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One



Edie Linderman




1967–68



Sunlight glints off the slope of the hood like a snowdrift, and Roy Linderman puts on his sunglasses. Like a man born to drive, he lets one arm hang out the window of his Chevy Impala while the other rests on top of the steering wheel to keep the big car in line.


The air flowing through the car is as hot as the August wind blowing across the prairie, and to make himself heard above the rush and the steady rumble of the Chevy, Roy raises his voice. “How do you know it isn’t the flu?” he asks. “Maybe we’ll all get it.”


“My aunt in Bozeman is a nurse,” Edie says, “and she says it’s almost always something people ate.”


“And what makes you so sure it was the hot dog?”


“Please. Sitting all day in that greasy water? It was the hot dog.”


“And you didn’t eat one? So you’re safe.”


“That’s right,” Edie says. “I’m safe.”


“When we were kids, whatever was going around, he got. Measles. Mumps. Chicken pox. Like maybe with twins, only one of us had to get it. And Dean would be the one and it’d pass me by. Strep throat. Tonsillitis. He had his tonsils out and I still got mine.”


“I remember when he had strep.” She gives her head a rueful little shake. “I remember that very well.”


“I wondered if maybe you did,” Roy says.


On every side of them, nothing rises more than knee-high, and the wheatgrass, needlegrass, blue grama, and fescue—all the color of a sweat-stained straw hat—bend down lower in the direction they’re always bent, west to east.


“What are we going after again?” Edie asks.


“It’s a 1951 GMC half ton. Low miles.”


“How did you find out about it?”


“It’s Les Moore’s uncle’s. The uncle had to sell his ranch, so he doesn’t need the truck.”


“Doesn’t anyone else want it?”


“Hell yes. But we’ll get there first.”


Ahead a dust cloud, high and thick enough to tint a corner of the sky a darker blue, swirls, and well before they draw close, they can taste its dirt. “The hell,” Roy says. “Someone’s plowing something. Close the windows.”


They both crank up their windows, then Edie crawls over the seat to get to the rear windows. She has to swing one bare leg, then the other past Roy’s head, and he takes his eyes off the road to watch her make this climb.


“Stay back there,” he says. “You can roll them down again in a minute.”


As the windows close, the air changes pitch from a steady whoosh to a fast-paced thump, as if a propeller powered their vehicle. Then the interior suddenly quiets, and their voices lower as though they’ve entered a church.


“My God,” Edie says and draws a deep breath. “It’s like the inside of an oven.”


“I’m never getting a car again without air-conditioning,” Roy says. “I swear it.”


Edie keeps one hand on the window crank.


“Your place gets plenty warm, doesn’t it?” says Roy. “I told Dean anytime you two need a good night’s sleep, come on over and you can have my bedroom. Air-conditioned comfort. You can’t beat it for sleeping.”


“And turn you out of your bed? Where would you sleep?”


“I can always find someplace to bunk down.”


“I bet you can.”


“Or maybe you want your own unit? If the store has any left at the end of the season, they always put them on big sale. I could use my discount and get you an even better price.”


“We’ll let you know.”


“Talk it over with Dean,” Roy says, then twists his head as though he needs to know exactly where she is in the back seat.


“We’ll let you know.”


In another minute the sky clears back to its undifferentiated blue. Roy says, “You can roll them back down. And get back up here. I’m not your chauffeur.”


The truth is, Edie would rather remain in the back seat, out of Roy’s reach. These brothers . . . For some time now, Dean has acted as though he’s been warned to keep his hands off her. Even in bed, he sleeps on a narrow space away from her. Meanwhile, Roy has been . . . well, Roy. Could it be that desire is something like mumps or measles, one brother coming down with it while it passes the other by?


Edie points a finger straight ahead. “Take me to the thee-a-tah, my good man.”


“And I’m sure as hell not your good man.”


As Edie climbs over the seat again, Roy reaches out a hand, but whatever he was going to do, he must think better of it because he puts his hand back on the steering wheel. Once she settles back into her seat however, he takes his hat from where it’s been resting in the space between them and tosses it into the back.


Roy asks, “You ever been up to Bentrock?”


“When I was a little girl,” Edie says, “my dad took us up to Canada. Just drove across the border and turned around and came back again. So we could say we’d been there. Would we have gone through Bentrock then?”


“You might have.”


“Then I might have been there.”


“Well, whatever you remember, it hasn’t changed since.”


Edie slips off her flimsy rubber sandals and hooks her toes up on the lip of the dashboard.


“You’ll probably get your feet dirty today,” Roy says. “I don’t think Bentrock’s got but the one paved street.”


“I thought I’d wait in the car.”


“Hell no. I need you to keep him distracted during the negotiations.”


“Really? What was Dean’s job going to be?”


“Drive. That’s all. Just drive.”


Roy takes a pack of Camels from the pocket of his white shirt and shakes a cigarette up to his lips. He offers the pack to Edie, then pulls it back. “I forgot. You don’t smoke.”


He pushes in the lighter. A moment later it pops out, and he presses its glowing coils to his cigarette. He inhales deeply and when he exhales, the wind whips the stream of smoke out the window. “Don’t you have any vices, Edie?”


“You know better than to ask me that.”


Roy turns his head toward her and with his finger slowly traces in the air the length of Edie’s bare leg. “Tell me something,” he says. “How do you get so tan working in the bank all day?”


Edie quickly lowers both feet to the floor. She says, “We’ve got a folding chair we set up behind the building. During breaks and lunch hour, I sit back there. And I’m out on weekends of course.”


“I wouldn’t think you’d get much sun in that alley.” Roy pinches his cigarette between his lips and extends both arms. “Me? I’m like a steak cooked on just one side.”


The car floats over the centerline, and Edie starts to reach for the steering wheel, but then Roy takes hold of it once again.


“About the only time I get out of the store,” he says, “it’s in the car, and then one arm hangs out the window and the other doesn’t get any sun at all.”


The only other car visible on this stretch of highway is at least a couple miles ahead, and then it vanishes, curving its way into the first of a series of low hills, each stitched to the next with a narrow dark strip of cottonwood or bur oak.


“Now you,” Roy says, “you probably have to hike your skirt up plenty high to get so much sun.” He leans forward to look at her. “And maybe undo a button or two.”


She doesn’t say anything.


“Of course with those miniskirts you’ve taken to wearing . . .”


“For God’s sake, Roy. Can’t we have a normal conversation?”


Roy smiles the smile of a man confident of its power to heal or beguile. “Why sure, Edie. What did you want to talk about?”


But she says nothing and turns her head away from her brother-in-law. She knows women whose husbands would never let their wives get into a car with Roy Linderman. But not Dean. No, not Dean.


THE BIG OVENS in Flieder’s Family Bakery blaze all night long and into the day, turning out racks and trays of cakes, cookies, rolls, and loaves of bread, some of it trucked to stores around town. People might say they love the aroma of Flieder’s baked goods, but they don’t have it in their nostrils every day as Dean and Edie do in their apartment above the bakery.


Dean sits on the sofa in his underwear. A saucepan rests on the coffee table in front of him just in case he pukes. On his lap is the navy blue leatherette-bound Prairie Harvest, the 1961 yearbook of Gladstone High School, and it’s open to the page picturing the homecoming queen and her court: five pretty girls in formal dresses standing in the middle of a football field on a windy day. The girls’ carefully done-up hair-dos blow back from their faces, and the queen, Dorothy Bergstrom, holds up a white-gloved hand to keep her crown in place.


Dean stares at the page as if he’s studying for an exam. Why does Edie look like a woman and the others like schoolgirls? Her body could furnish the explanation, of course, but there has to be something else. Is it in her eyes? Is there some measure of self-knowledge there that the other girls don’t yet possess and perhaps never will? Or is Dean Linderman searching for something in the photograph that could provide the answer to the question that perpetually troubles him: Was Edie Pritchard a girl who could make a mistake among her suitors, believing she’d chosen one young man when she meant to choose another? Or is his uncertainty simply the kind that could trouble any twin: Do you mean me or my brother?


Someone knocks at the door, and Dean closes the annual and slides it under one of the pillows on the sofa. By this time his mother is already in the apartment, her blue-and-white floral-print housedress stretching as wide across her as it would billowing on a clothesline.


She’s breathing hard from exertion and has to wait a moment before speaking. “You feeling any better?” she asks.


“You didn’t walk here, did you?”


“Just from down the street. Your father and your uncle are at the Silver Dollar sampling the wares.”


“I’m doing all right.”


The apartment is not spacious, and its windows are high and narrow. The dim light makes the place feel even smaller, with every corner vanishing in shadow. Mrs. Linderman peers carefully at her son before bending down and pressing her palm against his forehead.


“Well, you don’t have a fever. How long since you been on the pot?”


“Three hours at least.”


“You’re probably done then.”


“I don’t think I have anything left in there.”


“You didn’t have much to begin with.” She points to his bare torso. “I believe I can count your ribs from here.”


“I haven’t had much appetite lately.”


“I should have your problem,” his mother says. “But you be careful. Just last year your father caught something, and he couldn’t stop throwing up. He was down to blood and bile, but he kept heaving.”


Dean says, “This was probably something I ate.”


“You can be sure,” she says and walks to the kitchen. She opens the refrigerator and surveys the interior. She closes the refrigerator and proceeds to open cupboard doors.


“Tonight you can have a couple soda crackers,” she calls out, “and a little 7Up.”


While his mother is conducting her kitchen inventory, Dean slips the annual out from under the pillow and carries it to the bedroom and puts it on the closet shelf. He takes a pair of Levi’s out of a laundry basket and pulls them on.


Dean sits back down on the sofa, but his mother keeps circling and sniffing the air as if she’s trying to separate the smell of white bread from wheat wafting up from the bakery below.


“Roy’s paying her for making the trip?” Mrs. Linderman asks.


“That’s what he said. Forty bucks.”


“How about you? Was he going to pay you?”


“I would have done it,” says Dean, “out of the goodness of my heart.”


“Huh.” Mrs. Linderman continues her circuit of the room. “I thought they’d be back by now,” she says. “It generally don’t take your brother long to close a deal.”


“Maybe it took some time to track the owner down.”


Mrs. Linderman walks over to the television set, a Motorola small enough to rest on a TV tray. Although the set is turned off, she adjusts its antenna anyway. “So I take it,” she says, “you ain’t concerned.”


Dean closes his eyes and lets his head loll back on the sofa cushions. “What would I be concerned about, Mom?”


“It’s not for me to say.”


“No, go ahead. What should I be worried about?”


She bends over and looks at the blank television screen, though of course the set gives back no image but hers—cheeks as round and pronounced as plums, heavy jowls, close-set eyes, and all framed by improbably black hair enclosed in tight mesh.


She says, “You can get color in a little portable like this now, you know. I seen the ads. You probably have too.”


Dean opens his eyes. “Stop changing the subject.”


“Roy could get you a good price on one.”


“Jesus, Mom.”


Mrs. Linderman rises back up to her full height. She adjusts her hairnet. “What the hell. If you ain’t worried, you ain’t worried.”


“That’s my wife you’re talking about,” Dean says.


Mrs. Linderman shakes her head and says cheerfully, “It’s not so much your wife as your brother. You know what your uncle says. Ice to Eskimos.” She pauses then adds, “Panties off a nun.”


Dean closes his eyes again. “Go ahead,” he says. “You want to watch, watch.”


His mother reaches eagerly for the knob and turns the television set on. “Lawrence Welk,” she says, by way of explanation, and turns the channel selector to 12. She backs toward an easy chair and lowers herself onto its sagging cushion.


“Are Dad and Uncle John coming here?” Dean asks. “Or are you meeting them back at the Silver Dollar?”


“I’m meeting them. Soon as this is over.”


From the television comes the wheezing, rollicking chords and notes of accordion music.


“That’s about the sound,” Dean says, “I made when I was heaving my guts out.”


“It’s only the one song,” his mother says. “You want me to change the channel?”


Dean pushes himself to his feet. “Leave it. I’m going to lie down awhile.”


As he walks barefoot toward the bedroom, Dean’s mother calls after him, “I’ll clear out soon as this is over.”


“Watch as long as you like.”


THE BEDROOM WALLS are painted a blue so pale that only in the faint light of late evening or early dawn do they look blue at all. At any other hour, the room passes for white. Edie received permission from the landlord to paint the apartment, and the color of the bedroom was her idea. Into a gallon of white paint she stirred in a little cerulean blue, a drizzle swallowed immediately by the white. But the blue was there. “Why bother?” Dean had asked her. “It’s not even noticeable. Why not leave it white?” “It’s private,” Edie said. “Only we’ll know. It’s romantic.” Dean didn’t understand, but he didn’t dare say so. The walls of every other room in the apartment remained white.


Dean lies down near the edge of the bed. He raises his knees up toward his waist. As his stomach and intestines flutter and pinch, his lips draw into a tight line, and he covers his eyes with his hand.


But nothing can keep those thoughts from seeping in. He’s never been what you’d call confident or self-assured—just one more way he and Roy are so very different—but lately almost anything at all can set off another wave of uncertainty about his life. This morning he had a bout of vomiting right after Edie left, and he couldn’t be sure what started it, the actual illness or the sound of a car door slamming as his wife climbed into a car with his brother.


From the living room comes the sound of his mother’s laughter. High-pitched but steady. Then her laughter stops, replaced by the heavy tread of her footsteps. After a moment her laughter starts up again. The antenna must have needed adjustment.


When he wakes up, his mother is standing in the bedroom doorway. “I’m heading out,” she says. “You want me to make you some soup before I go? Chicken noodle?”


Dean glances at the bedside clock. His mother has had time to watch more than a single episode of Lawrence Welk. “No,” he says. “That’s all right.”


Mrs. Linderman braces herself in the doorframe. “Maybe you should give me a call when they get back.”


“At home or the Silver Dollar?”


“I’m leaving for home soon. If your father and your uncle ain’t ready to go, they can find their own way back.”


“We’ll see,” Dean says. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow for sure.”


“Supper’s around five. Heat or no, I’m roasting a chicken. If you get your appetite back, you’re welcome to partake. The both of you.”


As soon as the door to the apartment clicks shut, Dean gets the yearbook down from the shelf again. He switches on the lamp beside the bed and thumbs through the heavy glossy pages until he arrives at the portraits of the graduating seniors.


He doesn’t linger on the photograph of Dennis Arneson, whose father died in Korea and who still wore a look of betrayal, nor on the practiced smile of Dorothy Bergstrom, nor on Doris Lantz, her pocked, pitted face smoothed over by darkroom magic. He skims quickly past Gail and Dale Peterson, the other set of twins in the class, and past the girl who was traded from boy to boy like a baseball card. Finally Dean’s eyes come to rest again on Edith Pritchard. She isn’t smiling, but many of the young men and women in these pages aren’t. Eastern Montana doesn’t fill its young with a lot of false promises. Like the faces in many other portraits, Edie’s is angled to the side. But just like her picture as part of the homecoming court, something is different . . . No one else seems as lovely and alive on the page as she does, staring out at the eyes that stare at her. Dean once asked her how the photographer caught that look. She laughed and said, “He told me to act like I knew something no one else knew.” And that was years before cerulean blue.


ROY PARKS IN a driveway of sorts, two dirt tracks worn through sparse grass, and under a lone cottonwood, the only shade on this dusty edge of town.


“You still want to wait in the car?” he asks Edie.


“If it’s all the same to you.”


“Can’t say I blame you.”


The front porch of the tumbledown little house is missing boards, and a window screen has torn loose and curled upward. Masking tape covers a crack in a front window. A corner of the house is splintered, as if an animal has gnawed on it.


Roy climbs out of the car and shuts the door quietly. The keys still dangle from the ignition. “Turn the radio on if you like,” he says. “The battery’s got plenty of juice.”


“You’re sure this is the place?”


Roy waves a hand in the direction of the gravel road running past the house. “You see any other possibilities?”


Yet Roy seems reluctant to walk away from the car. Finally he says, “I’ll check around back first. Maybe I can get a look at the truck before the haggling starts.”


He takes a few steps, then looks back. “Wish me luck.”


“You don’t need it,” says Edie.


That brings his smile back. “We all need it.”


You’d think Roy Linderman had been the track star. Shoulders back, a bounce in his long stride—nothing like Dean’s loose-limbed slow, slouching walk.


Edie turns on the radio and adjusts the dial until the static clears and a station comes in. CHAK—Moose Jaw! But in another moment, the song that seems to play once or twice every hour comes on, and Edie switches off the radio. My God, she thinks, even in Canada they can’t get enough of that boy jumping off a bridge. Overhead the cottonwood leaves applaud the silence.


She opens the glove compartment and begins a desultory inspection of its contents. A flashlight. An unopened pack of Camels. Match books. A comb. Maps of Montana and North Dakota. When she lifts the maps, she jerks her hand back as if she’d been stung.


Under the maps is a gun, a revolver with a wood handle and a blue-black barrel that gleams even in the dark glove box.


Edie has seen guns before. She’s lived in Montana all her life. Not a highway sign or a rural mailbox is without its bullet holes. The gun racks in living rooms and rec rooms. The rifles and shotguns boys brought to school for hunting after the bell rang. The dead deer strapped to car roofs and hanging out the back of truck beds. In high school Edie dated a boy who said he had a pistol under the front seat of his car, though he never showed it to her. Her own father’s rifle and shotgun leaned in a corner of the front closet where everyone hung their coats, and when her father died, her uncle went directly to that closet to claim those guns as his own.


And yet Edie has never touched a gun. She reaches into the glove compartment and takes hold of the revolver’s grip. So many curves in the wood and warm steel . . . the round barrel, the cylinder, the hoop of the trigger guard. The gun fits her hand as if it wants to be held . . . but after only a few seconds, Edie puts the revolver back and covers it again with the maps.


She continues to go through the glove box. An opened roll of Life Savers. An owner’s manual for the Impala. The car’s registration. A parking ticket for the Gladstone street where Warren’s Furniture and Appliance is located. A folded manila envelope containing a few cartridges. A tin Band-Aid box, but when Edie opens it, she finds prophylactics. Roy, Roy . . .


As gently as Roy closed the car door, Edie shuts the glove box. She flexes the fingers that gripped the handle of the revolver as if she needs to rid herself of the sensation of holding it. From her purse she takes out a stick of gum, unwraps it, and chews it vigorously, bringing a little saliva back to her mouth, which has gone suddenly dry.


She hears a yowl and looks up to see two girls coming around that gnawed-on corner of the house. The girls are perhaps seven or eight, both wearing brightly colored bathing suits, pink and lime green, and one of the girls carries a tortoiseshell cat in the crook of her arm. The cat is not only meowing loudly but also pawing and kicking at the air in its struggle to escape. The girl simply tightens her hold around the animal’s neck. The other girl has a towel and a galvanized metal bucket, heavy with water.


It’s plain they intend to wash the cat, and when the one girl puts the bucket down, they manage to sponge the cat’s fur with a little soapy water. But once they lower the cat toward the pail, it manages to get its paws on the ground and in an instant leaps free and bounds off.


The girl who’d been holding the cat examines the scratches on her arm. A thread of blood trails down toward her wrist. “That little bastard,” she says.


“He got you good,” her friend says.


“That bastard.”


Then they notice Edie and the long white car and, as if of one mind, they approach together.


The little girl with the scratched arm says, “We’ll wash your car for you.”


Edie has to laugh. “Cats and cars?”


“For just a dollar,” her companion adds. Roy had mentioned the town’s unpaved streets, and the feet and ankles of these children are darkly powdered with dirt.


“Sorry,” says Edie, shaking her head.


“For fifty cents?”


“It’s not my car.”


The girl who carries the pail has a face so smeared with freckles it looks dirty. “Is it your husband’s?”


“It’s not my husband’s.”


“Is it your boyfriend’s?”


Edie says no.


The girls step back and examine the Chevy from front bumper to back, as if Edie’s relationship to the owner could best be determined by careful scrutiny of the car itself. The freckled girl smiles slyly and whispers something to her companion. The remark brings giggles from both of them.


“Go ahead,” the scratched girl says. “Ask her.”


“No. You.”


The girl who carried the cat steps close to Edie’s open window. She balances on one leg to scrape at that leg with her bare foot. She looks past Edie and into the car’s interior. “Are you a whore?” she asks.


Edie draws back. “What do you know about whores?”


The girl nods toward her freckled friend. “Her brother said . . .”


“Really? What did he say?”


The freckled girl steps forward eagerly. “Are you? Are you?”


Edie points toward the house. “Do either of you live here?”


“Her grandpa does,” the girl with the scratched arm says.


“What if I go tell your grandpa what you just said?”


“He don’t care,” the freckled girl says.


Edie makes a shooing motion with her hand. “You better go catch your cat before it gets run over.”


“He ain’t our cat,” the girl with the scratches says, but both girls back away from the car. Just before they arrive at the corner of the house, the freckled girl turns back to Edie and gives her the finger. Then the children run off out of sight.


Edie opens her purse again. The familiar, comforting smells of spearmint and cosmetic powder rise from the interior. She clicks open her compact and surveys her features. Whore? She isn’t even wearing any lipstick or mascara today. This summer she’d cut her dark hair so short it can’t be brushed or combed, just ruffled—and now when she runs her hand over her hair, it rises and falls as if she’s standing out in a breeze. Edie brings the mirror close to her face, and then she too raises a middle finger at that woman.


ROY STARTLES HER when he leans in the open window on the driver’s side.


“Scoot over here,” he says. “You’re the driver now.”


“Did you—?”


“I sure as hell did,” Roy says, wearing a conqueror’s smile. “Signed the papers, handed over the money, and put the keys in my pocket. The whole shebang. Now I’m going to buy you supper.”


“Let’s just head back,” Edie says.


“Not a chance. We’re celebrating with a steak dinner. Afterward you can go back to your sick husband. I’ll bring the truck around and you follow me.”


As Roy walks away, he knocks twice on the hood of the Chevy.


THE HIGHWAY LEADING in and out of Bentrock runs right through the business district, past the pillars of the First National Bank, the wide plate-glass windows of Shipley’s Auto Supply, and the brass-handled doors of the Mon-Dak Hotel. And past both the Bison Café and Wolf’s Diner. But Roy Linderman doesn’t stop at either of those eateries. Instead he leads Edie to the Spur Supper Club and Lounge, better known to as the Spur, situated on a low bluff just outside town.


The evening has a little sunset light left to offer, but none of it finds its way inside the Spur. The dark paneled walls, the carpet the color of dried blood, the candles in their red-glass jars—there’s barely enough light to glint in the glass eyes of the deer, antelope, and elk heads mounted on the walls.


Roy’s sense of triumph hasn’t left him. He leans closer to Edie over their dinner table and says softly, “The hell of it is, the old man didn’t even want to haggle. I started him off with a number even lower than Les Moore said he might go for and, boom—he says yes, right off the bat. Hell, by this time I’m feeling a little sorry for him. I’m about ready to tell him I could go a little higher. But there’s no sense in me carrying on both sides of the negotiations. Then after we shake hands on the deal I say, ‘You mind if I ask why you’re selling the truck?’ No farm, the old fellow says, no need for a farm truck. Well, hell. You can’t argue with that logic.”


From their table in a dark corner of the Spur, Edie has a view of the front door and the patrons trickling in. Saturday night. All the men and a few of the women head into the bar before returning to the restaurant space to sit down for supper. The women are in bright full-skirted dresses and high heels, the men in string ties, good boots, and Stetsons. There isn’t another woman dressed like Edie, in sandals, shorts, and a sleeveless blouse. But Roy’s short-sleeved white shirt? Good enough just about anywhere in this part of the world.


“To tell you the truth,” Roy says, “he reminded me a little of Dad. For about a month after he sold the ranch, he looked like death itself. Drinking more than ever. Staring off at nothing. Then Mom sort of gave him a kick in the ass. Stop feeling sorry for yourself, she told him. Get with it. This is your life now.”


“Easy advice,” Edie says. “If you can follow it.”


“Usually isn’t much choice in the matter, is there?”


“I suppose not.”


The waitress, a shy young woman with stooped shoulders, appears and takes their orders. A T-bone and hash browns for Roy, chopped sirloin and a baked potato for Edie. Roy holds his highball glass aloft and rattles the ice. “And could I get another one of these?” He points to Edie’s half-full glass of beer. “How about you, Edie? Another Budweiser?”


“I’m okay.”


As the waitress walks away, Roy says, “That’s something you wouldn’t have seen not too many years ago.”


“What’s that?”


“A place like this hiring an Indian gal.”


“I hadn’t noticed.”


Roy leans closer and when he speaks, even in his lowered voice, his breath causes the flame of the candle on their table to flicker. “They had a big scandal up here a while back,” he says. “A doctor or politician or somebody was raping Indian women. He’d been at it for years.”


“My God. They finally caught him?”


“Killed himself before it could come to a trial.”


“My God.” An air-conditioning vent is nearby, and Edie is sitting right in the path of its cool breeze. She rubs her hands on her bare shoulders.


“I have a jacket out in the trunk,” says Roy.


“I’m all right.”


“And then a few years ago, the local sheriff was shot and killed. I’m telling you, Edie, it’s the Wild West up here.”


The waitress returns with Roy’s Jim Beam highball and places it on the starched white tablecloth. “Your salads will be right out,” she says.


“No hurry,” Roy replies.


Roy sits back in his chair, and for a long wordless moment, he gazes at Edie. From another corner of the restaurant comes a man’s booming laugh. Knives and forks scrape and clink against dinner plates. The smell of whiskey, of cigar smoke, of charred meat drifting through the shadows. Saturday night in Bentrock.


“Anybody sees us here together,” Roy says, “they’d assume we’re a couple.”


“But we’re not.”


“We could have been, Edie. If you’d have let things go on a little further. We both wanted something more to happen, didn’t we? And after, then it would have been you and me for sure. I’m right about that, aren’t I?”


“Stop, Roy. Please. Just stop.”


The waitress brings their salads, and it looks as though a single head of lettuce has been sliced in half for each bowl. She places a carousel of salad dressings on the table.


Neither Edie nor Roy lifts a fork. Edie again rubs her shoulders for warmth, and Roy lights a cigarette.


“I can go get that jacket for you,” he offers again.


“I’ll be all right.” Edie looks around the Spur. The dining room is filling up. Maybe they could have been a couple. After all, it hadn’t been Dean—her boyfriend—who showed up on the doorstep on that winter morning when she was home from high school—home alone, and in her pajamas. And she’d been angry with Dean, giving her strep. Roy didn’t care that she was sick and looked it. And she was curious about Roy. She’d heard what other girls had said about him . . . and he was Dean’s twin. What must that be like? But they’d stopped. She’d stopped. She was curious about Roy, but she loved Dean.


There isn’t a table in the Spur now that doesn’t have at least one man and one woman seated at it. At one a man covers a woman’s hand with his own. At another a man strikes a match to light a woman’s cigarette. Yes, perhaps she and Roy could have been a couple, but that’s not the same as should have been.


“You want to trade seats?” Roy asks.


She shakes her head no.


Roy takes another long drink from his Jim Beam and water. “Look, Edie. I’m sorry if what I said in the car earlier offended you. But, damn, since when can’t you tell a good-looking woman she looks good?”


“My grandmother said if you say ‘I’m sorry, but . . .,’ you aren’t really sorry.”


“Was that your grandmother Fitzgerald or Pritchard?”


“Grandma Fitz.”


“Wise woman.”


“Was she? In the last year of her life, she told me if she’d been smart, she’d have moved to Sacramento when her son and his wife invited her to come live with them. Instead she said, ‘I have to stay in Montana, but for the life of me I can’t think what for.’”


“I remember she used to roll her own smokes.”


Edie laughs. “Even when her hands got bad, she could still roll her own.”


“Would you like to live in Sacramento?”


“Dean and I used to talk about moving. But we’re okay where we are. For now.”


Roy leans forward again. This time he pushes the candle to the side as if he might need to climb across the table. “Here’s what I’d like to do. Take off with nothing but the clothes on my back, a few dollars in my pocket, and the car I’m driving. I’d leave Gladstone and go to, say, Great Falls. There I’d swap the car for another. Then I’d go to maybe Pocatello. Or Denver, even. Make another deal. See if I could add to my bankroll. Make enough to stay in the Brown Palace. You ever been there? Incredible hotel. Just beautiful. But that would be part of the plan—stay in a fancy hotel in every town. And then finally end up in California, driving a convertible alongside the ocean and with more money than I left with. I was reading this article the other day, about San Francisco and all the kids going there—hippies I guess they are—just to hang out. What do you think? You’d fit right in with your sandals. Maybe I’d grow a beard. Wear some of those love beads. Can you feature that?”


Edie’s large green eyes gleam with something other than candlelight. “I’ve always wanted to go to New York,” she says. “Just to be there . . .”


“We could do that,” Roy says eagerly. “We wouldn’t have to go west. East would work too. No reason why not—”


“We?”


“What do you say? We have two vehicles to get started. I’ve got a little money. We could buy you some clothes in . . . I don’t know. Fargo, maybe? Minneapolis?”


Her face darkens as she sits back out of the reach of the candlelight. “We?”


“We’ll leave here and head out on Highway Two. Straight across North Dakota. I know that road. We can make good time—”


“Stop it.” Edie covers her ears with her hands. “Stop it-stop it-stop it!”


“All right. All right,” Roy says. “Just having a little fun. You know me.” He takes a swallow of his whiskey. “I never know when to quit. Always taking a joke too far.”


“Jesus Christ, Roy.”


“And then for a minute there I thought . . .” Roy stubs out his cigarette. “Well. It doesn’t matter what I thought.”


The waitress arrives with two platters of sizzling meat. The potatoes are on separate plates, and she isn’t sure who had the hash browns and who the baked potato.


“We’ll straighten it out,” Roy says, waving the waitress away.


He unfolds his napkin and tucks it inside his shirt collar. He does this with such a flourish it isn’t clear whether this action is also supposed to be a joke.


“I hope I don’t embarrass you,” he says. “I’m so damn hungry, I might pick up this steak with my hands and start gnawing away.”


He doesn’t of course. He cuts his meat into small pieces before he takes a single bite. Just like his brother.


Edie pries open her beef patty and examines its interior.


“Something wrong?” asks Roy. “You didn’t eat any salad either.”


“Not much of an appetite.”


“You feel sick? Maybe you have what Dean has.”


“I don’t.”


“You want to order something else?”


Edie shakes her head no.


“Suit yourself.” He spears another piece of steak and swipes it through the bloody juices on the platter before lifting the meat to his mouth.


And then there it is. The look that’s in the high school yearbook. The same look that’s in Edie and Dean’s wedding album as well. In the snapshot taken at their wedding reception, she and Dean were sitting on the couch in front of a stone fireplace, and Edie—Mrs. Linderman for less than an hour—had just turned around to look at something or someone who had commanded her attention. Eyes open wide, the sensual mouth unsmiling—it might as well be called the Edie Linderman Look. And she has it trained now on the entrance to the Spur, where two burly young men stand just inside the door and survey the restaurant.


They look as if they could be twins, with their identical crew-cut blond hair; their moon faces; their thick, short necks; their powerful chests and shoulders. They’re both wearing short-sleeved white shirts, though one is a T-shirt and the other a dress shirt like Roy’s.


Their inspection of the room passes over the two older couples who are laughing because one of the women has decided to begin her meal with dessert; over the gentleman who carries on a more animated conversation with the young man who came to clear away their dishes than with the woman sitting across from him; and over the young couple that had to bring their baby to the Spur. Then the man in the T-shirt points to the corner of the restaurant where Roy and Edie sit.


Even their walks are identical, with their muscular arms curled slightly at their sides and held away from their torsos.


“I think we have company,” Edie says, but by then the two men have arrived at the table and loom over Roy and Edie.


The man in the dress shirt asks, “Are you Linderman?”


The young man in the T-shirt stares at Edie, who of course could answer yes to the question but keeps silent.


Roy puts on that smile that’s supposed to bring everyone over to his side. “I’m Roy Linderman,” he says. He extends a hand, but when no other hand comes out to meet his, Roy pulls his back and removes his napkin from his shirt collar as if that’s what he intended to do all along.


“What can I do for you gentlemen?”


Up close it’s apparent that these men are brothers all right but not twins. The man in the white dress shirt is obviously older, though both men appear to be in their thirties. He’s taller too, by at least a couple inches, and the better looking of the pair, but both brothers have the small eyes that, in their ruddy round faces, give them a porcine look.


“You buy a truck today?” the older one asks.


“More like, did he cheat someone out of a truck today?”


“Whoa!” Roy tilts his chair back as though he needs a longer perspective on his interrogators. “I don’t know where you’re getting your information, but that deal was on the up-and-up. Nobody cheated anyone.”


“Bull. Shit,” says the younger man. He has a mouthful of bad teeth, and they lean and slant every which way like old stone markers in a graveyard.


“You two must be related to Mr. Bauer,” says Roy.


“He’s our grandpa,” the younger man says, but his older brother thrusts out a hand to silence him as if he doesn’t want that information revealed.


“I don’t know what your grandfather told you,” Roy says, “but he agreed to the price I offered. We shook hands on the deal and we signed the papers. And he accepted the money. If that’s not your idea of a fair deal, I don’t know—”


“You know that truck’s worth more,” says the older brother. “You goddamn well know that.”


“And it ain’t his to sell anyway!” the younger brother says. When he speaks he has to manipulate his lower lip to keep it from snagging on a tilting lower front tooth. “That truck was meant to be ours.”


“Look,” Roy says, gesturing toward Edie’s plate and then his own, “we’re trying to have supper here.”


“Eat up,” says the younger brother. “We ain’t stopping you.”


“Excuse us then,” Roy says, and he picks up his knife and fork and turns back to his meal. But before taking another bite, he lays his silverware aside and then pushes his platter away. “Maybe you fellows want to find a table of your own?”


“We want,” the younger man says, “the keys to the fucking truck.”


Roy shakes his head, a little sadly. “I wish I could help you out there, but the deal’s done.”


“Well, now we’ll undo it,” says the younger brother.


Once again the older brother holds out a calming hand. “Here’s the thing,” he says, lowering his voice and trying to find a reasonable tone. “Our granddad more or less promised that truck to us. And we went ahead and made plans, and the truck was part of them. I don’t have any idea where he got that wild hair to sell, but he sure as hell never consulted us. What do you say we give you your money back and we call it square?”


“Can’t do it,” Roy says. “I might be willing to go for that, but it’s not up to me. I’ve already got a buyer for the truck. I’m here more or less as his representative.”


This little speech might be nothing more than a negotiating tactic on Roy’s part, but he wears such a pained expression it’s difficult to believe he’s anything but sorry.


“And did this fellow send you up here to screw an old man out of his truck?” the younger brother asks.


Throughout the entire push-pull of this conversation, Edie has sat quietly, demurely, not touching her food, not looking at the men hovering over her. She’s kept her hands in her lap and said nothing. But now she looks at the three men in quick succession.


“This is ridiculous!” she says.


The color rises to her cheeks, two dark pink blotches as distinct as if someone had pressed thumbs to her flesh. “You’ve got no right—no right.” She throws her napkin on the table. “I’m going to call the police or the sheriff or someone. This isn’t right.”


Edie starts to rise from her chair, but Roy reaches across to touch her forearm. “Easy, Edie,” he says. “There’s no need—”


“So that’s who this is,” says the younger brother. “Easy Edie. Yeah, Easy Edie, there’s no need—”


“Shut up, Bob,” says his brother. To Edie he says, “I apologize, Miss . . .”


“Mrs.,” Edie says. “Mrs. Linderman.”


Mrs. Linderman. It’s the truth of course. But the pronouncement seems to change everything, as if the earth beneath the Spur buckled and the room tilted, and no one could be quite certain now where they sat or stood. Who did the Bauer brothers believe was sitting across from Roy Linderman? Had they spoken to that little girl? Had she told them it was a whore who rode in that white car?


Roy glances gratefully at Edie, and the brothers look at Roy as if they need to reassess the man. But the younger brother quickly switches his gaze back to Edie.


“Maybe,” she says, “I should talk to the owner. I’m sure they don’t want their customers disturbed.”


“So I’m disturbing you?” Bob says with a gap-toothed leer.


“Mrs. Linderman,” Bob’s brother says softly, “we just came in here to see if we couldn’t talk reasonably about this situation.”


Edie glares at him. “You’ve said what you have to say then?”


“I believe I have.” The older brother takes a step back, but Bob remains in place until his older brother reaches out and tugs at his T-shirt. They almost back into a table where two older couples nurse their beers while waiting for their steaks. Before the brothers reach the front door, Bob Bauer turns around and points a threatening finger at Roy and Edie.


THE CHEVY AND the truck are parked behind the Spur, but there’s enough light back there for Edie to see what’s happened.


“Uh-oh,” she says. “Roy?”


“Yeah?”


Edie points to the long scar along the driver’s side of the Chevy, stretching from the side-view mirror to the back door.


Roy licks his finger and rubs at the scratch. “Uh-huh,” he says. “Maybe a key. Or a church key. Or a knife, I suppose.”


“I’m sorry, Roy.”


“Well, hell. I guess the boys had to have the last word.”


Roy steps back and looks over the other cars parked nearby. Then he lifts his gaze into the darkness beyond the Spur, over the ravine where trees rustle in the dying wind and on to the bluff across from theirs, a palpable darkness silhouetted against the night sky.


“I’m the one who ought to apologize,” he says. “I’m sorry you had to be a part of that. But that business about the sheriff? That wasn’t good. You just set them off with that remark. And I was handling it.”


“Did I violate some kind of manly code or something?”


“Like I said. I was handling it.”


“Fine,” Edie says, crossing her arms against her chest. The day’s warmth has vanished so completely it’s as if the season changed while they were inside. “Are you calling the police about this?”


“And say what? I don’t have any proof, but I’m sure I know who did this? No, hell no. The Bauers had to have their revenge. Fine. But I’ve got their truck.”


“If I can ever persuade Dean to leave Montana, it’ll be to get away from their kind.”


“They’re everywhere. Don’t blame Montana.” Roy steps closer to Edie. “But if you’re serious about a change of scenery, you know I’m your man.”


Edie sighs and opens the car door carefully, as if the entire automobile has been compromised by that scratch in the finish. “I just want to go home.”


The car’s dome light comes on, and Roy steps in front of Edie and looks around the interior. After she climbs in, he closes the door then motions for her to open her window.


“I don’t know what kind of speed I can coax out of the truck, so you go on ahead. Don’t wait on me. Drive the Chevy as fast as you’re comfortable. It’ll keep up with you.”


ROY CAN’T SEE exactly who’s in the car following him—a Ford Galaxie by the look of the grille—but he can make out the silhouettes of the driver and a passenger. The Bauer brothers. He’d bet money on it.


The Ford had suddenly appeared a few miles outside Bentrock. By then Edie was well out of sight. She drove the Impala fast, even on this unfamiliar highway. And as it turns out, Roy is having trouble getting much speed out of the truck. He can cajole it up to sixty-five but that’s it. And at that speed, the truck begins to shimmy.


So he’s not about to outrace anyone. He tries a different tactic. He slows down to forty-five. The Ford slows as well.


“All right, stay there,” Roy says out loud. “I don’t give a damn. As long as we’re poking along like this, Edie can put more miles between us.”


Underneath the expected smells of grease, oil, and cow shit, the truck smells faintly of tobacco, maybe the smoky-sweet fragrance of Mr. Bauer’s pipe. One of his children or grandchildren could no doubt climb inside the truck and identify the smell in an instant as belonging to that bandy-legged, sad-eyed little old man.


Even on high beam, the truck’s headlights are feeble, but the slower speed has the virtue of allowing Roy to see every curve and drop in the road in plenty of time to adjust. He doesn’t know this highway well; he isn’t one of those people who can travel a route only once and then remember it.


Not like Dean: as boys they could wander off into the hills with their .22s or follow the bends and backwaters of the Elk River with their fishing poles, and no matter what trail they followed—or didn’t—Dean could always find the way back. The truth is, Roy can still get lost in Gladstone if he crosses the bridge and ends up on the other side of town.


The car following him finally pulls out to pass, and Roy lets out a sigh of relief.


But it doesn’t pass. It keeps pace with him, its front end even with the truck bed. They continue down the highway like that for almost a mile, and then the headlights of an oncoming car appear up ahead. The Ford will either have to pass or pull back. Its engine whines as the driver shifts down and slips behind Roy once again.


“Fine,” Roy says to the rearview mirror. “Follow me all the way to Gladstone, fucker. I’ll lead you right to the police station.”


Once the approaching car passes, Roy permits himself a look up at the night sky. Clouds have blown in since they left the Spur. He can’t see a star or any light from the almost-full moon. The highway climbs. Lightning flashes far off on the western horizon. The Linderman family ranch sat on a rise, just high enough to give their father the long view. On summer nights he’d stand out on the porch and watch the storms approach, silently at first, then grumbling as if thunderheads had a mind to be made up. Then the cannon fire. But when the country is hard up for rain like this, the clouds seem likely to do nothing more than flash their lights and then retreat.


From this height Roy can also see the road ahead. A car’s taillights glow less than a half mile away. Has Edie slowed to let him catch up?


“No, Edie,” Roy says in the barely audible voice of a man accustomed to talking to himself, a man who has spent too many hours alone in a car. “Go,” he says. “Go. Go.”


EDIE PRITCHARD LEARNED to drive in her uncle’s 1939 Packard Super Eight, though it wasn’t Uncle Earl who gave Edie her first lesson but his wife, Nora. They drove out to a dirt road along the Elk River, and Nora put Edie behind the wheel and instructed her in the H pattern of the gears, the synchronization of the clutch and the gas, and the correct foot to use on the brake pedal. “Now go,” Aunt Nora said.


Edie stalled the car the first few times she tried to get it going, but she caught on quickly—and before long she had that big black automobile flying down the road, a dust cloud rising behind her and the treetops rushing by overhead.


Once Edie had demonstrated her proficiency behind the wheel, Aunt Nora said, “All right. I’ve got one more lesson for you. Don’t ever get into this car or any other with your uncle Earl. Not alone. You hear me? Not ever.”


Edie didn’t say, “Uncle Earl? Your husband? Mom’s brother?” And she didn’t tell her aunt that she, Edie, had already had to slap the hands and wrestle out of the grasp of boys her own age and older, boys bigger and stronger than Uncle Earl.


She has found few pleasures as pure as driving fast, even in the car she and Dean own, an underpowered Volkswagen with a slipping clutch.


But in this Impala? My God! She has the windows open, the volume on the radio turned up high, and the speedometer holding steady at eighty. After dark the signal from Moosejaw’s CHAK comes in stronger than ever, and Edie sings along with nearly every song: “Come on baby, light my fire.” “My baby, just-a wrote me a letter.” “I know that my baby loves me.” . . . The wind flows through her short hair with no more resistance than over a grassy field.


ROY IS LOOKING for that collapsed, abandoned barn not far off the highway. “Like a shipwreck,” Edie had said when they drove by it earlier.


A dirt road turns off the highway near the barn, a road Roy could turn onto, and in the process lead that Ford off Edie’s trail.


There it is, the barn’s hulking shape looming not far ahead.


And is that the road? It might be. He shifts down, the gears grinding, and turns the wheel hard, aiming for what might be a road and might be nothing more than a dirt trail that runs into a ditch. For an instant it feels as though the truck is tilted on two wheels and in danger of rolling over. But it rights itself, and Roy is able to keep the truck moving ahead, bumping and scraping across the prairie, the headlights illuminating nothing in their bouncing, wavering beams but brush, weeds, dirt, and stones. Within fifty yards he’s able to shift back into third and pick up a little speed across the flat land.


He hazards a glance in the rearview mirror. The Ford seems to be following him off the road but with far more caution than Roy exercises. “Go, Edie, go,” he says under his breath.


A creature—a jackrabbit most likely—bounds across the truck’s path, leaping from darkness to light and back to darkness.


He realizes, too late, that this was no road, though maybe it was a trail the cows used to come home. Roy is climbing now, steering the truck up a hill steep enough that he has to shift down again. Once he reaches the top, he can look back and determine whether the Bauers gave up the chase or are still coming on.


But the crest of the hill does not lead to a gentle slope down the other side. Instead the hill falls off sharply, as if a giant knife has sliced off its other half, the earth dropping away and exposing its rocky underside. The truck’s headlights suddenly illuminate nothing but night air, the beams traveling out over space like starlight.


Roy brakes and turns, and in so doing he avoids going over the steepest edge. But he’s still headed downhill and sideways, the truck sliding, skidding, and banging against the boulders that jut out of this ravine. Hang on, he tells himself, hang on, because the truck suddenly seems to have become a living creature with the intent to go its own way and to get rid of him in the process. The truck leans hard into its descent, tilts, then tips, and when its great weight begins to tumble and roll, Roy spreads out his feet and hands as if it’s his balance that can be regained. But he’s a passenger now, riding inside these tons of steel along the earth’s slope with no more power or control than an infant caught in a strong man’s arms. One headlight blinks into darkness while the other flashes, like miniature lightning bolts, first across the horizon, then into the earth, then across the horizon again, and then into the earth once more.


Time itself becomes a casualty of this accident, and events seem to happen out of sequence, as if everything is ordained only in the instant before it occurs. The sound of shattering glass seems to precede the windshield breaking under the weight of the roof caving in. The truck’s frame groans before it bends in its roll down the ravine. Roy already seems to be tumbling out of the truck before the door pops open. The taste of brass is in his mouth before he bites through his lip. The warm gush of blood precedes the pain of the gash across his forehead. The soggy crack of his femur arrives at his ears before the pain rises up to and registers in his brain.


The truck finally comes to rest. Laws, properties, and sequences are restored to their natural order. Roy Linderman’s first utterance, “Shit,” comes out of his mouth as it must—as close to ship as shit—spoken through the space where his front teeth were only seconds ago. He rolls onto his back and takes a cautious breath, deep, deeper, right up to the pain and then past it. He exhales slowly, and the air whistles and seems to scrape bone on the way out. He struggles to sit up. He raises both arms over his head as if he’s signaling the gravedigger: “Hold your shovel, I’m alive, I’m alive!”


He must have skidded face-first out of the truck because when he spits, he tastes not only blood but also dirt. He clears his vision by delicately wiping away the veil of blood that has slipped down his forehead. He won’t touch his broken leg; the bone might be poking through the skin. The leg’s rapid swelling feels as if it’s tightening its own tourniquet.


Roy can’t rise from that sitting position. He can’t walk, and he can’t crawl, but if he stays where he is, he’ll surely die—and so he pulls his way up the hill, his hands and elbows digging into the earth below, and his leg dragging uselessly behind. He moves along the route lit by the one headlight, though its beam, never strong, will soon leave him.


What is time out here, far from all the clocks and measures of human purpose? If only that storm would come closer, its flash and thunder a means to calculate both minutes and miles, but it won’t move from the distance it has settled into. Nevertheless Roy begins to count, “One, two, three, four, five.” And rest. “One, two, three, four, five.” And rest. Each five count moves him perhaps three feet. “One, two, three, four, five.” And rest.


He’s not the first man or the last to be confronted with the futility of trying to move forward and the futility of staying put.


THE HI-TOP TRUCK Stop and Diner has only two customers sitting at its counter: Edie Linderman and an old cowboy who bends down so low to his slice of huckleberry pie, it looks as though he might slurp it right off the plate. Nothing but coffee for Edie. She’d stopped just to use the restroom, a smelly, begrimed, cinder-block closet for both gas station and café customers. But once she headed back to the car, fatigue caught up to her.


Now she swivels around on her stool to face the plate-glass window and its view of the highway. When Roy comes along, she figures, he’ll doubtless see his white Impala parked under the gas station’s bright lights and stop. Maybe he’ll want a piece of pie too. At the Spur he said he was going to end his meal with coffee and dessert, but they’d left before he even finished his steak.


The waitress refills Edie’s cup without being asked. She’s as big and wide as Edie’s mother-in-law though closer to Edie’s age and with similarly short hair.


“You sure he’s coming?” she asks Edie and chuckles. “It’s awful late.”


“I’m sorry,” Edie says. “Are you closing?”


“Didn’t you see the sign? Twenty-four hours gas and food. I get paid if I don’t do nothing but sit on my ass all night long for the two or three customers who walk through the door.”


“You have some long nights, I bet.”


“I got my trucker regulars,” the waitress says. “And lonely cowboys.” She laughs in the direction of the old cowboy. “And just a week or so ago, a carload of young folks—not much younger than you and me—come in about three o’clock in the morning. Headed to Missoula, they said. Five girls and a guy. Can you imagine? And he had hair down to his shoulders. I kind of wanted to ask him what kind of shampoo he used. This was about the prettiest, shiniest head of hair I ever seen. I’m guessing you’re like me,” she says, pointing to Edie’s close-cut hair. “Sick of trying to deal with it, so you chopped it all off.”


“Something like that,” says Edie.


“What does he think of it?”


“What does . . . who?”


“The fellow you keep looking out the window for. What does he think of your crew cut?” When the waitress laughs her shoulders bounce up and down. “Hell of a time to be meeting someone out here in the middle of nowhere. Can’t say it don’t happen though. This here’s a Greyhound stop. But if no one’s getting off or on—whoosh! The bus keeps right on a-rolling.”


“My brother,” Edie says. “We were up in Bentrock on family business. He was supposed to be following me.”


The waitress’s face puckers with disappointment. She glances over her shoulder at the clock. “Maybe he had car trouble.”


“Maybe.”


“Or you had a hell of a head start.”


“We left at the same time.”


The waitress looks out the window with concern that matches Edie’s. “How far you have to go tonight?”


“Gladstone.”


“You still got a few miles ahead of you. You wide-awake now?”


“I believe I am.”


“You know what this trucker I know does? When he’s feeling sleepy? He pulls out nose hairs.” The waitress bends down to peer into Edie’s face. “You could maybe do eyebrows.”


Edie opens her purse. “How much?”


“Free with a meal. Ten cents without. Refill’s free.”


Edie puts down a fifty-cent piece. “I don’t need any change.”


The waitress picks up the coin, flips it in the air, catches it in her palm, and slaps it onto the back of her other hand. “Heads or tails?” she asks Edie.


“What? Oh, heads. Heads.”


The waitress peeks under her hand but keeps the coin out of Edie’s sight. “Heads it is. You’re a winner.”


Edie smiles. “What have I won?”


“Hell if I know.” The waitress’s shoulders bounce up and down again.


EDIE DOESN’T GET back in the Impala. She paces the Hi-Top’s parking lot, pausing occasionally to look down the highway. The air has grown cool. She hears the faint, rhythmic thud-thud-thud of thunder.


No, it’s not thunder. Parked not far from the Impala is a truck and horse trailer, probably the rig belonging to that old cowboy. And there’s a horse in that trailer, stamping a hoof against the boards with a rhythm so regular it could be a message in Morse code. Finish your pie. It’s time to go.


Edie drives out of the parking lot, heading north, back toward Bentrock.


ROY STARES AT the dirt, weeds, and stones only inches from his face and continues to haul himself across a landscape that seems to vary only in offering different patches of dirt, weeds, and stones. All around him are faint noises, the scratching, scurrying, crawling, creeping sounds of creatures hunting and being hunted, yet Roy has not seen another living thing.


Edie drives the length of highway that she drove earlier, waiting and watching for an indication or a sign she can’t even be certain she’ll recognize. How, in this world—with its immense empty spaces—can people find each other?


That white shirt.


The creature least suited for negotiating this terrain, Roy moves at perhaps one mile an hour. Past his swollen lips and gums, each breath heaves out and in. The taste of blood is like a mouthful of copper pennies. The blood drying on his forehead and down the side of his face cracks like parched earth. Either during the truck rollover or in the repetition of pulling himself forward, something has happened to Roy’s right wrist—and each time he curls his fingers, the muscles in his forearm cramp and rebel with pain. Both the physical sensation of his broken leg and the thought of it sicken him, and just as he starts down the other side of the hill, he has to stop, raise himself farther off the ground, and vomit. The retching causes so much pain he cries out and has to lie down in the tall grass. After a few moments of rest, he begins again to creep forward.


In the days and weeks to come, when she tells her story of this night, Edie will say again and again that she has no idea how she managed to see Roy. No idea. She was driving slowly, yes, but she had no reason to believe he was out of the truck, much less lying out on the prairie, almost a hundred yards from the highway.


But that shirt, that white shirt.


The highway, of course, is Roy’s goal, his reason for crawling forward for one agonizing hour after another. Occasionally cars speed past—the sudden welcome pour and sweep of headlights, then the red blink of taillights.


Now Roy sees a different light, a bouncing searching beam, almost as though it’s in flight.


Then the light has a voice and its voice is Edie’s, fainter than a whisper across the dinner table. “Roy? Roy? Oh God, Roy, Roy!”


She’s running toward him, running through the coarse, sharp silver sagebrush with her bare legs and those flimsy sandals.


When she bends down toward him, he can see that she has brought not only his flashlight but also his revolver.


“My leg’s broken.”


Edie puts both flashlight and gun down in the dirt and reaches for him. “Oh God, what happened? What are you doing out here?”


“What the hell are you doing out here?”


At this she laughs and sobs in relief as if the humor of his remark is the best indicator not only that he will live but will live as himself.


She shines the light on him, and Roy flinches away from its brightness. “Don’t look at me,” he says.


She sends the flashlight beam searching across the prairie. “Where’s the truck?”


“Totaled.” He spits out a small clot of blood, and a fragment of tooth flies out with it.


“I’m sorry, I’m sorry. You don’t have to talk. But we have to get you back to the car. We have to get you to the hospital.”


She kneels down next to him and runs a hand gently down his back. “Can you get up? I can help you.”


“My leg’s broken.”


“I know, I know. But first things first—we have to get back to the car.”


Their world has shrunk down to these few square feet of Montana prairie, this small plot of land barely larger than a grave site, this land and the two people on it, their concerns a single concern: we have to get you back to the car.


Roy has to roll onto his back to sit up, and once he’s sitting up, Edie tries to lift him—and then he pushes himself up until he’s standing on one leg, and he has an arm across Edie’s narrow shoulders. Then, as a broken, bleeding, three-legged creature, they hobble toward the highway. Roy holds the flashlight and keeps its small circle of light fixed on the ground a few feet ahead of them.


Somehow Edie is able to open the back door of the Chevy and maneuver him inside.


He lies down across the seat. He says again, “Don’t look at me.” He drops the flashlight, and it bounces and rolls under the front seat but continues to send out its weakening beam.


“I think I’m going to pass out.” Pass comes out as path.


“Don’t, Roy. Stay awake. Stay with me. We’re going to the hospital.”


“Not in Bentrock,” he says. “Not in Bentrock. Go back to Gladstone.”


“It’s so far . . .”


“Just go. Go.”


Edie goes. She puts the Impala into gear and speeds onto the highway with a tire-spinning lurch and a spray of dirt and gravel.


In the back seat Roy groans, and Edie says, “I’m sorry I’m sorry.”


“It’s all right.” Roy will still not touch or even look at his broken leg.


“Tell me if you need to stop.”


“Just keep going.”


A car approaches, and Edie’s tears spangle and blur its headlights. With her thumb she wipes the tears from her cheeks.


From the back seat comes Roy’s voice: “Hey, Edie.” It’s weak and the words come out slowly, but its tone is calmer, as though Roy has reconciled himself to something. “What were you doing with the gun? You didn’t bring it out there to put me out of my misery, did you?”


“The gun! Oh God. Oh, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I forgot your gun out there!”


After a long pause, Roy says, “That’s all right. What the hell do I need a gun for?”


The miles pass. The lightning comes no closer. The car radio remains silent. Nothing distinguishes one mile from another but the broken or unbroken highway line. And time passes with the miles, enough time for a man to black out, to lapse into a coma. Enough time for a man to die.


But then from the back seat comes a voice. Her name again, its syllables sweeter to her now than if whispered during lovemaking.


“Hey, Edie?”


“Yes?”


“We don’t have to tell anyone about the Bauer brothers, do we?”


“I suppose we don’t.”


ONLY THE BEDS on the sunlit side of the ward are occupied, and Dean’s brother’s is at the far end next to a window. Their mother is at Roy’s bedside, and when she sees Dean she waves him over.


On his slow walk down the aisle of beds, Dean must pass the two other patients on the ward: one an older man whose eyes are closed and whose skeletal body seems sunk into the mattress and the other a boy who is sitting up while a heat lamp dries the cast covering his right arm from wrist to shoulder.


Like the boy’s arm, Roy’s leg is encased in plaster. And it is held above the bed by an elaborate system of weights and pulleys. But the sight of the leg in traction is not what’s most startling. Nor is it the contrast of that elaborate mechanism and the heavy white cast with Roy’s torso, bare above a girdle of gauze. It is Roy’s face that’s most shocking. Above his left eye his forehead is purple and swollen, as if an egg has been sown under the skin. The sutures closing the gash alongside that bump look like miniature train tracks. His mouth hangs open, his lips are puffed out as though he’s trying to form a word, and between his swollen lips is the dark space where his upper front teeth once were. His face looks made of mismatched parts.


Their mother puts her hand on Roy’s shoulder. “I told you he’d come,” she says.


“Hey, little brother,” Roy says to Dean. His words come out slowly. “I finally got something and you didn’t.”


“And you can have it,” Dean replies. He grips the bed’s footrail as if he’s worried about losing his balance.


“Go ahead,” their mother says to Dean, “get a little closer. He ain’t catchy.”


Dean remains where he is. “What the hell happened?” he asks his brother.


“Compound fracture,” says Roy. “Of the femur?” He looks at his mother and she nods. Roy adds, “They pounded nails right into the bone.”


“And they’re pumping him full of antibiotics,” their mother says. “On account of infection. Because the skin was broke. And he was crawling around in the dirt.”


“I meant with the truck,” says Dean.


Their mother says, “I didn’t know bones could get infected, did you?”


“Edie didn’t tell you?” Roy says to his brother.


Dean shakes his head no. “She’s still not sure.”


“His ribs,” Mrs. Linderman says, “ain’t broken. They’re cracked. There’s a difference, I guess.”


“I rolled the truck,” Roy says. “Going too fast on a hill.”


“Yeah, but—”


“He might need another operation,” their mother says.


“I just want,” says Roy, “to get the goddamn dentist in here.”


His mother lays her hand gently on her son’s shoulder. “They won’t do nothing until the swelling goes down. You know that.”


“So,” Dean says, running his index finger along the bed rail as if he were tracing a route, “Edie had gone ahead, and then you had the accident—”


“Did you feel anything?” Roy asks abruptly. “You know, like when we were kids. You said you could feel it when Kenny Wertz nailed me with a fastball. Did you feel anything last night?”


“I—no. No, I didn’t feel anything.”


“Good,” says Roy. “I wouldn’t want you to. Not this.” His eyelids flutter and close.


Their mother whispers to Dean, “He kind of comes and goes.” She adds, “While you’re here I’ll go grab a cup of coffee.”


Mrs. Linderman lumbers across the room. When she gets to the door, she turns and looks back at her sons. Not even in the hours after their birth, when they lay swaddled in the nursery on the floor below, could one boy be confused for the other. “Dean’s the sad-eyed one,” the doctor and nurses had said, to which the boys’ father replied, “What the hell does a baby have to be sad about?”


In another moment Roy’s eyes open, and he looks up at his brother with an expression that is, for an instant, clouded with incomprehension. “She’s gone?” he asks Dean.


“She went for coffee.”


“She’s wearing me out, man. Every minute it’s ‘How are you doing?’ ‘Feeling better?’ I think she’s worried I’ll die if she doesn’t keep checking. But I’ll probably be getting into a private room, thanks to her. And no extra charge.”


“She probably walked up and down the hall looking for empty rooms.”


“That’s exactly what she did.”


“Look,” says Dean, “do you want me to drive up there and do something about the truck? Have it towed somewhere? You said it’s totaled, but maybe something can be salvaged? Scrap maybe?”


“Fuck it,” Roy says. “Leave it. Let it rot.”


“Wrecks don’t rot.”


“Rust then. I don’t give a shit.” His eyes droop closed, and within an instant he’s asleep again, his breaths chuffing in and out past those swollen lips still traced with thin dark lines of blood.


Somewhere on the floor a bell rings, a chime that is doubtless a call of distress or complaint. Dean steps closer to the bed. Just beneath the sharp, pungent smells of bleach and antiseptic is a faint fetid odor like rotting vegetables. Dean touches his brother’s hand, its tendons relaxed, its veins like mapped routes leading . . . where? Roy wears a ring commemorating their high school and graduating class, a thick, heavy circle of engraved metal and polished stone. A sentimental adornment on the finger of a man who professes to be free of sentiment. To the heart of course. That’s where the map leads. To the heart.


SUNDAYS ARE USUALLY busy times at the Seventh Avenue Laundromat, but today Edie has the business and its machines all to herself. Though the front and back doors and all the windows are open, no cooling air moves through the screens. The laundromat is stifling, and though its heat is fragrant, scented with soaps and fabric softeners, it is heat nonetheless, like a heavy blanket that can’t be thrown off.


The last load is drying now, and while those sheets and towels twine and separate in their slow-motion swirl, Edie folds and stacks Dean’s and her clothes on the long white table. Dean’s underwear is frayed and yellowing. Her own slips and brassieres look gray. The stitching on the patch on one of the short-sleeved shirts Dean wears on the job has come undone and is in danger of falling off. Edie presses down on the embroidery—Cheyenne Sporting Goods—as if the pressure of her finger is enough to secure the patch. She’ll have to sew it on. Again. And a cuff on one of the two pairs of Dean’s cotton work pants has come unstitched, and Edie will have to tack that down too. Two socks are without their mates. Edie closes her eyes and lowers her head as if nothing could be more dispiriting than one black sock and one brown sock. Then she comes to the only garments left to be folded, the powder blue shorts and the white sleeveless blouse she wore to Bentrock.


The stains did not wash out. Dirt, where she sat down on the prairie next to Roy. Blood. Did she cradle his bleeding head to her chest? She must have. And she must have allowed his head to rest on her lap. These stains—great, faded wine-colored blotches shaped like unmapped continents—will never come out.


She carries the shorts and the blouse to the back of the laundromat and drops them into a trash can.


“Must be nice.”


Edie turns around. Janice Twilly carries a wicker laundry basket, and her two daughters follow her—the older one, no more than five or six, toting a baby in diapers.


“Hi, Janice,” says Edie.


Janice nods in the direction of the trash. “Was that something that’d fit me?” she asks. The women are close to the same size, though Janice Twilly’s body looks as though it’s been put to harder use than Edie’s.


“That’s not something you’d want. I couldn’t get the stains out.”


Janice barks out a laugh. “You think some little stains would bother me?” She puts down her basket and heads for the bin. She takes out the blouse and holds it aloft.


“Jesus,” says Janice. “Is this—?”


Edie nods.


Janice examines Edie carefully, looking perhaps for the wounds that might have produced this quantity of blood.


Janice takes Edie’s shorts out of the trash as well. “Jesus,” she says again. “Did you put anything on these before you washed them?”


“I didn’t.”


Janice shakes her head. “That’ll just set the stains, you know.”


“I suppose.”


“My mom uses baking soda and vinegar. That’ll take out damn near anything.” She drapes the blouse and the shorts over the edge of the trash bin, where she can continue to appraise them.


The baby begins to whimper, and Janice says to her older daughter, “Put her over on the table. And check her diaper.”


The child obeys without question. “She’s dry,” she says to her mother.


“But is she stinky?”


The older girl shakes her head no.


Janice reaches into her laundry basket and extracts a pack of Old Golds. She lights one and says, “I hear Roy Linderman was in a bad accident.”


“Where did you hear that?”


Janice exhales a stream of smoke. “My brother-in-law takes the X-ray pictures at the hospital.”


“Then you know all about it.”


Janice glances in the direction of her daughters and lowers her voice. “I heard you was with him.”


“You heard wrong.”


Janice’s forehead wrinkles with disappointment. “Roy isn’t yours?”


“I’m married to Dean if that’s what you’re asking.”


“Shit. I know they ain’t identical, but I could never keep them two straight.”


Edie stacks her folded laundry into a basket, and Janice begins to unload hers, the top layer of bright pinks, blues, and yellows of children’s clothing giving way to the mud and steel colors of the garments of working adults.


“Go get the diaper pail,” Janice commands her older daughter.


Janice finds an empty Coke can to use as an ashtray. “I knew you was married to one of them. And the other one wasn’t married. My cousin went out with him a few times. You know her? Kids used to call her Bug because of her eyes. But get this—Bug’s mom went out with him too. Yeah. Mother and daughter. I mean, come on.”


“Roy,” says Edie. “That’s Roy you’re talking about. Not my Dean.”


“I guess it’s just the names I couldn’t get straight.” Janice has her cigarette pinched between her lips while she sorts the laundry and blinks from the smoke rising into her eyes. “Steve’s brother says he’s busted up pretty bad.”


“He’ll be laid up awhile, but he’ll be okay.”


The baby starts to crawl toward the edge of the table, and Janice deftly turns the child around. “Why don’t you ask Roy about that sometime? Why don’t you ask him what it’s like to get with a gal and her mother both?”


The dryer buzzes, and Edie looks toward the machine where the sheets and towels are fluttering and falling to a rest.


“If Bug ever knew about her mom and him,” says Janice, “she’d flip out. I mean it.”


Edie opens the dryer and pulls out the still-warm towels and sheets. She stuffs them into the basket without folding them.


“And you wasn’t with him when he had the accident? I thought sure Steve’s brother said—”


“I have to go.”


Janice’s daughter comes in just as Edie’s going out. The child is carrying the diaper pail with two hands, and she gazes up at Edie as if she’s looking at a photograph in a magazine. Behind them Janice calls out, “I’m going to try to get them stains out. Then what if somebody sees me in your clothes? They might think I’m you!”


FROM THE BOTTOM of the stairs, Edie looks up. Dean is right outside the door to their apartment, sitting on a milk crate and drinking a beer. When he sees her he puts down the bottle and descends the steps.


“Did you lock yourself out?” asks Edie, allowing her husband to take the laundry basket from her.


“I wanted to talk to you about something.”


“And what—you were afraid I’d drop off the laundry and drive away?”


He leads the way into their apartment and sets the laundry basket on the sofa. Edie has brought his beer and she hands it to him. “We have any more of these?” she asks.


The curtains in the living room are drawn against the heat. This dusky hour could be the one before dawn or after sunset, the shadowy indeterminate minutes of beginnings or endings. Dean brings out two long-necked brown bottles of Schlitz beaded with condensation and hands one to his wife. Edie doesn’t drink but holds the bottle against her forehead.


“I went to the hospital. He looks like shit. But he cares more about getting his teeth fixed than anything else.”


Edie takes a long swallow from her beer. “Your brother’s vain. If he can’t turn on that smile, he’ll be helpless. So what if he has trouble walking for the rest of his life?”


“Jesus, Edie.”


Edie shrugs. Then she performs the maneuver that never fails to astound Dean, no matter how many times he’s seen it. She reaches behind and under her shirt, unclasps her brassiere, slips off its straps by reaching inside her sleeves and shrugging her shoulders, and then pulls the bra off under the front of her T-shirt, all without exposing any skin. She flips the undergarment on top of the clothes in the laundry basket. “What did you want to talk about?” she asks.


For a moment Dean stares at the brassiere. Then he backs into the doorway separating the living room from the kitchen.


“What happened up in Bentrock?”


“I told you. Roy bought the truck and on the way home he rolled it. The truck’s totaled. And your brother damn near was too.”


“But you found him . . .”


Edie looks up at the ceiling and then at her husband. She sets her jaw. After a long pause she begins to speak. “I was driving on ahead. I stopped at a little diner. I’d tell you the name of the town, but I have no idea what it was. Maybe it wasn’t even a town. A gas station and a diner. I had to pee. I was tired. I had a cup of coffee. I watched for Roy. And when he didn’t drive past, I drove back looking for him. If he hadn’t been wearing a white shirt, I don’t know that I would have seen him.”


“Out on the prairie.”


“Out on the prairie. That’s right.”


Dean’s shaking his head slowly.


“What?” Edie says. “What?”


“Something you’re not telling me.”


Edie starts to walk away, but the apartment is small. Almost every direction will eventually move her closer to her husband. She stops and faces Dean once again. “Like what?”


“I just know there’s something you’re not talking about. And neither is Roy.”


“You know. How do you know?”


“Because I know my brother,” says Dean. “And I know you.”


“Do you?” asks Edie. “Do you know me? I wonder. There’s a me who exists in your mind and you know her. But that’s not me. You’ve made her up and you seem to have a whole life for her.”


“The thing is, Edie, I know how Roy feels about you.”


“Do we have to go over this again? Your brother doesn’t like to admit defeat, and I’m a conquest he didn’t conquer. That’s all it is.”


“He came close . . .”


“Close only counts in horseshoes and grenades.”


“And love. Close counts in love.”


“How many times have I told you? Jesus, why did I ever say anything about that. We kissed. In high school. And you’re still fucking obsessed with that.”


“Still. It counts. It definitely counts.”


“Don’t you get it?” Edie sets her beer down and walks close to Dean. “It’s not what he feels that matters. It’s what I feel.”


“Roy usually finds a way to get what he wants.”


“You don’t think I have anything to say about it?” She reaches out and grabs the waistband of Dean’s Levi’s, loose enough that she has no difficulty getting all her fingers inside. “Now come here,” she says.


“I’m here.” He still has his beer in one hand, but he puts the other hand at the back of Edie’s neck.


“Closer.”


“If I was any closer, I’d be on the other side of you,” says Dean. It’s an old joke and not theirs alone, but in a moment like this every utterance becomes private and original.


With her hand still inside the waistband of his jeans, Edie pulls him into the bedroom.


The light in this room is even dimmer than in the living room. Edie pulls her T-shirt up and over her head. She tosses it toward the chair where their clothes usually end up when they undress. She wriggles out of her cutoffs, removing her underpants in the process.


“Is this,” says Dean, “ just to shut me up?”


Edie steps into his embrace and presses herself against him. “Shut up,” she says.


THE SHEETS THAT were supposed to go back on the bed are still in the laundry basket, so Dean and Edie lie asleep on the bare mattress. The fan on the dresser blows across their naked bodies, their sweat long since cooled. Nightfall is complete now. The only light that enters their bedroom is from the bare bulb burning over the back door of the bakery. In only a few dark hours, the truck will pull into the alley for the day’s deliveries, releasing its exhaust along with the smell of baked goods through the apartment’s open windows.


Even in sleep the muscles in Dean’s arms still quiver from the earlier effort of supporting his weight above his wife, naked and open beneath him. And even in the darkened room, Edie’s body, from breasts to hips, is as pale as the interior of a loaf of bread, torn open in one of Dean’s rare moments of terrible hunger.


ROY WAKES UP from an afternoon nap to see his boss, Delbert Thayne, sitting at the bedside, puffing on a Pall Mall.


“How are you doing?” Delbert says with an easy, unforced smile. His business card announces: Thayne Home and Appliance Center. But it’s the line below that says it all: Sales and Service with a Smile.


A few days earlier Roy was moved to a private room, and a nurse he’s come to know looks in his open door as if to ask: “Are you up to this company?” Roy nods to her and she walks away.


“I’ve been better,” Roy says.


“My cousin Lee busted his leg worse than you. He was hunting and he stepped over a fence right into a hole. He said the crack sounded like a goddamn tree branch breaking. You hear yours?”


“I didn’t.”


“My point is, Lee’s doing fine. He was laid up for a while, but now there isn’t a thing he can’t do as good as before.” Delbert crushes out his cigarette in the ashtray on the table next to Roy’s bed. “I hear the dentist is coming this afternoon.”


“Dr. Nord,” says Roy. “About time.”


“That’s on me, you know. Whatever you need done, I’ll foot the bill.”


“I appreciate that. Blue Cross doesn’t cover dental. But I guess I don’t need to tell you that.”


Delbert waves away the gratitude. He says, “I got a few changes in mind for when you come back to the store too. First of all, we’ll have you working out of Bill Strobel’s office. That way you don’t have to try to clump around the floor on crutches or whatever the hell you’ll need to get around.”


“Bill won’t like it.”


Delbert waves this notion away as well. “Bill needs to get out with the merchandise and meet the customers. But he’ll steer them your way. We all will. And you can seal the deal like you always do.”


While his boss talks, Roy Linderman closes his eyes, and the energy seems to drain from him as though hearing about these activities is more exhausting than the actual work.


“Another change we’ll have to try,” Delbert continues. “We’ll cut back on your salary.” Roy registers no more protest than opening his eyes, but Delbert holds up a hand anyway. “Hold on,” he says. “Your commission won’t change. But we’ll need a little trial period to see if the sales hold up like always. And if they do, why, your salary will pop right back to where it was.”


The room, like every room in every hospital, has a distinctive odor: floor wax and isopropyl alcohol mingling with the sweet scent of ether and the smell of vomit from patients waking from its effects. As if Delbert Thayne is the source of an odor Roy cannot tolerate, Roy turns his head away and toward the window.


“And as long as I’m going on about changes,” Delbert says, “I’ll tell you what we’ll have no more of. No more of your romancing the ladies you sell a stove or refrigerator to. And right now you’re probably thinking who you fuck is none of my business, and usually you’d be right about that. But when you let the prospect of a piece of ass affect the price tag on my merchandise, it’s a different story.”


Roped in place with traction and bound tight with plaster and sutures and bandages, Roy keeps staring out the window. Finally he says, in a voice as flat as window glass, “I quit.”


“I heard what you said,” Delbert Thayne says. “But for a minute or so I’ll pretend I didn’t.”


Roy’s head turns listlessly back toward Delbert Thayne. “I quit,” he says again.


THE DOOR IS open no more than a foot, and through this space Edie peers in. “Roy?”


The only light in the room is from the sunset seeping through the slats of the blinds. All the room’s whites—bedding, bandages, charts, and plaster cast—have darkened to tones of gray, and the actual grays—chair, lamp, bed stand, locker—look as though they’re about to vanish in the shadows.


“Edie?”


She slips through the opening and takes a few cautious steps into the room. “Did I wake you?”


“No, no. I was just—is Dean with you?”


“He’s at work.”


“Oh, sure. Sure. The store’s open tonight. Sorry. I’m losing track of the days in here.”


Edie steps farther into the room but stops at the foot of the bed. “How are you this evening?”


“You’re a sight for sore eyes. Did you come from work?”


“I had to stop at my mom’s,” she says. “She’s not feeling well.”


“Sorry to hear that.”


Edie shrugs. “Just a cold.”


Roy tries to sit up but raises himself only a few inches. “What’s happening at the bank?”


“Irene Easter, this woman I work with? She has a son who just got his notice to show up for his physical, and Irene’s sure he’ll get sent to Vietnam.”


Roy laughs. “Hey, that’s one worry I won’t have. The doctor says I’ll probably end up with one leg a couple inches shorter than the other. I’ll be walking like Chester from Gunsmoke.”


“Oh, don’t, Roy,” Edie says, shaking her head.


“Don’t what? Talk about being a goddamn cripple?”


“You’re not going to be crippled.”


“Whatever you say. Hey, could you get my cigarettes out of the drawer here? The nurse’s idea of keeping this place clean is to put everything out of my reach.”


As Edie walks to the bed stand, she’s subject to Roy’s scrutiny. “How do they feel about your short skirts at the bank?”


“I stand behind the counter all day. You know that.”


“And do you notice the bank officers looking for any excuse to walk around behind the counter?”


She gets out his pack of Camels, shakes out a cigarette, and raises it to his lips. If he has to be disabled in some way, she thinks, why couldn’t it be his vision that’s affected? If he were blind or nearly so, his remarks, his unrelenting remarks, about her appearance would finally cease. And how different their relationship would be then.


“I can tell you’re feeling better.” She strikes a match and holds the flame to his cigarette, then points to the telephone on the bed stand. “You have your own phone?”


“I’ve got Doc McCarthy to thank for that. I told him I needed a phone to keep up with customers while I’m in here. And since I gave him a great deal on a freezer a couple months ago, he went for it. Told the nurse to attend to it right away. When she plugged it in, she said, ‘A private room, a private phone . . . You have to be the most privileged patient in this hospital.’ And it’s a direct line. So if you want to call me, you don’t have to go through the switchboard. The number’s right there on the phone.”


Edie steps back toward the window.


“Why’d you cut off your hair, Edie? Your hair looked great long.”


“My God, Roy. My skirt. My hair. Maybe I should consult you before I make any decisions about my appearance.”


“Maybe you should.” Roy has figured out how to speak without exposing the space where his front teeth were. “I know what looks good on a woman,” he says. “Now, you, you don’t need much help. Short skirts? Hell yes. Short hair? Huh-uh. At least not fixed like that.”


“Fixed?” She laughs and runs her hand back and forth through her hair.


“What does Dean think about your hair?”


“He hasn’t said.”


“And you didn’t consult him. What about how you dress?”


“What about it?”


“What does Dean think?”


“What else,” she says, “has the doctor said?”


Roy smiles as if he understands her strategy. “Not much,” he says. “Wait and see how the bones heal. Or don’t.”


“I bet you’ll be fine.”


“Is that your expert medical opinion?”


“Isn’t it better to look on the bright side?”


Roy smiles again. “Is that what you do, Edie? Do you look on the bright side?”


“I try.”


He reaches toward the ashtray, stubs out his half-smoked cigarette, and attempts again to sit up a little straighter. “Here’s the thing. My life is divided in two now. Before and after. I can feel already how my memory will work. From now on, every time I try to remember something I’ll think, When was that? Was that before the accident or after? But you’re right there, on both sides. You’re like the hinge holding my life together.”


“What the hell are you talking about? Dean was your brother before and he’s your brother now. Your mother’s your mother. Your apartment’s your apartment. You’re not making sense.”


“But you were there. You were out there on the prairie. You found me. If not for you . . . Hell, you know the answer to that as well as I do.”


“A ‘hinge.’ You sure know how to flatter a woman.”


“Do you need to be flattered? I didn’t think you were that kind of woman. But if that’s what you need, I can sure as hell oblige you.”


“I just stopped by to see how you were doing. Physically.”


“Physically? You want to know how I’m doing physically? Well, let’s see.” He raises his head from the pillows and looks down the length of his body as if he’d forgotten a body was there. “How am I doing?”


He lets his head fall back on the pillows. “But since you’re here, and since you’re concerned about how I’m doing—how I’m doing physically—there is something you can do.” He crooks his finger for her to come closer.


Reluctantly Edie steps forward.


“Come around to the other side,” Roy says, and she does as he commands.


He lifts the sheet. “Reach under here, will you, Edie?”


She flinches.


“Come on,” says Roy. “You know what I need. I’m a prisoner here, Edie. There’s a box of tissues right over there on the shelf. Just put your hand under here and give me a little relief.” He laughs. “Shouldn’t take more than a minute.”


Yes, she understands what he needs. She understands very well. He’s flat on his back, swaddled in gauze and plaster, and helpless as an infant. He has to find some source of power, some way to impose his will. And if he can humiliate her in the process, so much the better.


“I’m asking you for a favor, Edie.”


And how does he know that Edie won’t tell Dean about this incident? Or perhaps he simply doesn’t care one way or the other.


For a moment it looks as though she will do as Roy asks. She steps close to the bed. But rather than reach under the sheet, she bends down and kisses her brother-in-law chastely on the forehead.


“You have to learn to do things for yourself, Roy,” she says as she backs out of the room.


FATHER AND SON look nothing alike. Elmer Linderman is a short, compact bald man, perpetually smiling, and bowlegged from the years he spent on horseback. Dean is tall, slope-shouldered, and usually overdue for a haircut. On this warm evening Mr. Linderman is wearing a sweat-stained work shirt while his son is shirtless. Yet when they step back to assess the carport they’ve built, they fall into the same posture—hands in the back pockets of their jeans and heads cocked to look at their handiwork.


“What do you think?” Mr. Linderman says.


“It’ll work,” says Dean.


“I don’t know what the hell good it’ll do. The car won’t start any easier on a cold morning. I’ll still have to plug it in.”


Dean shrugs. “You won’t have to sweep snow off the car.”


“Not if the snow comes straight down. But how often does that happen?”


“Well, it’s better than nothing.”


Mr. Linderman grips one of the posts that the corrugated fiberglass sheets are attached to. “The hell of it is,” he says, “all those years on the ranch, we always left our vehicles out in the open.”


“You’re in town now.”


“You sound like your mother.”


Dean turns away from the carport and looks off in the direction of the unbounded prairie beyond the trailer park. “I remember one blizzard when the snow piled up so high you weren’t sure which drift the truck was under.”


“You might be remembering more than one.”


“I’m thinking of a time when Roy and I did the shoveling.”


Mr. Linderman walks away from the trailer, and his son seems to know that he is to follow.


“Is that thunder?” Dean asks.


“More likely trucks out on the highway. An eighteen-wheeler with an empty trailer makes a hell of racket.” He turns toward his son. “Your brother quit his job. He say anything to you about that?”


“Nope.”


“Us neither. Your mother come across that bit of news when she went in to talk to Delbert Thayne.”


“About?”


“You know your mother. Wanting to make sure Delbert understood about Roy’s condition and to go easy on him when he returned to work. And Delbert says, ‘He won’t be returning.’ Seems Delbert visited Roy in the hospital, and your brother up and announced he’s quitting.”


“Huh. So did Mom ask Roy about it?”


Mr. Linderman walks a little farther from the rows of trailers. From the roofs of a few trailers, the stalks, wires, and wings of television antennas protrude like the skeletons of great birds, and from a few windows come the gray-blue ghostly glow of television signals.


“You know your mother,” says Mr. Linderman. “She don’t like to push her boys in any direction they might not want to go. Roy will tell us when he’s good and ready, she says.”


The sweat Dean worked up earlier has dried, and he crosses his arms against a breeze that blows across the open land. He says, “Sam Wylie would hire Roy at the drop of a hat.”


“Just what I told your mother. A wheeler-dealer like your brother will never be out of a job for long. Still,” Mr. Linderman says hesitantly, “maybe you could ask Monte if he needs another hand at the store.”


“I think,” says Dean, “one Linderman is enough for Monte.”


“Sure, sure. I just thought I’d put it out there.”


“You mean Mom put you up to it.”


Mr. Linderman starts walking back toward the rows of trailers. “You know your mother.”


IT’S THE THIRD call from Roy in as many days, and this one begins like the others—with an apology.


But this time Edie doesn’t hang up. She’s home alone. Dean went over to his parents’ trailer after work and he’s still there, helping his father with another project that Mrs. Linderman dreamed up.


“. . . It’s just that . . . well, hell, you know you make me a little crazy. And then cooped up here . . .”
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“[Watson] is a generous writer, and

his love of the West and the people

who live there shines through.”
—MICHAEL SCHAUB. NPR.org






