with a chuckle, “You know I don’t mean nothing, ain’t that right, Fletch?”

Fletch lifts his chin in acknowledgement, but says nothing.

“Anyway,” Hank continues as he swivels back around to face Astrid, “as I was saying, he’s harmless, a freak, but harmless. Sucker for cats, always taking on strays. Must have a hundred by now.” He picks up his bill, gets off his stool and roots in his hip pocket for his wallet. “You know, they’re organizing search teams to look for that missing girl tomorrow. I’m going. You want to come?”

“Oh. Yes.”

“Assembly’s in the Plaza parking lot at eight. I’ll swing by and pick you up.”

“No, it’s okay, it’s not even a block. I’ll walk.”

“If I didn’t know better, I’d swear you don’t want me to know where you live. I might be pissed, thinking you’re worried I’m going to bust in and rape you.” He fixes her with his intense brown eyes. Then his expression softens; he smiles and winks, slaps a couple of bills down on top of his bill and says, “Add Fletch’s in there, and keep the change. See you tomorrow.”

Astrid watches his departing back, wondering why she’s reluctant to let him know where she lives. He’s not so bad, just insensitive, like the spoiled rich kid he is. Maybe they got off on the wrong foot. Maybe she should give him another chance. 

Customers leave until only Fletch remains, hulking over his mug, demolishing and rebuilding his pyramid. As Astrid rings off the till, she calls to him, “Hank took care of your bill, um, Fletch.”

He looks up, slides out of the booth and heads for the door without giving her more than a sidelong glance. Once he’s out, she scurries around the counter and turns the deadbolt. She clears Fletch’s table, then goes into the kitchen where Al’s tidying up for the night. He looks up and asks, “Walk you to your car, Astrid?”
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DENVER DANIELSON SLIDES onto a stool at the bar, orders a beer with a Chivas chaser, and scans the gloomy room. The pub is filled with the cacophony of many people well into their cups, mostly ignoring the big TVs hanging everywhere. 

The bartender drops a coaster in front of him, sets the glass of beer on it and the shot glass of Chivas next to it. “Run a tab?” she asks.

“No, I just have time for one.” He hands her a bill and says, “Have one yourself.” 

“Thanks,” she says, then leans an elbow on the bar across from him. “You know, we don’t get many guys in cowboy hats coming in here. New in town?”

“Just visiting.”

“Where’re you from?”

“Merritt.”

“Oh. Merritt. I went to the music festival there a few years ago.” When he pulls out his phone and focuses his attention on it, she straightens, wipes the already spotless bar in front of him for a few moments, then starts to move away.

He looks up and says, “Sorry. I’m waiting on a message.” He shoots his whiskey, then takes a swig of his beer. “You have a good time? At the festival?”

“Par-tayed for three days solid. One day must’ve been a hundred of us in the river. It was unbelievably hot. We just went in clothes and all.” 

“Yeah, you people from the Wet Coast can’t take the kind of heat we get up in the Interior.” 

“Once it was dark, it got even hotter. So hot some of us had to take our clothes off,” she says as she leans forward and winks. “You actually a cowboy? I mean, the real thing?”

“Well,” he replies, “I’m fourth generation on the ranch, so I suppose I am.”

“Nice. So, what brings you to town?”

“Quarter Horse show.” 

“Oh, I like horses. I rode one once,” she says, holding out her hand. “My name’s Sharon.”

“Pleased to meet you, Sharon,” he says, giving her hand a quick shake. “I’m Denver.”

“Denver? Like in Colorado?” 

“Yeah. Parents seemed to like American cities. Named my brother Dallas. My sister, Abilene.”

His phone buzzes and he answers it. Saying, “Bad signal. Be right back,” he gets up and walks to the doorway, talking into his phone. When he returns he doesn’t sit, but swigs the rest of his beer and turns to leave. Then he stops and says, “By the way, where’s the tall blonde that was here the last time I came in?”

“Astrid?” Sharon takes his empty glass away, picks up the coaster and wipes the bar. “Said she needed a change of scenery and moved to the mainland. Way up north, Prince George I think she said. Maybe Smithers. Terrace maybe. Somewhere up there. Don’t remember,” she says, smile replaced with a frown. She picks up a tray and strides away.

He stands for a heartbeat, wondering at the abrupt chill. Did he insult her by asking about, what was the name, Astrid? He shrugs and leaves.

It’s nearly dark, but traffic is still heavy. It takes longer than expected to get to the theatre. As he approaches, he sees Trisha standing next to the curb, hands on her hips. He can almost hear her toe-tapping. The truck barely stops before she wrenches the passenger door open, hurls her oversized purse onto the floor and climbs in, slamming the door behind her. 

“You took your sweet time. I’ve been waiting half an hour.”

“Really? Couldn’t’ve been that long.”

“Well, it was. Start with my text, which you ignored, it’s half an hour.” her voice rises.

“Okay. Sorry. I came as soon as you called.”

“If you had come when I texted you, I wouldn’t’ve had to call, and I wouldn’t’ve been waiting half an hour.”

“Well, I didn’t see your text. Then I hit some traffic snarls.”

“Yeah, well, it’s always something,” she sniffs. “You could’ve just come to the movie with me.”

“You left before I was done judging, and anyway, why in hell would I go to a movie? If the show was over, wouldn’t we just head back to the mainland?”

“Oh, I know, anything you got to do is more important than spending time with me. And now we won’t make the 9:30 ferry, so that means waiting for the 11:30. Be lucky if we’re home by breakfast.”

“We’ll get a room, maybe in Tsawassen.”

“Get a room at two a.m.? What’s the point? Might as well drive right through.”

“Okay, let’s get a room here then, like we originally planned.”

“Stay in Nanaimo and be all day getting home tomorrow? Forget it. I already missed one dance class, don’t want to miss tomorrow’s. Might as well at least get back to the mainland.” She blows out a sharp breath. “You should’ve come when I texted you.”

“I told you, I didn’t see it. And you didn’t have to go to a movie. You could’ve waited at the show grounds.”

“I would have stayed at the show despite how frickin’ boring it is, if you hadn’t insisted you had to be there to the end. You could leave early. They know you have to catch a ferry.”

“They actually pay me to judge every class, you know. And there’s no way of knowing how late the show’s going to run.”

“You could’ve made a deal when they hired you, that you had to leave in time to get the ferry whether everything’s done or not.”

“They wouldn’t’ve hired me if I insisted on that, for chrissakes. I’m not the only one who has to get back to the mainland, you know. They try to schedule classes so the show ends in time for everyone who has to catch a ferry, but delays happen. Those people paid good money to get to the show. It’s important to them. You don’t really think I can say ‘I got to catch a ferry so I’m leaving now, you all figure out who won what’ and then bugger off?” He takes a deep breath and blows it out through pursed lips. “I really don’t know what planet you live on, Trisha.”

“Well, you didn’t have to go to the pub to wait.”

“I was parched, and it was one beer. It was a long day. I should wait in the truck?”

“Would it kill you to wait for me for a change? I’m always waiting on you.”

“What do you call hanging around until you call? I would’ve been on that ferry, but for you.”

“Yeah, sure, make it my fault. Pretty nice waiting in the pub with a cold beer. Wasn’t you standing on the sidewalk.”

Denver thinks, yup, once again I’ve been drawn into one of her circular arguments. How many times have I promised myself I won’t let her do it again? And yet somehow, I always do. He turns up the volume on the stereo.

“Goddamn Dwight Yokum again. You know I can’t stand this crappy old CD. About time you got a truck with a stereo that would connect to my iPhone so there’d be music I like for a change.” She turns the stereo off and they ride along in silence for a few minutes.

“You could ask if I liked the movie.”

“Did you like the movie?”

“No. It was crap. I knew it would be. Wouldn’t’ve gone if it wasn’t for having nothing to do while you’re having a good time with your horse friends. Oh, why do I bother? As if you give a shit.”

He sighs. In truth, he doesn’t give a shit, and it’s been a long time since he did. He thinks, maybe it’s time I acknowledged it. But it’s been a long day. His headache, a dull throbbing in the hot sun of the afternoon, now feels like something inside his skull is pounding to get out. This isn’t the time. 

He turns the stereo back on. 

Trisha pushes the eject button and pulls the CD out of its slot. She powers her window down and Frisbees the CD out onto the sidewalk, startling a group of pedestrians. “There. End of that shitty thing.” She sniffs and glares at him. “Nothing to say?”

Eyes narrowing, he frowns but looks straight ahead. He shakes his head slowly, but doesn’t answer.

“Just going to ignore me? As usual?” She lifts her purse onto her lap, roots through it, and pulls out an emery board. “This is a lousy excuse for a holiday,” she snarls, and begins attacking already perfectly-manicured nails with a vengeance, “a couple of dinners with a bunch of horse people who can’t talk about nothing but horses. This pedigree, that pedigree, this one’s an own son of who gives a fuck.”

“It was your idea to come with me, remember?”

“That sure spoiled it for you, didn’t it? Who would you be sleeping with if I wasn’t with you? That flat-chested blonde you kept smiling at, maybe?”

“Jesus, Trisha. She’s—”

“Know what?” she hisses, “next show, you go alone. How’d you like that?”

He pulls into a right turn bay and is watches out his side window for a break in traffic. He realizes she’s right, his usual strategy is to clam up. Avoid confrontation. It solves nothing. 

When he’s merged the truck into the queue leading to the ferry toll booth, he turns to her and says, “I’d like that just fine.”
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DENVER SITS AT A CLUTTERED desk, sorting through bundles of papers, setting some aside and adding others to the bin to be taken to the burn barrel. He sighs, tosses a handful of papers back onto the desk, and slumps in his chair.

The back door slams and after a moment, Dallas appears in the doorway to the den. He has a bundle of envelopes and tosses them onto the desk. “Mail,” he says, taking his hat off and wiping the sweat off his forehead on his sleeve. He drops into the armchair next to the door and asks, “So? Any more thoughts on selling Rocky Duster?”

Denver opens the bottom desk drawer and pulls out two glasses and a bottle of Chivas Regal. He splashes whiskey in both glasses, pushes one across to his brother, and takes a swig before answering. “I guess we’ll have to.”

“It’ll get us through till spring.”

“Yeah. I talked to Hazen again this afternoon. He wants to pay part in hay.”

“If it’s good hay and he don’t want your pecker for it, why not?”

“Yeah, it’s good hay, second cut twenty-five percent alfalfa mix, at a helluva good price. And we do need it. Don’t think we could get hay around here at the price we’ve agreed on for his. There’ll be a cost getting it down here, though. It’d be quite a few trips with the flat deck, so, cheaper to get it shipped. But we also need cash. And we still need to economize.”

“Could switch from Chivas to Johnny Walker Red.”

“Hell, we’re not that desperate. Not yet anyway. But hydro’s going up again. Price of feed’s up again. Price of horses, down. I think we’re going to have to cull. Jesus. I hate to think of that.”

“We can always let the hands go. Hire again in the spring.”

“We can’t do that, Dal. Jimbo and Eddie might go on their own; they’ve got other prospects and they’d be fine, but the guys that’ve worked here since before we were born? Where’d they go? How would they live?”

“How’s it our problem they ain’t looked after their retirement plans?

“It’s about doing the right thing. We might quit paying them if they want to retire once they’re drawing their government pensions, but they can live here as long as they want.” He takes a swig of his Chivas. “I already talked to them about it. I won’t go back on my word.”

“So, we’re running a retirement home for old, wore-out cowboys now?” Dallas clucks. “Going to need another bunkhouse.”

“So, we’ll build another bunkhouse. Or convert the mare barn. We won’t need the mare barn if we quit live cover like we talked about.”

“With all the money that’s growing on the trees around here.”

They sit in silence for a minute. Dallas klink-klink-klinks his gold pinky ring against his glass, then says, “We could take in boarders again. It’s a pain in the ass, but if we get a good deal on the hay, we can make money on it. I only got five horses coming in for training, so we got stalls. And if we ain’t laying off hands, might as well have work for them.”

“Yeah. Let’s put a notice up at the feed store next time we’re in town. Tack shops too. I’ll put something on Facebook and update our website.” He sips his whiskey with a grimace. “Lord, I hate to see Rocky go.”

“No one’s doing live cover no more and he’s getting older. His value’s in a downward spiral.”

“That’s a fact, Dal,” Denver says, and shoots the rest of his Chivas. “Selling him makes sense, since our brood mares are getting so long in the tooth they’ll soon be retired, and the young ones are mostly his daughters, so we need a different stud for them.”

“We need to go look at that youngster the Douglases have. He’s well bred, but he ain’t cheap.”

“We don’t want to go cheap. We got a rep for good horses and want to keep it that way. Wrong time financially to be buying a high-end stud, though. So, as I see it, we find a stud or two we like, buy their semen, and go A.I. in the spring.”

“We go A.I. in the spring. And sell Rocky now.” 

“Yup, doesn’t seem to matter how many times we roll this around, and much as I hate the thought of uprooting him, sending him away from the only home he’s ever known, selling him now we got a good offer makes sense. Wouldn’t have to, if we could move Dad back home. He hates it there. It’s no place for an old rancher, and it’s costing a bundle besides. But that’s something else that can’t happen.” Denver rubs his face and gives his head a vigorous, two-handed scratching that does nothing to improve his headache. “The drought. Then Mom. Now Dad. Rocky Duster. Our old mares. Everyone getting older. Even Tippy. Seems like yesterday she was sleeping in my slipper. Doubt she’ll make it through another winter. Would sure be nice if something good came along for a change.” 

“Don’t worry ‘bout Dad, half the time he don’t even know where he is. My ass is more picked ‘bout Trisha.”

“Well, her leaving would be more than just a good thing. But Trisha’s not your problem.”

“The hell she ain’t. As long as she don’t contribute nothing, she’s our problem. How much d’you think we could rent your house for if she wasn’t in it? Sure would help our cash flow.”

“I’ll get Trisha paid out. Already talked to the bank about a loan. Personal loan, nothing to do with the ranch. You can quit pissing and moaning about it,” Denver says sharply. Then he takes a deep breath, blows it out through his mouth, and continues more quietly, “You’re right, though. Sure the hell wish she never moved onto the ranch.”

“You were stoked about it at the time, as I recall, but I ain’t blaming you,” Dallas says. “She’s hot and she was out to git you. We all gave her a pass at first. Only good thing is, you don’t own this place. Better get shed of her before you do. Before Dad passes. Once he passes ...” 

“I don’t want to think about that.”

“You better think about it, though.”

They sit quiet again. Dallas scratches his neck, then says, “So, when do we ship them old mares?”

“We’re not going to ship them. Those old girls gave us dozens of beautiful babies and this is their home. I won’t put them through the hell of being shipped for a few bucks.”

“Can’t let go of Rocky. Can’t let go of a few crocked old mares. Can’t lay nobody off. You’re not being sensible. I love your management style. You’re like a fuckin’ seagull, swoop in, shit all over everyone, and bugger off on your judging gigs. Leave me running the place but won’t let me do what needs doing.”

“I shit all over everyone? Who do I shit on?”

Dallas shrugs.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought. I don’t agree with you, so I’m shitting on you. Well, I’m not going to change my mind about shipping the mares, or any horse, and you know it” 

Dallas slams his empty glass down on the desk. “So, if we ain’t going to ship them, what’s your idea of a cull?”

Denver takes a few deep breaths, calming himself so he can respond to his younger brother in a reasonable way instead of escalating the argument. He laces his fingers together behind his head, leans back, swivel rocks in the high-backed office chair and looks out the window. On the road across the valley, he sees Old Man Halbe, miniature in the distance, back hunched, heading to the mailboxes, his Heinz 57 shuffling along behind. It’s their daily outing, half a mile each way, even though Mr. Halbe is nearing ninety, and Cisco The Fifth is the same in dog years. Something about the familiar routine is beautiful and sad at the same time. He breathes a sigh, then straightens and pours them each another Chivas. “Those that’re in pain, we’ll have to shoot. That way at least the wildlife rescue can use the meat.” 

“Hell, we can use the meat.” Dallas barks a laugh, picks up his glass and gets to his feet. He goes to the door and turns back. “Don’t worry, we still got beef in the freezer. If Wilson ain’t started supper yet, I’ll see if he’ll do up some spuds. I’ll fire up the barbeque and go throw some steaks on. And unless you dream up a better idea overnight, phone Hazens tomorrow and let them know we’ll take their offer on Rocky Duster. And get him the hell out of here before you change your mind again.”
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Seven
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DENVER HUNCHES OVER the steering wheel, slowing the rig as he approaches a clapboard building that looks to have pushed up out of the dirt like a lopsided mushroom. Along the side of the building, this year’s weeds mix with dead ones from years past. Two-foot-high letters in weathered paint on the building’s gable read Dot’s Diner, and a sandwich board on the boulevard declares it’s Licenced. and has Home Cooked Meals. and The Best Pie North of Kamloops. 

It looks like a lousy place to eat, but there are enough eighteen wheelers in the rear lot to suggest otherwise. He pulls in, heading through to the a potholed, rutted gravel lot around back. It had been unseasonably cool and rainy; the potholes are full of water, and there are puddles everywhere. He steers the truck to a clear area, avoiding potholes as much as possible to give the horse in the trailer the least amount of grief. “Sorry, ol’ man,” he mutters, “I know you been in there a while. I wouldn’t stop, but I’m fading and need a coffee and a piss.” 

He opens his door, slides out, then puts a hand on his hip and bends to the side, giving his back a stretch. He tips his head to one side and then the other, working the stiffness out of his neck. With his cowboy hat on the seat, he gives his head an all-over, two-handed scratching, then rubs his face before re-settling the hat, closing the door, and making his way to the entrance. The cowbell over the door jangles as he steps inside.

The room is filled with chatter and the clatter of plates and cutlery. TV monitors are silently running a B.C. Lions game and Global BC News. He heads to the men’s room before coming back to find a seat.

A couple of orange-and-white-shirted servers circulate through the tables; another is behind the counter, putting the makings of a fresh pot of coffee in the Bunn. The tables are all taken, but there’s an empty stool at the counter between a pony-tailed guy in a grey wool logger’s sweater and a pimply young man wearing a Plaza Bowling windbreaker. He slides onto it and pulls the menu out of the clip behind the sugar, ketchup, salt and pepper, and glances through it. He’s hungry, but worries about Rocky. He wants to get him to his new home without too much delay, so he decides he’ll just have coffee and test the claim about the pie.

A clean mug is placed in front of him with a question, “Coffee?” 

He says, “Yes, please.” Then he closes the menu and looks up to see a pretty blonde doing the pouring. “Astrid” is embroidered above the breast pocket of her shirt. His eyes widen and he sits up straighter. 

“Astrid?” he says.

“That’s my name. Slinging hash is my game,” she says.

“You’re from Nanaimo, right?”

“Yes. Do I know you?” 

He shakes his head and says, “No, I guess you don’t.” Movement in his peripheral vision attracts his attention and he glances down the counter. A man at the far end is leaning forward to see past the other diners, watching. Denver returns his attention to Astrid, and says, “My name’s Denver.”

“And you already know I’m Astrid,” she says, and smiles.

“You used to work at a pub near the exhibition grounds in Nanaimo, right?”

“The Highwayman,” she replies, and nods.

“I saw you there last year. When I was back a couple months ago, they said you’d moved. Sharon told me your name and that you moved. She thought you went to Prince George.”

“That’s where I was headed, but then I got this job, and here I am. You sure must have a good memory for faces.”

“Well, you had a black nose.” 

“Oh, no! The guy in the cowboy hat was you?” Colour floods her cheeks. “How embarrassing.”

“Naw, it was cute. And it was only one of the things that made you memorable.” He smiles and gives her a wink. 

The man from the end of the counter pushes in beside him and sticks out his hand. “Denver? Hank Hazen. I’m guessing your here to deliver our horse.”

Something in the man’s body language sends Denver’s guard up. He gives Hank’s hand a quick shake and says, “You’re guessing right.” 

“Well, ain’t this a coincidence,” Hank says. “How long did it take you to make the trip?”

“Let’s see. I left about eight,” he looks at his watch. “Ten, going on eleven hours. Rocky will be as glad to get out of the trailer as I am to get a coffee.” He lifts his mug for a satisfying couple of swallows.

“You want to follow me out to our place? I’m heading there now.”

“Well, I do want to get the horse settled in, but a slice of cherry pie won’t take too long.” He locks eyes with Astrid again and smiles.

“I’ll wait.” Hank’s eyes narrow. “You planning on staying overnight ain’t you? We got room at the house and Bridey, my mother, she’s expecting you. We’ll get the hay loaded tonight, and you can get an early start in the morning.”

“Well, thanks. That sounds real good.” 

“Okay. Going for a smoke. See you outside.” With a nod, he goes to stand at the cash register. 

Denver watches Astrid go to the front desk to ring in Hank’s bill. “Don’t be late getting home, darlin’,” Hank says as he turns to leave the cashier counter. He pushes out the door and at the bottom of the steps, he holds up, turns and looks back in as he lights a cigarette.

A man’s voice from the kitchen calls out, “Order up!” Two meals are placed on the ledge at the pass through. Another server comes behind the counter to get them, and stands for a moment next to Astrid. Although their backs are to him, Denver overhears snatches of their conversation. 

“You hear him, Franny?” Astrid asks.

“Everyone heard him.”

“He just won’t quit.”

Franny picks up the orders and as she turns to carry them off, says, “He’s persistent, I’ll give him that.”  

Astrid comes back to take Denver’s order. “So, cherry pie you said?”

“Yes, please.”

“Would you like it warmed up, with a scoop of ice cream?”

“Now, that sounds perfect.”

Astrid busies herself getting the pie ready while Denver drinks coffee and starts to feel human again. Then she sets the pie and a little napkin-wrapped bundle of cutlery in front of him, and asks, “You’re in a hurry. Want the bill right away?”

“Yes, please.” Their eyes meet; he takes a deep breath and says, “I hope you don’t think I’m too forward, but would you have breakfast, or at least a coffee, with me tomorrow morning? I’d like to take you for supper, but I have a long dr—”

“Yes,” she says.

Now there are other customers at the till waiting to pay; one rings the bell impatiently. Astrid lingers for a moment, then fixes a smile on her face and goes to deal with the bell ringer. Done at the register, she comes back; as she puts his bill on the counter, she looks up under her lashes with a grin.

More plates appear on the shelf at the pass-through and again the cook calls out, “Order up.” Astrid gives Denver another smile before turning away, picking up the meals and taking them out into the booths.

Denver works a piece of pie with melting ice cream onto his fork, then notices there’s a piece of pink paper under the bill. It’s a Post-It Note with a phone number. He glances toward the door and sees Hank on the other side, smoking, still watching him. They make eye contact. Denver gives him a nod, then tucks into his pie, feeling even better than merely human.

***
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THE NEXT MORNING, ASTRID gets a mug of coffee and takes it to a booth at a window facing the road. It’s only six-thirty, but the diner is busy with the usual breakfast crowd. Franny stops in her rounds with the coffee carafe, and says, “Who is this guy you’re waiting for again?”

“That cowboy who was here yesterday. His name’s Denver. Franny, you must’ve noticed him. Tall. Good-looking. He sat at the counter. He was up here delivering a horse to Hazens.”

“Vaguely. But it’s not that unusual, you know, and we were awful busy right about then. Jeez. How’d you hook up with him?”

“He remembered me from Nanaimo. I guess I should say, we remembered each other.”

“Oh, he’s a friend from home?”

“Not friends. I never even talked to him before. He was just—well, you’re going to think it’s dumb. It was when I was working at The Highwayman. He was only in the pub for a few minutes, but we, well, we sort of made a connection.”

“But you never spoke to each other? Just looked? Like your eyes met across a crowded room?”

“See? I told you you’d think it was dumb.” 

“No, not dumb. It’s nice. Romantic.”

“I just hope he shows up.”

Just then, Franny looks over her head and out the window where a truck towing a horse trailer is slowing, its turn signal on.

“You can quit worrying about that, Astrid,” Franny nods toward the parking lot, and hurries off.

In minutes, Astrid sees Denver come along the sidewalk and up the steps, then push through the door. He stands just inside as he scans the room. When he looks her way, she gives a little wave. He’s smiling as he comes and slides into the booth across the table from her. 

“Good morning, Astrid,” he says. 

“Good morning.”

“Sorry I’m late. I wanted to leave before anyone got up, but Mrs. Hazen was in the kitchen when I came out, and insisted on giving me coffee. I would a-hundred times sooner have been here having coffee with you.” 

Franny interrupts by appearing with a menu and a mug for Denver, which she puts in front of him and fills with fresh coffee. “Good morning. You must be Denver. I’m Franny.”

“Nice to meet you, Franny,” Denver says.

“Astrid always has two poached eggs on multi-grain, but I imagine you’d like a minute to look at the menu?”

“I dunno, maybe just tell me what’s good here.”

“Everything. I recommend the Chokerman’s Breakfast if you’ve got a big enough appetite,” Astrid tells him. 

“Chokerman’s Breakfast it is, then.” 

Franny nods, picks up the menu and scurries off.

“So,” Denver says, “I half expected you to show up at Hazen’s last night.”

“I suppose you heard what Hank said as he was leaving the diner. I guess everyone in the place heard it. He says stuff like that so often, people are actually starting to believe we’re boyfriend/girlfriend. Just to be clear, we’re not. I only ever see him when he comes in here.”

“Lucky for me,” Denver says. He reaches across and gives Astrid’s hand a rub. “I’d love to take you for supper, but I planned to drive up, drop the horse off, and go right back. It’s a long drive, and the AGM of the Nicola Valley Cattleman’s Association is tonight. I’m the Department of Agriculture liaison, so I have to be there. Otherwise, I’d cancel.”

“I know you have horses. I guess you must have cattle, too.”

“It’s a big ranch. An old ranch. An old herd. The land’s really not suited for anything but grazing. Even at that, it takes twenty acres a head. We raise some hay where the land’s flat enough, but we can only do that because it’s irrigated. The rest is more or less like it’s been for a thousand years. Inhospitable for most creatures. As you might imagine, since it’s named Rattlesnake Ridge.”

“Have you lived there long?” 

“All my life. What about you? What’re you doing in Dark River? It seems like a big change, to leave Nanaimo and come so far north.”

“Well, there was nothing keeping me there. Like I said yesterday, I didn’t plan to stay in Dark River. I was headed further north, but I stopped for something to eat here. There was a help wanted sign in the window, I asked about it, they hired me, and here I am.”

“You still going to move on? Or is this stop permanent?”

“No, not permanent. When my hours get cut here, which they’ve already told me will happen when the tourist season’s over, I might not make enough to cover my rent. I’ll have to go somewhere else then. I don’t know where, though.” She fusses with her cutlery, takes a sip of her coffee, then says, “To someone like you, so settled in your life, I must sound like a lost cause.”
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