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Chapter One




IT WAS DARK, THOUGH WHITE ALL AROUND. HE MOVED SLOWLY, AFOOT because—ah. Because his horse was lame. The feeder steers traveled with them, he thought, sometimes. Their cloudy forms at the corner of his eye: ruddy Herefords and Limousins, white-face Angus crossbreds, pale Charolais. Hijos de puta, always tromping in where not wanted.

His thoughts formed and dissolved behind his eyes like mist. Lazy bastards, those others. Warming their butts in the break hut. They would lose everything. Though he too had—No, not everything. Not his best horse, his roping rig. Wallet and papers zipped in the pocket of his parka.

He wanted to touch the pocket. This did not happen. Nonetheless, they were there. Receipts; money, a little. People said the Foulks Brothers paid well, when they paid. He had been paid twelve times. Pressed his luck: stupid.

His weighted feet moved grudgingly, more slowly, stopped. That was all. Nothing hurt. He knelt, settled back. He wished to clear his left eye. This did not happen. Tug at his right hand. Slither. The rein slid away like a snake. A vague shape moved past, out of sight. Lost. Socorro. Socorro.

 

At eight thirty Alice Andison logged out of her spreadsheet program with a nervous shudder, went into the kitchen, and filled a Baggie with oat-and-molasses horse cookies. January’s numbers looked good, which worried her more than if they had looked bad. Bad numbers at least gave you an idea where you stood with the gods, but good ones left you wondering when the lightning would strike. Was I born a pessimist? she thought. No, just a clear realist. The old joke about the rancher who won the lottery (“What will you do with the money?” “Keep on ranching till it’s gone”) barely scratched a smile out of her; it was just too near the bone. She pulled on her thermal coveralls.

The collie Bel lay against the kitchen door, whining. She wanted to stay inside, and Alice wanted to keep her in because she was old and stiff and felt the cold, but Bel couldn’t stand it. Collies lived outside, she knew. The other two were out there, in the kennel in the carport. Suddenly she struggled up, and Alice heard the other dogs barrel out past the pickup, claws scratching the cement. A volley of barks, and something went creaking past the front of the house, paused, and then the whole circus moved on down the slope toward the shed yard. Bel cried and scraped at the door.

“What in hell?” muttered Alice, a Moon Boot half on. She hopped across the house, knelt on the window seat, and made a tunnel of her hands on the frost-knit window. Nothing. Immaculate snow, ice-chip stars, frowsy locust twigs hanging still. She could hear the dogs, but they weren’t shrieking like they did for a bobcat or a porcupine. She pocketed her horse treats, stood for a moment with her thumb on her lip, and went and got a big flashlight from the utility closet. Its batteries wouldn’t last in this cold, but it was long and heavy, weaponlike.

She went out; Bel shot away downhill toward the barns. No question about where the party was. The high-drifted snow of the front yard had been tossed by the skirmishing dogs and by—what? Powder snow, too cold and fine to keep a sharp imprint. She tramped slowly down the slope toward the diminishing noises, shining her flashlight from side to side, its beam turning yellow, then orange. No sound now but the squeak of her boots in the powder.

On her left were long pens going down to the creek, the shadowy shapes of horses drifting uphill, sensing some entertainment. On her right the three hay sheds, with the flatbed wagon standing loaded and ready for the morning. Nothing and nobody inside, and anyway the collies weren’t there. Ah, there—Sweep ran out the door of the foaling barn, caught sight of her, and ducked back in.

Gripping her flashlight right-handed, Alice slipped into the shed and flicked on the overheads. The big fluorescents flickered on, revealing the three dogs grinning in a circle around a horse that had just cleaned up a flake of grass hay left loose in the wheelbarrow. As she watched, the animal abandoned the barrow and limped urgently onward toward the stacked bales. Automatically, Alice registered breed, sex, and color: quarter-horse mare, spang-in-your-eye red chestnut. Carrying a roping saddle in good condition. And hopping lame, though not bleeding anywhere that Alice could see.

The bosal bridle on her head had no bit to get in the way of her eating. Not that anything less than a muzzle would have, it looked like. The collies looked from Alice to the mare and back, delighted with their prize. A bay colt, three years old, kept inside while a wire cut on his pastern healed, pointed an ear at Alice but kept his starting eyes on the foreign horse; even the cat Ike, high up in the bale stack with his paws tucked in, ogled her. But the mare spared nobody an ounce of attention, just went on jerking one starving mouthful after another out of the handiest bale of mixed grass.

Alice stood uncertain. Where had she come from? No saddlebags, no slicker or bedroll tied behind the cantle, so probably not a runaway from a pack string or hunting outfit—anyway, what lunatic would go hunting or camping in such weather? Forest Service horse? Same objection; furthermore, the rimfire roping rig with its two cinches, lariat neatly coiled and tied? That heavy Mexican bosal?

Her hands ached distractingly.

The rider: if not here, where?

“Anybody up there with you, Ike?”

“Mip,” he replied, and licked his nose.

She walked out, thoughtful, and made her evening round of the pens, counted and observed the horses, checked that they had hay, dispensed cookies. Looked, for good measure and by the browning ray of her flashlight, into the machine shed and the covered arena. Nobody there, but anyway she was coming around to the belief that the chestnut mare’s lameness and solitary state meant that she had had a fall somewhere up in the hills and parted from her rider there. Probably some time ago. Those ribs were pretty well covered, but her belly was drawn up from lack of water. (Though sprung in a suggestive way behind the cinch.) Could she have been lost for as much as three days, since before the blizzard and the deep freeze? Alice found herself calculating the rider’s chance of survival, her own obligations.

She would have to try. Wouldn’t she? Though it might mean miles, hours. And the rider might be, probably was, dead already. Or she might reasonably wait for morning and call the state police. Or call her sister in Waitsburg for advice. No, she couldn’t; Janet would try to drive up, get stuck on the way, and freeze in a ditch. Pa, she thought longingly, as she deep-bedded the red mare in the second foaling box, untacked and blanketed her, supplied her with water and three flake—on second thought, four flake of grass hay. Pa, what should I do? But Allan was dead. And anyway, she knew what was right.

Come on, Alice. Cowboy up.

Catching up and saddling her mystified but biddable gray gelding, she led him up to the house and tied him to the porch while she went in to take her cell phone off the jack, stow it in a zipper pocket, and change her boots. Mounted, she looked down at the barns, debating with herself about the bolt-action twenty-two in the tack room. Decided against it.

“Glen: kennel. Bel: kennel. You, Glen! Kennel.” The puppy crept dismally in with Bel. Alice cast across the yard a couple of times until she found the stray horse’s back trail, a trench of plowed-up snow with a ribbonlike mark parallel where the mare had carried her head aside to keep from stepping on the trailing reins. Checked her watch: nine forty-five. She would give it two hours, she decided. In such cold and in knee-deep snow, that would be as much as she and her horse were worth.

The back trail led eastward from the house, into the gap through which, when not frozen solid, Dorothy Creek ran down off the high ground where the Standfast cows spent their summers. Tricky, the narrow trail along the creek. Again and again Alice brushed down drifts of powder off overhanging fir branches, so she guessed the mare must have been riderless when she passed through there. Slowly on up the gap, the gray horse Tom Fool puffing smoke, out of the gulch and onto the flat after a hard-slogging hour, and Sweep suddenly raced forward. Alice’s stomach lurched. There he was, dead sure enough, and she had forgotten to bring a tarp to skid him in on. Damn. She wished she had not come.

It was a good flat piece of pasture, a long dogleg, in the middle of it the frozen rider upright as a dolmen in a waste of reflected starlight. Wanting none of this to be happening, Alice pressed forward. Sweep scurried up, crouched in front of the dark thing as if to drive it, leapt to one side. Came back and faced it, tail waving. Barked and pawed at it, dashed back to Alice.

“I’m coming. Leave it alone, Sweep.” She could see the body clearly now, kneeling in the snow, arms clamped across itself and the long fur fringe of the parka’s hood hiding its face. She halted her horse, dreading to look. Whereupon she realized that the rag of white vapor that passed at intervals across the front of the hood came not from the collie, but from the corpse.

 

At seven fifteen in the morning as usual, Alice got a call from her sister on the cell phone, the landlines being down. Janet Weston generally called twice a day, catering to her guilt about living comfortably in Waitsburg, leaving Alice alone at Standfast after their father’s death. Janet called it a security measure, both of them knowing full well that between her daily calls lay time in abundance for awful things to happen to Alice: falls, tractor rolls, tramplings. Better than nothing, though. Also, the regular contact helped Janet judge her general mental and physical state. Janet harbored a belief that Alice would work herself into a breakdown if not carefully monitored. Alice harbored the same belief about Janet who spent more hours than not teaching at the local community college.

“Hey, Yan.”

“Hey, Roan, what’s up? You warm enough?”

“So far. You back at school yet?”

“Nope. At least another day, they’re saying. Young’uns are going nuts; it’s really too cold to be fun outdoors. They took the basketball out, but it sounded like they were bouncing a brick. Stock okay?”

“Yeah. But if it doesn’t warm up in a couple of days, I’m getting them inside.”

“Do it on Sunday, we’ll come up and help. If I can get to the highway. Philip took the four-by-four to Portland,” Janet’s husband, a lawyer and labor arbitrator.

“Didn’t get home, I take it?” Beautiful, that two-hundred-mile highway along the Gorge of the Columbia, but treacherous, a skate park in winter.

“Nope, stuck in Hood River, typing up his notes on the laptop and drinking up his fee. How are you fixed for supplies?”

“O-okay, I think.”

Janet interpreted the stammer. “What’s up?”

Drat! Alice thought. How to explain without launching Janet and kids onto these wicked roads—“Well, I have a—a visitor.”

“!”

“This stray horse came in to the place last night, and I had to go back and dig the rider out.”

“?!”

“Yeah, alive, just barely, and I don’t know yet—he may be badly hurt. So far he hasn’t unfolded enough to tell.”

Alice had had no idea how to get him onto Tom Fool, but it turned out to be fairly easy. For one thing, he was small and light, and for another, after she hassled him to his feet and positioned the gray gelding beside him, some kind of reflex took over: in infinitely slow motion, he got himself into the saddle. Once up, he stayed there, hugging himself, with a deep unconscious balance.

She also didn’t quite remember how they got into the house—slowly, mobbed by collies, herself nearly at the end of her strength by then, and with her horse still to dry out and put away (and two more flake of hay to the chestnut mare). When she got back inside, the frozen man hadn’t shifted a hair from where she’d left him in the wing chair, cradling his left elbow in a way that made her suspect it, or the arm or wrist, was damaged.

Clamped mouth, closed eye, marble hump of cheekbone: he looked dead though sitting up, and did not seem to breathe. To correct a superstitious tremor in herself, Alice stoked up the fire in the woodstove, poured herself two fingers of good highland malt, and settled into the sofa to await developments. To keep a vigil, she told herself grimly, or hold a wake.

Around midnight something happened. A buzz, chattering of teeth so rapid and refined it seemed electric. The same thing at three or so, and again at a little before six when dawn was paling the windows. Nothing else. Alice went out to her chores, came back, made coffee, ate oatmeal. No change. And then Janet’s call.

“What do you mean, unfolded?”

“I mean he hasn’t moved or opened his eyes since I sat him down in the big chair last night. For a while I thought he was dead.”

“Are you sure he’s not?”

Alice snorted, daylight having dispelled the illusion. “Well, he walked in here under his own steam, so…and his teeth chatter every once in a while. But he holds himself like he’s hurt, and the horse is lame, I think shoulder lame.”

“Like they fell?”

“Yeah.”

“Oh, boy.” Alice heard that sharp determined sigh. “Roan, do you want me to come up? Nick and Nan and I together can probably—”

“No, don’t you dare think about it. If I thought I could get the pickup out, I would. But they haven’t even plowed Highway 12, so imagine the county road. By the way”—this just occurring to her—“he might be one of your students.”

Janet made a complicated sound. “You mean, like, what, is he Latino?”

“Yeah. Or maybe Indian. No, must be Mexican; I think he said something in Spanish.”

“He did? What?”

“Well, I’m so bad at it—something like ‘zorro’ or ‘scorro’?”

“Socorro?”

“Yeah, okay. Which means, like, help or rescue?”

“Well, succor.”

“Well, that would figure, wouldn’t it? I wonder—you know, you never see a saddle tramp anymore. But he’s got a sure ’nough wrangler’s rig on that mare, and, I dunno—he looks like a cowboy.”

A snort of derision: “Stetson, belt buckle, spurs?”

“Not a rodeo-team cowboy. Well, yeah, spurs. I dunno. Maybe it’s the horse. There’s a good Cactus rope on the saddle, I’ll say that.” Alice didn’t know what cues she was picking up, but she felt pretty sure of her ground. Janet thought of other possibilities: small-time cattle thief, drug mule, serial killer.

“What are you going to do? Be careful, darlin’.”

“Yeah. Just watch him, I guess. Don’t you worry, though; he’s small, and not in the most robust condition. I think I’m okay.”

“Keep the dogs with you,” said Janet, not much reassured. “You know, if he’s really…if it looks like he might need medical attention, the staters have that helicopter.”

“That’s a thought.”

“They’ve been taking people up out of the river resorts and ski lodges in the Blues, the TV said.”

“That’s an idea. Kinda hate to bother the cops, though, unless…”

“Well, true.” Another plosive sigh. “Okay, take care. Talk to you later.” She knew Janet would have a think; would have other suggestions when she called back.

Alice checked: still no change. As she stood hesitating in the kitchen in her stockinged feet, a cow on the triangle pasture moaned and moaned again. This decided her, and she dragged on her outdoor clothes. Her team had to be caught up and harnessed to the hay wagon, the cows on the Triangle fed, hay dragged out to the rough pastures where the racehorses were letting down, the wagon reloaded with bales for tomorrow’s feeds. The bay colt’s pastern dressed. Trough warmers checked, grain doled out to the working horses, the iced-up drinking holes in the creek chopped out. The collies and barn cats fed. By the kitchen door the thermometer read seven degrees Fahrenheit, the barometer 29.96. She tapped it with her fingernail and it creaked up a tenth. Lawsy, she thought, pulling on her ski gloves, let it be a sign.

She peered at the kid again: not a quiver. She went out.

 

For a time before his eye opened, he thought he was dead. Because of the music. It was faint and slow and harplike, and although he only heard it at intervals when the machinery stopped, he began to believe it went on all the while. Sometimes, though, music and machinery and everything faded away. Then when he came back everything was there again, stronger. Everything: the music and the machinery and the pain. So he concluded he must be alive. Death did not come and go, he believed, nor heaven and hell intermingle. Light swam in, finally, revealing a greenish room, fire, a white man in shirtsleeves who whispered. There was something terrible about the man, a pattern on his face. Beard? No. It mottled the whole face and head, hideous. The man came close and crooned. Nausea, panic rose. A red maw swallowed him.

 

“Well,” warned Janet on the phone, “even if he doesn’t die, he’s going to swell up.” The question being, should Alice pull off the frozen stranger’s boots and gloves?

“I know,” she agreed. “But it seems kinda…personal.”

“Well, yeah. But anyway, you don’t want his dang boots on your rug. And if you don’t take his gloves off now, some medic will probably have to cut them off later. Have you got Bag Balm?”


“A big new tin. So what do you think? Hot water bottles, heating pad?”

“Oh jeez. Call Vera Jane. She’s smarter about that stuff than my Red Cross manual.”

“Okay, I will. Philip not back yet, I take it?”

“He got as far as Walla Walla, stayed over at the Pony Soldier. He’s betting they’ll plow us out tomorrow.”

Alice called her neighbor Robey Whyte and asked her question, which Robey incuriously relayed to his wife Vera Jane, who did not cotton to the cell phone.

“She says no, leave him lay under a quilt for another day, just keep the room warm,” Robey repeated, “and give him warm—say what?—warm broth, and warm coffee with sugar. She says, who the hell is it, and where the hell did he come from?” Nothing incurious about Vera Jane. By the time Alice clicked off the phone, the Mexican boy’s one visible eye was open.

“Hey, kiddo. Feel like facing the public? Prob’ly not just yet.” Lights are on, she thought, but nobody’s home. She found herself treating him like a damaged horse: no bright lights, quick movements, or loud sounds. And food. If the mare was any clue, food first.

Standing behind him, she held a napkin under his chin and a cup of noodle soup under his nose. For a while, nothing happened. Then a kind of jar went through the whole thin frame. A hard, hard swallow, and the split and blackened lips parted. After that, things went forward smoothly: a little soup, a little cleanup, a little more soup. Gradual, that’s the best way back to life, thought Alice.

The hood of the parka, when she examined it, proved to be stuck to his face with blood, the watch cap under it as well. Soaked off, they revealed a great raw abrasion from temple to jawbone, blood dried in the channels of his ear, clotted in his hair. The left eye swollen shut. Yes. A bad fall, on the ice of the creek probably, among the rocks, and what this meant for the rest of him she was afraid to think. Separated shoulder, broken elbow, ribs askew; all far beyond the therapeutic scope of noodle soup and Bag Balm. However, except for the scrape on his face, she found no blood. She fed him a little more soup, which seemed to go down gratefully, then knelt to unbuckle his spurs, and carefully worked his boots off.

 

She was his best horse ever, that chestnut. A true Music Mount. It was partly fear of losing her that made him run. Partly his luck in spotting the bus as it emerged from the gap in the snow-veined rimrock where the ranch road came through. An olive-green Immigration Service bus. Thanks to God for his good eyes.

And for the white vapor rising off the mass of steers on the feedlot: good cover.

And for the lever of the outgate to the railroad siding, right beside him where he sat his horse at the high end of the muddy, teeming lot. He had lain against the red mare’s shoulder, pulled the lever over, eased her sideways through the gate. Closed the gate to keep steers from following, perverse sons of whores, to draw attention to him.

He had to pass four more gates. Two of them stood open. One of the others gave a ghost wail as it swung, but by this time the racket from the other side covered it: bawled orders, raw yells, cursing in English and Spanish as the Migra-men turned out the break hut. Avoiding the loading chutes, still flat along the horse’s shoulder, he passed through the last gate and turned right along the tracks. Within ten strides they were below the edge of the bluff. Out of sight of the law. He sat up and sent the horse scrambling down the slope toward the river.

But there was nowhere to go. No road on this side of the Snake. No town in either direction, in any direction, for thirty miles. Only Tumac, almost a ghost town, no kind of a place for a man to hide himself in, much less a valuable stock horse.

If he could have gone back, if he had had any warning. If he had taken his pay and quit on Friday, he would have been somewhere else in his aged Silverado pickup, pulling the red mare and his new young gray in the bald-tired trailer. Maybe closer to his girl in Yakima, Wapato, wherever that was. On the move anyway, safe, more or less, from the immigration police. But no, he had pushed his luck, always a bad thing.

So, with nowhere to go on the Idaho side, he had to turn the horse back up the embankment and chance the railroad bridge, hoping for a road or a ranch or a town close to the river in Washington. Hoping for no train.

The mare was afraid. She touched the first cross tie with her toe. She could see the river down below; between each pair of timbers, open air. One foot misplaced—he didn’t urge her, didn’t touch her with the spurs. He too was afraid. But she had an eagle’s heart. She stepped. Stepped again.

Perhaps he should not have run. But he had assumed that he could return. It was only as they passed the middle span of the bridge that he had known he could not. That if they did not die on the bridge, he must never so abuse his luck again. And that was while they still had a quarter mile to go, treading from tie to tie, with the Snake coiling like cold oil below. So when lathered and trembling she finally sidestepped down off the steep ramp on the Washington side, he did not even wait for his heart to return to its customary place, but turned her down the gully by the tracks, looking for a way out.

And then came the snow-squall, and then the freeze, and more and still more snow. And the fall on the iced-up creek.

The ching of spur rowels roused him to despair. Here it came, the tugging at his feet, at his hands, swift fingers rifling his clothes; all would be taken, all lost. He would be naked to the cold, alone, finished. It was a relief, almost a relief, giving up. If these pains will let me, he thought, I can die.

Unfortunately, the reverse happened. The pains increased, a skewer of fire in every joint, his fingers like bunches of salchichas, feet like campfire rocks. His stomach ached and gnawed. When he was fed, the napkin snagged on his bearded chin. He knew himself bloody and filthy, stinking. Finally, appallingly, he realized he needed the baño, pronto.

 

His third day on the place, Alice came in at noon to find him sitting at the dinette table.

“¿Usted tiene hambre?” she asked, proud of her español.

“Sí, patrón.” It came out hoarsely, but politely. A mannerly croak. Alice hid a grin, standing on the bootjack by the front door, peeling off her thermal gear. Hungry as a wolverine, he was, pretty clearly, and looking like hell on a plate. But would he eat a radish in this house without being offered it? Not on his tintype.

She was starting to worry about her supplies, though. She made egg sandwiches since she had eggs, and tomato soup with canned milk, being out of fresh, making it a little sharp with pico de gallo. She cut the sandwiches in fours and piled them on a plate to encourage the boy to fill up. And she set the table. She had inherited high domestic standards. “I hold by the blood of my clan,” her mother used to say when opposed in questions of propriety, taking her father, the real Scot, aback.

She bade the kid eat, and they ate. Afterward, she induced him to let her apply Bag Balm to his hands and feet and Neosporin to his face. That was it for him; he fell asleep in the big chair by the woodstove, so she got out her notepad and went through her stores. Tea, milk, spuds. Lettuce, carrots. A chicken. Toothpaste, an ink cartridge for the printer, chocolate grahams, kibble for the cats. Today would have been a good day to replenish, but six inches of new snow had fallen during the night, so the state highway through Waitsburg was blocked again. Iwalu village? She might have made it on horseback, but the likelihood was great that the little store there would be as bare as Mother Hubbard’s cupboard. No mail, no newspaper. Luckily, the electricity had never gone out, and the phone lines were up again.

But Janet and her kids had not been able to make it up to Standfast from their home in Waitsburg, even with the Jeep. Alice and the three collies would have to spend the afternoon wrangling thirty-seven pregnant cows up off the pasture and into the covered arena, where they’d be out of the wind and easily fed, watered, and watched. The calves would start to come in about ten days, give or take.

Sitting on the stepladder, her pad and pen in her lap, she suddenly felt swept away by the sinking exhaustion that for a single-hand stock raiser was the essence of calving. It seemed to Alice that she had barely, just barely survived last spring’s bearing season. And here she was, a year older and tireder, facing it on her own again. She rested her forehead on her knees, suppressing a groan. Worse still, this year she had an extra horse to look after, and this kid—unless he moved on. Which he certainly did not seem fit to do yet, any more than his horse. Though the mare’s lameness was easing.

Alice sat up. It occurred to her that the boy might not realize about the horse.

 

He knew after the first day that the man was not scarred but freckled, his hair close-curled and grizzled. He knew his own hurts were being tended, his things not stolen. Yet confusion persisted. The man spoke absurd Spanish, quite fluent but hilariously wrong—was he doing it on purpose? If so, why? Then, too, since he had been able to feed himself, the man had required him to admit hunger—very crude. Yet the food came anyway, without stint. Again, the food, though odd, was tasty, and served with a kind of flourish. And the man himself was the cook and cleaner-up. As well as working, when outside (one could not be mistaken about this) with cattle and horses. A young dog that sometimes slipped into the house with the man—the smell of his coat confirmed this. And now this dazzling, gratuitous, totally unexpected stroke of good luck! It was true, then, the proverb: to one born to eat tamal, the corn shucks fall from the sky.

 

The red mare pressed into the Mexican boy, chuckling and snuffing, pushed her nose inside his coat, into his hair. He held her long face against his belly, risking a nip, and stroked her neck and tugged her ears. Bent his head to take in her breath, let her take in his. A regular old fairy-tale reunion, Alice thought, a little bit choked up. The boy threw back the blanket, touched and pressed the thickened shoulder muscles, following the swelling down the leg. He turned to her, still unsteady on his pins, and said in Spanish, gravely ceremonious, “Sir, I am entirely obliged to you.”

“Que no mencionar,” responded Alice, charmed. “In any case, whatever obligation exists is to your steed, for she preserved your existence, certainly.”

“Truly? She carried me here?”

“She came here lonely, making loud, brave tracks in the snow. These we read backwards in order to effect a rescue.”

It hurt to smile, and anyway was impolite. “You, sir, and other people?”

“I and my horse and my dog. This large clever dog, Sweep.” The collie came into the stall and sat on her foot, laughing. Alice thought of something. “She got a baby in there?”

“?”

“¿Está embarazada?” making a big-belly motion.

The boy nodded soberly. “She keep it, you think?” his first words in English, and Alice did not know whether he meant, “Will she resorb the fetus because of the trauma of her journey?” or, “Will she carry the fetus to term?” In any case his teeth were chattering like a keyboard now, so she made him go indoors. But he pursued the question while she made a lunch of cheese toast (last of the cheese), beans, and tomato salad (last of the tomatoes).

“Patrón, you think she gonna carry the baby?” the question coming oddly tender from that scabbed, bearded, slit-eyed face.

“Well,” she said, putting things on plates, “I doubt she’s lost it yet.” More slowly, “I don’t believe she has lost the baby yet, but I am not a veterinarian. When is she due to drop it? ¿Cuándo va a dar a luz?” Pleased at having the idiom handy.

Though it was the wrong idiom. But the boy figured it out: “Abril.”

“Well, she won’t resorb it at this stage.” She might abort, however; time would tell. “Are you ready? Get it while it’s hot.” Then when his mouth was full and his sausage-like fingers awkwardly occupied, “You must have used her very hard, up in the hills.”

 

Used her hard, holy God. He had done his best to kill her with cold and snow and icy going and no shelter and no food and no water. And still she had saved his life. He felt honored to own her. She had more cow sense than any horse or even any man he had ever known. Once she was bred, he had bought the second horse to spare her. But still she had put in her six or seven hours on the sale lots and pens every day. And her eagle courage on the railroad bridge! He could not have expressed this in English, maybe not even in Spanish.

And then the güero asked him a deeply insulting question, as if he were a skill-less, horseless man, as if he might have stolen her: “Does that horse belong to you, or to somebody you work for?”

“Belong?” he muttered, actually tangled up in “to somebody you.”

“¿La yegua le pertenece a usted?”

He stood up a little too quickly for politeness, got the bill of sale out of his wallet, and dropped it on the table without a word. The white man, as if unaware of any offense, studied the paper for a long time, both the sale side and the bloodline side. Indeed, there was a great deal of information in the document. He began to fear that he had allowed his pride to stampede him into trouble. It would have been better merely to have answered, “Mine,” and let the insult pass. If it was an insult; the whites often said foul things out of ignorance. He wished the paper back in his pocket.

Eventually it was handed back. “Royally bred on the dam side,” incomprehensibly. And then, “Would you drink coffee if I made some?”

See! There again, that coarseness.

 

Alice beat Janet to the punch, calling her on the cell phone from the tack room at four fifteen. She had left the Mexican kid asleep on the couch, but she guessed he slept light, given the pain he was in, and that his English comprehension was pretty good. She had a few items for Janet’s ears only, and it would have been rude to discuss him in his hearing. Janet, in her office at school, searched her memory, which was extensive, and came up blank. “Guys!” hailing her officemates, “Have we ever had a student named Juan Roque or Domingo Roque or Juan Domingo Roque? R-O-Q-U-E?” They thought not. She would check the files, but didn’t expect to find anything. It was not that common a surname; somebody would have remembered.

“I’m pretty sure it’s on the level because it was on the bill of sale for the horse.”

“So it’s his horse?”

“Think so. He got a tad porky when I asked, and showed me the paper. Bought her in Idaho five years ago, dang cheap. Her sire’s nothing special, but her dam side’s right royal, Poco and Vandy lines, and Music Mount, far back.”

“My stars.”

“Yes indeedy. Plus, she’s in foal, due in April if she doesn’t abort.”

“To who? Why would she?”

“Dunno, some Idaho horse, I would guess. I think they must have had a pretty bad time back in the hills during the storm and the freeze. Seems like they were lost up there for three or four days. You know how lovely it isn’t, back in there, at the best of times. He’s real worried about her.”

“Is she less lame, though?”

“Yeah, she is. Looks worse, of course, ’cause the edema is going south, but she’s moving better. Her eyes are bright; her coat’s good. You should have seen them, when he went down there to the barn today. It was a real old mother-and-child reunion.”

“No kidding? Aww. How’d he get down there, though?”

“In Dad’s Moon Boots and Nick’s gloves. It wasn’t the least bit good for him. However, nothing’s broken, looks like. He looks horrid and he smells high. But I guess I can stand that for another week or so.”

“But Roan, how are your supplies?”

“Running low. But Robey said he’d get the Ski-Doo out tomorrow and try to get in to Iwalu. If the store’s even open. If the Ski-Doo will even run. If I had a sledge, I’d try it with the Clydes.”

“Oh, well, not to worry,” said Janet blithely, “it’s going to thaw. Chinook tonight.” And she was right.

 

Robey Whyte called Alice in the neighborly way to ask, supposing that the snow machine got him as far as the crossroads store, what could he bring her? Alice gave him a five-item list. She thought he would do better on horseback but didn’t say so. Robey loved his cranky machine. She comforted herself that the old crate probably wouldn’t start up in the dead cold. She also thought that Robey should not go alone, tough old root though he was, but she could imagine the short sharp discussion that would follow her mentioning this or offering to ride along. Anyway, the fact was that if the cold kept its clamp on the hills, and if the Ski-Doo started, and if Robey actually got as far as the Iwalu store and back, it would be all Alice could do to cover on horseback the seven miles by road or four miles across country over the ridges to the Whytes’ place to pick up whatever he might bring her.

Robey wondered on the phone how the folks up at the Hashknife place were doing. Alice didn’t know, she said, aware when she hung up that she had been commissioned to find out. She tried, mentally, to fend this off. The Hashknife was closer to Standfast than to the Whytes at Robey Grade, but only in terms of time, not of effort. Besides, Alice disapproved of those people, whose lousy farming allowed yellow star thistle and vetch to invade other folks’ pastures and hay ground, whose stupid hunting endangered other folks’ livestock, and whose flagrant dope-selling brought a lot of short-stop traffic to the neighborhood as well as smearing the fame of the proud old Texas trail-driving outfit whose name they had appropriated. In terms of marijuana production, the nickname was apt, but that didn’t any more endear them to Alice; secretly, she thought it good that they freeze and starve themselves out of the county, if only they would. However, there were children and animals up there who were innocent, who might also be freezing and starving even as she stoked her woodstove and reheated her leftover cornbread for lunch.

A couple of hours’ hard traveling later, she sat her steaming horse at the top of a shale slide and peered down into the little valley where the Hashknife house nestled among junk cars and broken-backed sheds. Exponential increase in trash on the place since she had last ridden by, she noted, the house hedged round by a range of little snow-covered alps made of something that bled red into the surrounding snow. Antifreeze containers? Were they winterizing all those old junkers? A waste of time and money. Better to raise chickens in them.

She was happy to see smoke creeping from both chimneys and pale lamplight shining from at least one window. Blue evening already, down there. A pack of mutts came barreling up the hill toward her but ran out of gumption at the bottom of the slide, sat down and barked and bayed like the consciously bold, secretly cowardly brutes they knew themselves to be. Sweep and Glen ignored them. Alice checked them out, though, squinting under her hand, and thought that their bones were well upholstered. Well, folks, you’ve got heat, you’ve got light, and if you get real hungry, she thought, you can eat the dogs.









Chapter Two




THE FIRST BIG SOFT BUFFET OF A CHINOOK WIND ROCKED THE STANDFAST house as the moon was setting. Domingo on the sofa woke up and pushed the red point-blanket off his face. Outside, the temperature rose forty degrees in fifteen minutes. At four in the morning, the whole snow-pack slid off the roof in a cataract.

Everything trickled and gurgled; the landscape seemed to be chuckling under its breath. Alice told herself a joke in her sleep, and woke laughing. Going down to chore, she believed she could smell the grass and mud of her pastures surfacing through the defeated snow. The wind blew steady and warm, the creeks chortled, the dogs chased each other goofily like puppies. In a couple of days, she thought, the girls can go back on the Triangle. One last good browse before the babies come. “And I,” she sang to Sweep, half-addled with cabin fever, “am going to town!”

They ate the last of the eggs for breakfast; she made the leftover Spam into sandwiches with the last of the kosher dills.

“These are for lunch. You know how to use the microwave? ’Cause I gotta go to town.” Giddy at the prospect; Spanish thrown to the winds. “Do you want anything from the Safeway?”

“No, thanks. Yes, a—” miming shaving, hair-combing.

Alice stood still, shocked. All this time, he could have been…the fact that a person comes to you dirty and smelly doesn’t mean that’s necessarily his preferred state. God, Alice, what a way to treat the kid! “Discúlpeme, por favor, por ser tan mal anfitrión, a bad host.” She rummaged the bathroom for towels, a plastic razor, the free toothbrush from her last dental checkup, feeling shamefully remiss. “Please make yourself at home.”

“A thousand thanks. The obligation is altogether mine.” So graceful a phrase, thought Alice; so villainous a face. But she set off for Walla Walla in the pickup in high good cheer anyway, taking Bel and Glen. She felt pretty easy about leaving the kid alone on the place. Steal what? Take it where? For one thing, he was unfit for travel; for another, so was his horse. And for a third, as she told Janet later, he seemed well brought up. Most Mexicans do, Janet warned. Most cowboys do, Alice countered, and are.

 

Left alone in the house, Domingo sat wrapped in the red blanket for half an hour, listening to the liquid sounds outside and considering what had happened to him. It seemed he was meant to live. He was on the mend. It was possible to think consecutively, not just huddle in the dark like a sick wolf, fending off pain minute by minute. He felt, if not exactly welcome in the house, at least that he did not give much trouble. He believed the red mare was going to recover. She was receiving such excellent care; he could not have tended her better himself. Could hardly have tended her at all in the state he was in.

And now here he was, left in solitary possession for—how long? Until the afternoon, certainly. Left with the means, the invitation, the admonition almost, to make himself at home. With his whole heart he yearned for a shower, a shave, clean clothes. He stood up and made his tottery way to the table.

Something about the luxurious fluffiness of the towels acted as a warning. He froze, instantly seeing the whole plot bare: el güero was off to fetch the immigration men. He had admired the mare’s lineage, yes! He, Domingo, would be scooped up, jailed, and shunted below the Border, his chestnut mare and her princely foal the new and unquestioned property of this crafty gringo bastard! He felt sick, stupid, but lucky; having spied out the trap early, he had time to thwart it. His eyes shot this way and that, located parka and boots. Sitting to pull them on, he remembered the Baggie of sandwiches in the refrigerator; that would do for food on the way. Abruptly he realized that his boots were useless, his feet still swollen and screamingly tender. The others, the big insulated boots he had borrowed to walk down to the barns, where were they? But they would not fit in a stirrup.

And now he thought of the mare herself. Another march like the one that brought them here would ruin her; certainly she would slip her foal. They would be captured, and she would be good for nothing but the canner. Better to leave her and take another horse; the white guy would take good care of her. But that was the point, that was the point! He could not bring himself to part with her. Besides that, he had no idea where to go, which direction. Wapato, Abuela Fidencia had said; near Yakima. But what was this place, here? He could not have told where he was within a hundred miles.

Panting, he sat down, willed his thoughts to stop reeling from fright to fright. The fact was, he was stuck. If it was a trap, then he was caught. If it was a trap.

It probably was a trap. To put oneself in the power of the whites was to invite entrapment. If el güero were anything like the Foulkses, owing him wages, it would certainly be a trap. But this man owed him nothing. However, the mare—she was a powerful temptation.

Wait. The other truck, the big flatbed for delivering hay, why had he not thought of it before? He had seen it in the machine shed. Where was the key? In it, probably, or on the hook by the kitchen door. Would it pull a horse trailer? Yes, if it had a ball hitch; he couldn’t remember. He had never stolen anything in his life, but now, he told himself, was the right time to start: la ocasión hace el ladrón. He had the Moon Boots on and was making for the back door when the red point blanket caught his eye.

It meant something, that blanket. He knew it well, its loft, warmth, its smell of woodsmoke. The saturated scarlet of it flared at him like a pulse, one formal broad point-stripe showing. It occurred to Domingo not to leave it flung over the back of the sofa, but to fold it properly. But when he thought of this and acted on the thought, the knot of panic in his mind loosened and refused to reknit. The blanket, this house had received him warmly, generously; not just his valuable livestock but his dirty, destitute, barely breathing self. At last, with a shaky sigh, his hands in the heavy red folds, he yielded himself to the luxury of trust.

A shower, a dabbing shave to avoid the hideous scabs on the left side of his face, and an hour standing nervously bare-shanked in his parka by the throbbing washer/dryer made him new, stronger, calmer. Self-respecting. Eating his sandwiches, he decided to walk down to the shed yard, visit his mare, and take a closer look at some horses he thought he had seen at a distance in one of the pens, the biggest animals on the planet if he could trust his eyes.

Instead, he fell asleep, waking with a horrid shock to the sound of not one but two vehicles creeping up the lane to the house.

 

Fifteen minutes later he was sitting at the dinette table, supplies having been brought in, collies ejected, the electric thrill of panic dying away. “My sister Janet Weston. This is Domingo Roque.”

“Pleased to meet you. My sister told me we had a guest. Welcome to this house. Your injuries are mending, I hope.”

“Yes, all thanks to the master’s care. Please accept my th—Your sister?!”

“My sister, the boss, Alice Andison.” Seeing his mortified confusion, “Did you mistake her for a man? Not surprising. Please don’t apologize; she hasn’t taken offense.”

Domingo felt duped. There was nothing about Alice Andison’s shape that suggested femininity. Though the smallness of her hands was thus explained, and her readiness to cook. But not her strength, or her solitary condition. Women did not ranch on their own, in his experience.

“I believe the young man has taken you for a fella, Roan, all this time,” Janet said.

“Not surprising,” Alice chuckled, putting things in cupboards. “Being as I’m sort of a…”


“A mule.”

“A mule, a roan mule.” The sisters grinned at each other. Janet feared for her, though; she had worked herself thin on the place. Hollow-cheeked, no bosom; her behind had all the womanly roundness of a pair of ham hocks. No wonder the lad made a mistake. Though Alice felt that she worked only as hard as the place required. As it happened, the place required all of her, body and soul, heart and mind. She did not regret this.

Domingo noticed that while la patrona spoke Spanish carefully, with many comical errors and Castilianisms, la hermana conversed in fast slangy Mexican with a northern lilt. She sat down at the table across from him and kindly but frankly took stock of him.

“Can you see,” she asked, “from that eye?”

“Little more, every day.” In truth Janet had never seen anything quite so awful looking, the lid dark and swollen, the visible part of the eye wildly bloodshot. But open. According to Alice, that was new, hopeful.

Alice handed around coffee and store-bought gingersnaps. Domingo could see a family resemblance now, the hair of both women brown like the tarnish on copper, narrow gray eyes, long noses, thin lips. The sister had no freckles, no curls, a little gray in her hair, and a nice figure when she took off her down jacket, voluptuous almost. She was the elder of the two, and the taller. He still could hardly think of the other one as “she.”

“Not to be rude, but where are you from?” the sister inquired.

“From Zacatecas, ma’am, from Rancho Lomas Chatas.”

“A small place?”

“A very big place, with a large population of horses and cows. But the nearest town is Santo Tomás Apostol del Oriente.”

“Ah, the shoemaking town?”

“Exactly.” Impressive local knowledge; although any town in that part of Mexico might well answer to the same description. “How do you know about that place?”

“Bunches of Mexican students at my college.”


“From Santo Tomás?” This was unexpected, exciting!

“From Zacatecas. But, if you don’t mind telling, where did you come from when you came here?”

Domingo recoiled inwardly from the probe. He would have liked very much to know where “here” was. But in fact there seemed no reason, nor any way, to lie. “From Idaho.”

“So you crossed the Snake? By truck, or—?”

“No, lady; by horse.”

The sisters glanced at each other. “That’s about a hundred miles from here, closest bridge, by road,” Alice murmured, and took another cookie. They seemed disposed not to believe him, those two pairs of pale eyes rather coldly assessing. Well, let them not, what cared he? Then he thought of his horse, her bravery, and felt indignant on her behalf.

“I was working for the Foulkses, at their feedlot along the river there,” he explained, suppressing heat.

“Hm. Roan, do you know of a stock finisher called Folks? I may not have heard the name right. Folks, did you say, brother?”

“Yah, Foulks. Is near to Tumac.”

“Sure,” confirmed Alice. “Foulks Brothers; they’ve got a cow outfit and a commercial feeder operation along the Snake somewhere, though I’ve never been…Wait. Is it possible to know in what lumber—what manner your horse traversed the river?”

“Patron-na? For the bridge.” What did they suppose, that she flew?

“Pero,” objected Janet, “no hay puente ahí. Quizás en Lewiston…”

“Pues, sí, lo hay. El puente del ferrocarril.”

Janet’s mouth fell open. Alice said, “Did I get that right? He rode over the railroad bridge? Over the Snake River on the railroad bridge!?”

“But, man, what if a train had come?”

Domingo shrugged. Then he would be dead, instead of sitting in the warm, drinking coffee and telling them improbable tales about the valor of his mare. Why ask such a question?

“A dam of lances,” Janet said finally.


“She’s all that,” said Alice, “and a bag of chips.”

 

The next day, instead of putting her cows back outdoors, Alice thanked her luck that they were inside. The chinook blew warm until midnight, but heavy wet snow fell in its wake and froze, and fell and froze, and fell and froze, thawing a bit in daylight and crusting over with ice at night, for four days. Everything was in such a welter of slush, mud, snow, and ice that Alice doubted that either the Clydesdales or the big tractor could have taken hay down onto the Triangle and brought the wagon back up again.

Feeding the expectant cows in the covered arena was comparatively easy; she could drive the flatbed up parallel with the open side, and heave the hay in flakes over the fence as the Clydes pulled steadily along from one end to the other. She could muck out one end of the place with the little front loader while the three dogs held the cows at the other end. She could check their water by eyeballing the two big stock tanks at the ends instead of having to take a hatchet down to the creek.

The only disadvantage to this arrangement was that the cows themselves disliked close quarters. They preferred to be out, and they tried to get out, bending the fence panels and forcing the gates out of true, and groaning complaint, day and night. But they might as well stay in there now, Alice thought, until the calves came.

This thought darkened her mind and weighed down her spirits. She thought she might be forced to ask her niece Nan Weston to help her. Two weeks out of her last semester would hardly hurt her, Alice felt. According to Nan’s mother, the high school had precious little to offer students in the senior year anyway, especially in mathematics and science. And Nan was good help, strong, skillful, and if not exactly sweet-tempered, willing for all the work going.

The problems in this arrangement were three, however. First, Alice could not tell with exactitude when calving would start. Second, with the wild winter they were having, she could not be sure, if Nan were not already up at Standfast, that she would be able to get from Waitsburg to Iwalu, much less twelve miles further up in the Palouse hills to the ranch and the cows, when the time came. Third, if Nan came, Nick would also insist on being released from the torments of school—Nick, the difficult, class-skipping, rule-flouting younger brother, between whom and his parents Alice wished to inject no cause for discord.

She had shuffled the Mexican kid down into the tiny apartment at the end of the foaling barn. Since his recovery, Alice had not much wanted him in the house; though to tell the truth she had been loath to share even before that. She had absorbed the house in stages: when their mother died in their teens; when Janet married Philip and left home; when their father died; when to her gibbering relief their nasty quasi-partner Jerry Graeme had taken himself apparently permanently off to the land of twenty-four-hour neon, keno for breakfast, and easy slots. In taking on more and more of the work of the place, she had gradually extended her solitude into all parts of the house too, until she filled it like a turtle its shell. So as soon as Domingo could manage the walk, she moved him out.

 

He was glad to go. The snug room in the foaling barn represented a degree of comfort and privacy that he had not enjoyed since leaving his mother’s house at Lomas Chatas, long ago. Also the little place, originally a bunkroom, was attached to the barn in which his horse was convalescing, so he could look after her himself. Besides, he did not feel entirely easy on the place. Welcome, yes, in a formal sense, but not at home. This being so, he preferred to be out from underfoot. Also, he felt shy of la güera. When she was a man—when he had believed her to be a man—he had known how to comport himself, even helpless as he was. Now he wasn’t sure.

He grew stronger daily. But his sore hands had lost their cunning, and the cold still struck through him like a blade. He made himself as useful as he could, but when he would start to shiver and drop things, Alice ordered him indoors and he had to obey. No point in standing on his dignity when his teeth chattered so hard he couldn’t speak to object. Half an hour, forty-five minutes finished him, and she would say, “Son, go inside,” in the same tone as “Bel: kennel.” And he had to go.

It shamed him as a man, or it would have if she had been a real woman. Instead of a mule. What did it mean to her, that word? he wondered. The obviously affectionate use of it between Alice and the sister—that confused him. It wasn’t a reproach. (And that unfraught reference to her blotched face: roan, which he first heard as ron, rum, but then translated: ruana, like a speckled horse.) The whole situation gave him chicken skin. On the other hand, he was well fed, warm bedded, happy in the red mare’s recovery. Also, he felt that the little bits of work he did were done in a way that met with la ruana’s approval.

One morning, sent into the house racked with chills, he retaliated by cooking. The result was gratifying. Alice blew in on a gust of arctic air, stopped, and snuffed like a fox.

“You made a hot lunch?”

“Of course,” off-hand.

“Well, well. A fella who cooks might be worth his keep.” She stepped into the kitchen to look. “What is it?”

“Quesadilla, pintos. Grin salsa.”

“Grin?”

“Uh-huh. How you say?”

“Gree-een.”

“Uh-huh, grin. You like it?”

“Son, I like anything that somebody else cooks.”

It was good though. “How come you know how to cook?” as she cleaned up afterward. “Isn’t cooking women’s work, in Mexico?”

He could hardly repress a sharp answer. So ignorant, these Americans! They knew one word: machismo, and they thought it explained everything. Whereas it did not even explain machismo.

“Lot of time,” he returned mildly, “guy like me, we don’t cook, we don’t eat.”

“Guys like you? Meaning what, bachelors?”

Domingo felt searched. He stood up and got ready to go out. Then reflecting that he had been living on her bounty, at her very table, for more than two weeks, and that she was alone with him, even though a mule, and thus perhaps had a right to know a thing or two about him, he set himself to explain. “When we men of Mexico travel for work, with no women with us to help us, then we learn to do for ourselves those things that our womenkind like to do for us at home.” It came out rather stiffly, more lessonlike than was quite polite, and he could not prevent himself from adding, almost as a challenge, “Otherwise we would live like beasts.”

Alice said nothing. She noticed his didactic tone but pretended not to, her hands in warm water and a sleepy look on her face. Her question had been rude, possibly. And she thought of the boys, the young men, illegals up here in the Valley for the fieldwork season, who camped along the farm roads and slept under sheets of cardboard, worked their long days in the onion fields and orchards, and sent their wages home to Mexico by giro. They had no women to help them, for sure. Always half on the run, half in hiding from the immigration police. And they did sure enough live like beasts, she had no doubt. But her notion about this boy, Domingo—that he was not quite like those poor driven mesteños—strengthened.

 

This time Alice called the Whytes. They generally kept half a calf in their freezer from Christmas onward, but even so their other supplies might be low. The roads were much worse now than before the chinook; if she had to, though, she thought she could get down to them with Tom Fool and a packhorse, stay the night, and come back to Standfast next day in the same amount of time, uphill but unloaded. As an added incentive, she had brought them raisins and dates on the day of the big thaw, and she suspected that Vera Jane had been baking. So she was almost disappointed to find that they had no crying need. Robey was heavy with news, however, having taken the Ski-Doo into the Hashknife place to see how they were doing.

“Stinks, Alice. Like they’re raising cats in all them ole beaters up on blocks. Stinks like cats. You know that fella Bick?”

“Guy with Old Testament hair? Yeah I do. He still there?” Bick, the prophet and founder of the cult-commune or whatever it was. Unless Alice was much mistaken, the focus of that group had undergone a radical shift hash-ward in the last few years, though the religious code words still flew fast and free, she noted, whenever she had anything to do with those folks.

“Yeah, and—but, you know, Alice, I feel like he wanted to run us off the place. Them goddam dogs was loose and he never—”

“Who’s ‘us’ though? Did VJ go?”

“Yeah, you know, she worries about them kids in there. She wanted to see—but you know, I think he had a firearm in his coat, that Bick.”

“Wouldn’t surprise me. Everybody on that place is as wicked as a pet coon, Robey, even the kids. Why do you take any notice of them anyway?”

“Well,” reprovingly, “I wouldn’t have a neighbor want for help, if I could help.”

“Well, true.” As far as it went. Alice waited.

“Besides,” she could hear him change the phone to his better ear. In a lower tone, “You know, Alice, you or us oughtta have that place. I just want to be the first to know if they ever decide to sell.”

Ah. Alice held the phone against her chest and directed a significant leer at the refrigerator. Robey was supposed to be cutting back his ranching operation, was in fact a good deal less active now than formerly. But he could no more give up the sport of trying to buy up his neighbors’ land than he could wear pink Levis. Like every other farmer she knew, he had his ear to the grapevine all the time for a death, a divorce, a breakup of some kind, an opportunity; she herself was no better. Where she would get the money for such a purchase was a puzzle. But a girl could dream. Just to keep her skills sharp, as it were, she tried a little diversion: “What would you want with it? It’s way too steep for cropping, and too far off the road—”

“Not all of it ain’t. There’s a couple good flat benches high up, prob’ly thirty-five acre, south facing. Timothy’d go good up there, I betcha.”

“But, dear heart, what do you want with that kind of trouble? For sure, there’s nothing been done to it for ten years. You’d be paying taxes on it for ages before you’d get anything to grow.”

“Yeah. Well. I s’pose.” Robey recognized a dodge when he heard one. Nothing so useful to a rancher, taxwise, as owning land that for good and sufficient reasons could not be put into cultivation. “Anyways, I just wanted to kinda warn you about that Bick fella.”

“’Preciate it. Hi to Vera Jane.” Alice hung up.

Timothy. It wasn’t hard to raise except for the one year in six when it got rained out. Excellent horse hay, for which there was a swelling market in the Valley. And of course, Robey knew all about it; Vera Jane had been assistant auditor for Columbia County for the best part of the previous decade, and she probably knew quarter acre by quarter acre where the Hashknife property lay and what it was good for. So, timothy, maybe.

However, the departure of the commune had been confidently predicted every year for the last nine, and there they still were. Also, if memory served, all the Hashknife ground was part and parcel of the old Graeme place. Did Jerry Graeme still own it, or own shares in it like he did part of Standfast? If so, Vera Jane would know that too; so was Robey really suggesting that Alice get any further involved in land ownership with Jerry Graeme than she already had the misfortune to be? Couldn’t be: Robey and Vera Jane were her oldest friends, and Jerry Graeme was her oldest, just about her only enemy.

VJ, Alice said to herself, we gotta talk.

 

The Standfast calves started to come at the end of February. Nan Weston came up and stayed for ten days, and Nick came and stretched a weekend through Wednesday. Domingo Roque grew daily stronger and more useful. Alice gave him her own second horse, a stout little bay called Falcon, as his first mount, and Nan’s paint horse Skookum as his second after Janet came up and dragged her daughter back to high school. Altogether it was the least-awful calving Alice had experienced, she told Janet, since their father died. The least bad in a decade, in part because of Jerry Graeme.

The year before had been horrendous because Jerry had not come back from Las Vegas at all, but Alice had expected him and not laid on any other help. Janet had come up, of course, after her classes every day, but had not brought the kids because she refused to allow either of them, especially Nan, to come in contact with Jerry, and they were expecting Jerry to waltz in at any moment. That was his usual way, late and breezy. And so Alice and Janet had it to themselves, and the effort, four and a half weeks of no sleep, food on the run, nonstop work in fierce weather, caused them to rue the day they were born. Caused injuries: Alice strained her back pulling a calf, and Janet got stepped on and had a broken toe, her feet numb, she didn’t even know it; and they lost a cow too, so torn up inside it bled out before the vet could come.

But as Janet said to Alice, the only thing worse than Jerry’s absence was his presence. In years past, when he had managed to tear himself away from the fleshpots of Nevada and Wyoming, they were reminded of what a handless, heedless, obnoxious bastard he was. Though ranch-raised, he had no more sense than a dude, would smoke in the hay sheds, for God’s sake, and throw his horses all sweaty and steaming out into the pens at the end of work. He was foul-mouthed and foul-minded, weird about women, especially about Alice, and acted like the place belonged to him. After Allan died, Jerry had simply taken over the big bedroom at the house as if by right. Since then, though he seldom showed his face at Standfast (okay with Alice), he left his stuff in there, his dibs on it, damn well not okay with her but she couldn’t do anything about it. He insisted that he had a legal right to lodge there, and Alice feared that this might be partially, slightly true.

Janet denied it. She loathed the man with every fiber of her being. She believed that when Allan and Jean had bought the hayfields along Koosh Creek from Old Man Graeme, the contract that specified a life interest for Jerry in the property meant a share of the profits, if any, but no right of occupancy. She nagged Philip about it. Philip pointed out, first, that property law was extremely complex and litigation expensive; second, that sheltering Jerry Graeme’s girlie-magazine collection and sharkskin suits was a bargain compared to dealing with him in the real; and third, that the life Jerry appeared to be leading and the company he seemed to be keeping bid fair to kill him off in jigtime, and they should therefore not distract him from it.

Janet had said a particularly coarse and savage thing to Alice three years before when Alice bitched the air blue about the man’s goldbricking and general cack-handedness: “Well, you fucking well had your chance.” This referred to a time when Alice had prevented Jerry from starting up the tractor with a disk harrow attached not to its tow bar but lower down, at axle height. The drag of the harrow plus the torque of the rear wheels would have forced the big John Deere over backward, crushing the driver. Alice had once seen such an accident, and wanted never to see anything like it again; besides, there was the tractor to consider. But Janet ever afterward spoke of it as an opportunity missed.

 

The calving this year was a project in logistics on account of the weather. Angus cows object to dropping their calves under one another’s noses; misunderstandings develop, and calves are sometimes injured. The Triangle pasture between the house and the county road, where they could have spread out and given birth in peace and relative privacy, stayed shoulder deep in glazed and jagged drifts, no place for newborns. But since the population of the covered arena was about to double, accommodation had to be arranged.

“With the Noble panels, we can make room for ten in the machine shed,” decided Alice, “and we’ll clear out the foaling stalls and put two in each one. Your horse is okay to live outside now, Domingo, don’t you guess? We can put her in with the Clydes; they’ll be nice to a newcomer.”

Once the movable fence panels were up, the trick was to distribute the cows to the cows’ satisfaction. Though they didn’t care to calve in a crowd, they nonetheless resisted separation. Pepped up with prenatal hormones, they defied the dogs, and those individuals who had formed special friendships made life difficult even for the horsemen. A great deal of bawling and groaning accompanied the cutting-out, which took place in a fog of steam in the dusk of the covered arena where the horses pressed brisket-deep through the mass of blocky black bodies. From time to time a swirl in the current indicated the invisible presence of Sweep, Glen for his own good left tied up outside, crying aloud at the injustice.

A good system evolved with Nick, who did not ride, working the Powder River chute at the gate end and Nan outside roping and leading away the cows to their new quarters. Nan turned from her pre-SAT calculus and chemistry workbooks to ranchwork with a ready hand and a smile. Her skill with the rope was better than fair, she rode like a centaur and had a tactful touch with all kinds of livestock. And between Nan and the collie Bel trembled a fine thread of communication, so the bestowal of singles and buddy pairs of cows went smoothly.

Alice enjoyed this part. In fact, everybody seemed to be enjoying himself, nobody more than Domingo Roque who, in spite of the cold and a scathing wind, brushed off suggestions that he go indoors by pretending not to understand them. Nick, up on the chute for hours at a stretch, had for some reason fallen into a habit of addressing the cows in third-year German, with obscene insertions for emphasis. “Nein, du gehst nicht mal zurück, dickhead,” he would say, “es tut mir fuckin leid. Achtung, Nannie: Lebensgefahr!” Alice’s face felt stretched with laughing.

So the first couple of days went well, and though they ate like tigers, at least the cupboards were full. Then Janet came up and took Nick away, and the full weight of feeding, mucking out, and keeping round-the-clock watch settled on the others as the first calves appeared. Thereafter, in staggered shifts they kept an eye on the progress of labors, clipped identification tags to the ears of newborns over the vigorous objections of their mothers, injected with oxytocin those cows that did not cleanse of the placenta after bearing, made sure the little ones stood and sucked and that the mothers showed proper maternal manners; hurried away and disposed of stillbirths, blessedly few. The cold gradually eased, which they noticed only as a change from ice to mud, and weariness gradually accumulated to exhaustion.

Of thirty-seven cows, thirty calved safely, four with twins; of the remaining seven, three were probably barren. The other four did not seem to Alice to be in any trouble, just taking their own sweet time as was their right. Of thirty-four calves on the ground, two were stillborn, and the rest all stood and nursed. So far no cows had died. They had only had to pull three calves. One of these Alice had managed on her own by finely timing the cow’s contractions so that she could free the baby’s doubled-up foreleg. If the calf had been much farther advanced into the birth canal, she would not have had the strength, or if the cow had been a primipara. But Alice knew her cows and knew—something—that made her get right in there without delay, and sure enough, all the way inside, she felt the one waxy little hoof, then the soft muzzle, then on the next surge the hard round knuckle of the other foreleg: wrong, bent back, and needing to be unfolded in the intervals between pushes, with no room to maneuver, while the mother’s inner workings resisted with all their power.

Alice fell away, gasping with effort and shaking her battered arm, and Domingo helped her up and handed her a towel. Instantly the little diver shot halfway into the world, hung upside down under the cow’s tail, and plopped glistening and steaming onto the straw in its transparent sac. The cow lowed; the humans cheered. It was not clear to Domingo that help had been needed; still, the promptness of the birth after Alice’s intervention answered all questions. He would have been impressed if lack of sleep hadn’t flattened out every feeling except hunger and the desire to be warm and horizontal. Similarly, he would have felt insulted if he could have felt anything when, the next two times, she wouldn’t let him do the trick but used the calf jack instead. He disapproved of the device, thinking it hard on calves and cows alike. Alice didn’t like it either. In her father’s time it had never been used, for Allan Andison possessed both strength of arm and expert knowledge of the internal topography of cows. Alice had the same knowledge; she was strong too, at thirty-seven stronger and more skillful than ever in her life before. But she knew very well the limits of her strength. And about Domingo she knew too little to take the risk. “Your hands are raw, and the inside of a cow is septic.” That was her excuse, but he knew she didn’t trust him. Wait, he thought, sulky. Wait, woman; you will find out.

 

Nan Weston went home with her dirty clothes in a duffel bag, a disgusting present for her mother. The wind dropped, a good thick insulating layer of cloud crept over the hills, and the snow began to come off. A few at a time, the herd went back out to pasture. Night watches ended. With two left to calve out, Alice sat down on a bale of alfalfa one morning at sunrise, leaned back against the stack, and woke up around ten when Domingo came in to ask her whether she knew that one of the barren cows had dropped a live heifer calf in the open overnight? Golden joy flooded her. Bonanza! Realist though she was, she did not see how things could go very wrong now. This year had been by far the…well, not easiest, but least godawful bearing season since their father’s death. Though pretty used up, Alice wasn’t prostrate, not injured, not staring disaster in the eye. She stood up and tottered out into the gray forenoon. Good hands make all the difference, she thought, stretching extravagantly.

 

She said as much to Janet, who drove up the next day for a report and to bring a sustaining casserole of sausages, peppers, and cornmeal.

“Those kids of yours are goddarn good, Yan. You rizz them right. They know what they’re doing and they work like field hands.”

“Music to my ears,” Janet sighed, “though it’s no surprise about Nan.”

“Nicky too, though. You sure don’t have to tell him twice.”

“Isn’t he a darling?” frank about her fondness. “If only we could tape his mouth shut. Isn’t that Skookum? He’s turning into some kind of a wrangler, isn’t he!”


“That Domingo—that’s another thing. Talk about your good help.” Skookum, though handy enough, had never much wanted to face the music as a cow horse, Alice felt. But short of horses as they were, she had had to put Domingo on him for cutting out, and the pony’s confidence surprised her. Now, as the sisters knelt side by side on the love seat looking downhill through the locust grove, Domingo and the collies were moving the whole bunch of cows and new calves from the Triangle onto the higher and more sheltered adjacent field. A narrow gate, deep pocked mud on either side, vulnerable babies: potentially a wreck. No rush, though, no impatience, no harm. Deftly done.

“What are you going to do about him?” Janet turned back to the coffee mugs.

“Hire him, if I can.”

“Damn. I’ve been afraid of that very thing.”

“Why damn? He’s been a godsend,” fervently, “and he isn’t even fully sound yet.”

“Damn. You feel like you need him, do you?”

“I sure as hell need somebody. I don’t know whether, even with the kids…God, peach, remember last year? It nearly killed us.”

“I know, I know. I would have taken the winter quarter off from teaching—”

“You can’t be doing that. Your wages are part of the equation, part of the budget—”

“—if I’d known that skunk Jerry wasn’t going to show up at all…”

“Even with the open winter last year, it was christawful.” She wasn’t going to mention hurting her back—it would only make Janet feel guilty—but the phantom pain of it took her right back to that horrible season. They had done badly in calves too; there just had not been enough of her to attend to everything. This year was, in spite of truly lousy weather, so much more profitable, so much better in every way. She reviewed it almost warmly, almost with pleasure. Partly due to the kids’ good work, but chiefly because of that steady, experienced, extra pair of hands, damaged though they still were. “I gotta say, well, you saw this: the guy got right down and laid into the collar as soon as he could get his boots on. He’s been a real servant, and we’ve never paid him a dime.”

“Damn!”

“Dammit, woman, why do you keep damning?”

“Because, Alice, think!”—blowing air straight up so that her bangs ruffled—“what would possess a man to ride a horse across a railroad trestle?”

Alice leaned back and thought, leaned forward and put her mug down, said, “Damn!” Janet put up her palms on either side of her face and opened her eyes very wide.

“He’s illegal?”

“Got it in one.”

“He’s illegal as hell.”

“It’s like pregnant, darlin’, either you is or you ain’t. Illegal or wanted by the law, take your pick. Not that it makes any difference.” Silence fell, in which the twangling of a harpsichord sounded from the CD player in the kitchen. Janet went over and turned it off. “Refill?” holding up the carafe.

“It does make a difference, as a matter of fact,” said Alice slowly.

“Uh-uh, Roan. Either way, you’re—we’re harboring a fugitive.”

“Look, I wouldn’t hire a felon, you know. But if he’s merely illegal…”

A very bad decision hovered in the offing, Janet feared. Her sister had always been nearest and dearest to her. They were close in age, and their mother had died young. Janet loved Standfast itself, but loved it even more for Alice’s sake, and she worried that running the place alone might be beyond even Alice. In the watches of the winter nights, lying beside her husband in their snug bungalow in Waitsburg, she accepted that it was well more than any one person could do, and swore to give up her students and devote herself to the place. By daylight, though, the budget reasserted itself. Besides, she knew herself well, knew that she wanted to teach with all her might, the way Alice wanted to ranch and Philip wanted to practice law. She couldn’t make herself embrace self-sacrifice. But she clearly saw in the choice now facing Alice a threat to all three, Standfast, her job, Philip’s work.

“No merely about it. Of course, if he’s a bad guy, he won’t tell you. You’d never know till he stole something, or carved you up with a hoof knife. But if you employ an illegal alien, and you get found out…” She came back with her full mug and sat down, clamping her hands between her knees.

“Are you thinking about your job, Yanny?”

“Yeah, and I’m thinking about Philip.”

“But you…at school, lots of your students are—”

“But I don’t employ them. And as far as possible, I don’t know their green-card status.”

“But up here? I mean, nobody would know.”

“If someone found out, then Phil would pay an awful price.”

“Well, but would he, though? I mean, it’s done all the time, isn’t it? In quantity. All the onions and asparagus around here, lots of those people in the fields are illegal, aren’t they? And all the soft fruits over west of the Columbia…Yakima would be a ghost town without the migrants. What about those strawberry pickers of Robey’s? Don’t you guess they’re…whatchacallit?”

“Sin papeles. I bet they are. But the migrants are different. There’s an old, old unwritten rule about them, since Bracero Program times. They’re mostly left alone during the picking season. But you’re talking about a full-time, year-round employee. Just like those Colombian babysitters that keep getting the politicians in trouble.”

Alice got up and fiddled with the draft of the woodstove. Janet’s alarm infected her. To jeopardize Janet’s situation at the community college: no small thing, not just on account of her no-longer-weensy paycheck, but because her soul was in that work. As for Philip…Alice’s shoulders curved toward her ears. The prospect of injuring her brother-in-law in his professional life gave her the horrors. Her admiration for Philip Weston dated from their college days, increasing almost to awe. If one could be in awe of a teddy bear. But a bear of very large brain, with an unbending spine of principle.


And yet…and yet. The ache in her back told her she needed someone, if not Domingo Roque, then somebody else. The place was too much for one person; she’d proven it to herself. Too much even for their father, that natural stockman. The years of Alice’s marriage and absence from Standfast had run Allan ragged.

Janet’s mind was moving in the same channel. “You really need him, don’t you, Roan?”

“I do, yeah,” turning around, consciously not massaging her back. “I need somebody, and this guy seems purpose-built. If he isn’t an axe murderer or something. And you know, the way he just showed up out of nowhere, just at the right time—”

“Oh, what? The Lord provides, for Pete’s sake?”

“No, but…You know, kid, I’ve always been lucky.” Janet coughed to hide her amazement. Totting up the score on her sister’s life, she asked herself, Lucky how? She marveled. There seemed to be a subterranean stream of sunshine in Alice, always had been.

“Shit-oh-dear,” she sighed. “Well, I have no suggestion to make, except to look before you jump, chickie, will you?” They turned back toward the window, in which Domingo Roque now appeared, made Skookum swing fat haunches from side to side as if dancing a meren-gue, and with a horrible scabby grin swept off his bill cap in a charro salute.

 

Maggie the Clydesdale mare stood her ground. Mose trotted off, rounding his heavy crest as Domingo came down the pen toward them, but the mare stood still, her ears poised in polite inquiry: May I help you?

“Good morning, Maggie. Would you mind helping us with the flatbed wagon today? Looky here, good stuff.” His field carrots proved acceptable. He tossed the lead rope’s end over her withers, half a foot above him, and still crunching and slobbering she lowered her great head for the halter. Mose, all big talk, followed them docilely up to the gate.

Alice came down the hill from the house, quick-march, hands in her coverall pockets and her shoulders hunched against the wind. While he was getting Mose’s halter on, Domingo looked at her covertly. In what way a woman? he thought. Even now, wised up, he couldn’t see it. She wasn’t old, though; it was her pale eyebrows and her habit of quiet that had fooled him. But the shape of her: thin, but also…Could a person be skinny and stout at the same time? A look of compact strength, like an underfed but essentially well-bred pony. She wasn’t tall: a good thing. Frankly, he was fed up to his back teeth with towering Americans who took their altitude for a badge of God-given superiority. Nor was she anybody’s idea of a beauty queen; handsome, he would rather have said, as the gabachos counted handsome, had she been male. And stern, though her expression today was amiable enough.

Alice spotted him and lifted her chin in greeting, changing course for the hay shed as he brought the two Clydesdales up to be groomed and have their pulling tack put on. She took over the big gelding, who had not yet learned patience. “Stand still, you monkey,” in an undertone. She had to stand on a bucket to brush his croup. “Don’t you move, Sweetpea. Listen here, now.” She fetched the collar and harness, the fifteen-foot reins looped up. Mose stood easy, turning his head to watch.

Standing on a bucket in turn, Domingo heard her say, “We’ll take a day off today, I guess, and replace the shingles on the house roof. This wind will find a hole and blow itself out pretty soon.” He said nothing, translating to himself. She said, “If you’re agreeable.”

“Oh, yes,” not knowing what he had agreed to, but unworried. Her decisions about work always took that form: “we’ll” or “let’s.” It was strange, but he was getting used to it. She walked around behind the team to check that he had put on the breeching properly. He did not resent this; probably if she checked again tomorrow, he would, though maybe not. You could always learn something from another horseman, was his opinion. Maybe if she had been pretty or sexy, if he had felt the least attraction. But as things stood, no.

Not that he was much of an authority, anymore, on the attractiveness of women. Not since Graciela, the all-time standard. Though he craved the act of darkness as much as ever, that rising sweet tide, suspense, sway into oblivion. Only that, for the best part of ten years, directing that yearning to any actual and particular woman caused the feeling to dry up, like a desert arroyo ten minutes after a flood. Or to turn bitter, twist his thoughts back to that matchless beauty, his willing enslavement, her perfidy. He kept his mind from Graciela as much as possible. Better so.

Alice led the team out in a circle ending in a pivot, Mose swinging around on the off side and Maggie pirouetting on her forehand with ponderous elegance, and backed them up to the flatbed so that Domingo could attach trace chains to singletrees. She clipped on the cross-checks, looked at them, and muttered, “Now, why did I do that?” Unfastened, untwisted, and clipped them again. “You drive,” she said, pleasing Domingo greatly, and walked ahead to open the pasture gate.

 

Alice did look before leaping. Between helping her last two calves of the season into the light in the afternoon and entering their data into the computer after dinner, she looked into her heart, but she found no plain answer. One thing she could do, she supposed as she trudged down to the pens for the bedtime check, was to consult Robey Whyte, or maybe even her other neighbor Bob McCrimmon, a big operator with lots of employees, some of whom must be without legal status. But things were a smidgen cool between herself and the McCrimmons just at the moment, about the location of the property line where they and Standfast came together. Robey, then. Domingo Roque, who had fallen into the routine of the nine o’clock round, broke in on her internal discussion.

“One those gemelos, she don’t feed too much.” Alice translated: one calf of one of the sets of twins wasn’t getting enough nourishment.

“Does it suck?”

“Yah, pero—no too much. The other is too big.”

“Which one is it? We better bring it inside and give it a bottle.” Which black calf, in a herd of black cattle, at night…?


“Is okay tonight. We can feed she, her, in the field tomorrow.” Ducking through the fence of Falcon’s pen to check that he had cleaned up his grain. “Two times every day, no problem, she’s okay.”

And that, she reflected seconds before plunging into sleep, was just one example of the advantage of two pairs of knowledgeable eyes over one pair, no matter how wide awake they might be.

 

Domingo took no account of his loneliness. That is, he would not have called himself lonely. Alone, merely. To be lonely, one had to desire company, which he did not. He lived within himself, had done so for a long time now. When he reflected on this, as he seldom did, it was without surprise, or regret. He had been solitary since childhood, alone among many.

Which was odd. For though his mother was orphaned young, his father had been one of eight, most of whom either lived and worked at Rancho Lomas Chatas or married into the town of Santo Tomás. Dozens of cousins, moving in thoughtless unison like horse herds or flocks of doves, attuned, sharing a slang and a history, at home in each other. A tribe.

Except for him. Well, of course, his mother was foreign, from Oaxaca in the far south. Chocolate dark, Indian featured. And a teacher, more foreign still. And then his father, Fidel, rose to be the mayor-domo, the foreman who received and transmitted the commands of the patrón, who consulted with the señoría themselves, man to man. Which put distance between Fidel and his brothers, thus between Domingo and his cousins. This was a price he had been paying for so long, by the time he first recognized it, that he could manage it without strain. Just this: he made damn sure that any deference paid him as the son of Fidel Roque, he earned; any learning attributed to him as the teacher’s kid, he actually owned.

After his mother died, after Fidel died on the Border, the habit of solitude strengthened. It protected him in the North, preserved him from insult; also from the kind of companionship that led to blowing whole seasons’ wages in bars and cardrooms and whorehouses. Except for that one slip in Del Mar, it kept him clear of trouble. Though the business in Del Mar had been grievous enough.

It would not be true to say that he missed his cousins, but he thought of them sometimes. What had become of them all, that gang of Roques and Muñozes, all those boys wild with life, that he had fished and swum the river and helled around on horseback with? All those teasing girls? Asunción, kicked in the gullet by a rank horse, drowned in his own blood. Juana Inez, incorrigible flirt, pregnant at her quinceañera, married to one of the possible fathers, and the mother of seven sons like a biblical matriarch at twenty-five. That strange girl Rosario who became a bruja and went to live among the Indians. Hor-tensia, who was always trying to teach him to dance, crippled in a bus wreck. Macabeo who was nearly as adept a vaquero as he was, but who lost himself in the tequila bottle. Gone, scattered like yucca blossom.

It was enough to make him sad if he thought about it much, so he didn’t. But it gave him a very queer feeling to imagine that great hot tangled fleece of a clan now spun out to a single twisted thread adrift on the wind of a far country: himself.

And one other, he thought, with a yearning he could not suppress. Himself and one other.

 

When he had met her at the Del Mar racetrack, she was a famous beauty, Graciela Gonzalez, sixteen years old and the queen of the fairgrounds. Men ran loco for her, fought over her; her brothers constantly sported stitches and shiners acquired defending her skittish honor. The family ran a couple of taco stands, and Graciela had ample scope to exercise her charms, which were mythic: her sumptuous shape, the cocoa-rose perfection of her skin, her face of a saint in a shrine, smiling blessings on the tortas de sesos and Styrofoam bowls of menudo. But more than just her looks: up close, she projected a terrific vitality, a constant expectation of fun; it was as if she exuded some fragrance, essence of pleasure.

And she caught him. Well, she caught them all, but she chose him, and he dropped off the vine into her hands like a big red-ripe tomato. He hadn’t had much to do with girls up to then; his classmate Meché Rosales, hand-holding and pecking kisses; the chamacas in the field-labor camps who all ran around together in bantering remudas. Had never been in love. So, as far as he knew, love was like this: danger, fever, disgrace, and loss.

She had him for two years, they had each other in all the haystacks and horse vans at the Del Mar fairgrounds, nowhere too risky. Or if too exposed even for her, she would tease him and run away, be seen next filling tacos as cool as cream. Then she had become pregnant, and he was thankful. They would marry, he thought. Things would settle down into a normal pattern, he would be happy, sure of her. Make love to her at night, leisurely, in a decent bed.

The brothers had invited him to the house to talk about the marriage. He went, and Graciela passed him in the yard with a taunting little wave, going out with a man he didn’t know. It was like bathing in acid, that moment, he would never forget the sensation. Like drinking lye. Elías standing on the porch, a scared leer, afraid of him; inside, the other brother, Mauro, getting up from the sofa as if to face a firing squad. Probably they expected him to wipe out the insult pelado style, a knife in the girl’s heart, a bullet in his own head. Tear the house apart, at the very least. But for once, he supposed, he had shown himself his father’s son. De tal palo, tal astilla: a chip off the old block, this one time.

 

A coral-pink dawn, wild March wind. Alice and Domingo brought the two Clydesdales out of their pen. Alice turned back to latch the gate, listened.

“What the hell is that?”

Whisper, soft clatter building to a stuttering roar that jammed the air into her ears, and two helicopters swept up from behind the swaybacked hill, passed over the house at very low altitude, and dropped out of sight two ridges to the east. A ringing quiet.

Her ears popped. She found herself alone with Mose, his ears up but standing quiet. All the working horses in the pens were on the run, though, tails high, and Maggie, her lead shank dragging loose, strode purposefully toward the nearest hay shed. Domingo nowhere to be seen.

“What in hell?” Alice said again, hustling after the big mare. “Maggie, whoa, whoa.” She caught up with her and took hold of her head rope. Domingo came out of the barn carrying his saddle by the horn and staggered off down the yard.

She followed him, mystified, towing the great beasts. Something frenetic about the way he moved—something is wrong with Domingo, she thought. The helicopter noise had done it; what did that mean? She wondered if it might be dangerous to hang around.

He was in the round pen with the red mare. The rig leaned on its cantle against the gatepost, the gate closed but not latched. He was stripping the mare’s blanket off, unrolling the bandages from her legs, every movement fluid with skill but at frantic speed, so that the horse blew uneasily and shifted her feet, hindering him.

“You call those guys on me?” Alice barely caught the words, thought he spoke to the horse; he hadn’t looked up or seemed to notice her.

“I didn’t call—You mean those choppers?” half-mesmerized by his swift, deft, verging-on-frenzied movements. “Why? You think they’re after you?”

A bark of wild laughter.

“Anyway, they’re state police, not Immigration Service.”

“How you know this?”

“’Cause it said SP underneath, State Patrol.”

“Don’t matter!” Cinching up, following the mare as she sidled away.

“Why? I mean, why not? Are you a criminal?” It just slipped out.

Domingo froze. He heard and understood the word, and the lightning flare of fury in his head surprised him. He waited, two or three long breaths, until he could see. Turned slowly.

“Güera,” he said, “escúchame.” And she did listen; she had no choice, standing there between the two massive Clydes, with her ugly mottled face and her blind pale eyes. “Fourteen years I have worked in this country, never asking more than my wages fairly paid. Never have I stolen so much as a toothpick, never driven too fast, never drunk too much beer, never even pissed in a doorway. As God hears me, I have never done anything wrong. Yet I am driven like a lame dog from place to place in this land. I ask you, why? Is it just? Tell me! Is it just?”

He spoke so slowly that she understood nearly every word. The whole of it came so softly and slowly, shockingly intense, as if the words carried heat; the narrow frame poised electric, the face all eyes. He scared her weak.

Mentally, Alice glanced behind her, planning escape. But a habit of steadfastness so long imprinted it was like instinct prevented her. Instead, most unwilling, she stepped forward. Mustered her Spanish.

“Indeed, truly, it is most unjust. Nonetheless, those airships do not seek you.” Thought for a second and tried again: “Those police do not search for you.” And she turned her team deliberately and led them up the yard. Because cows have to be fed, she told herself as her breathing evened out, come what histrionics soever.





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
All Roads Lead Me
Back to You

KENNEDY FOSTER

POCKET BOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney





OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
All Roads Lead Me
Back to You

KENNEDY FOSTER

POCKET BOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney





