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  Part One

  The Road West


  Arnie


  “What do you think, Arnie?”


  Wanda is pointing over the steering wheel at a red ranch house and outbuildings among the wheat. A pole corral off the barn holds a sorrel and a buckskin standing together head to tail.


  “Yes,” he says, “Dad will like that.”


  He is pleased to be here in this car, in this very moment.


  It’s good to be on the road.


  It gives you a chance to get your legs under you.


  That’s what he needs: to step away from the past so he can see it whole.


  The trick is to carry the past with him when he takes that step forward. All of it.


  He does not want to leave that behind.


  



  The Columbia Plateau. Mid-August, dry land farming. From Wilbur northwest a caravan of three vehicles slip through the morning sun down Highway 174 winding among the hills of wheat, gradually climbing, farm houses and outbuildings becoming more widely scattered.


  Ray


  It’s the damnedest thing. He closes his eyes a moment and away he goes. These days he lives more inside himself than outside.


  But he doesn’t want to miss a thing. Grab it by the tail and don’t let go.


  Not now.


  Especially not now.


  



  A faded brown Caprice Estate wagon, two brothers in the front seat, middle-aged, parents in the rear: an emaciated old man slumped forward in his long-sleeved shirt and jeans, thin wispy hair, dry mouth and lips cracked with crusted blood. Beside him on the seat rests his new Bailey, cream colored straw, no sweat stains on the band. And beyond, his wife of these so many many years, over sixty years, her thick hair a Clairol golden brown, her hazel eyes very, very tired.


  The silence of the passing land carries into the car, into their enduring struggle between life and death which in these last few months has been closely joined, hour after unending hour.


  Ray


  An old friend the faded brown asphalt runs beside them, here and there brown grass lining the seams, now off to one side, jumping to the other, then running away disappearing into the golden wheat. Like the road to Goldendale. The road of his youth winding through those Mary Hill loops, that brown Cord going like a house afire, Bob driving the hell out of it beside him in the bucket seat, the CCC camp ahead: nineteen thirty-seven? Thirty-eight?


  There he goes again: loose gravel ticking those flared front fenders, the underbelly frame and front wheel drive, fence posts slipping by, telephone poles. Seventeen years old. All of it before him.


  Hard, yes. Always hard.


  But by god, wasn’t he up to it?


  And more?


  “Ray, you okay?”


  Betsy’s sweet face, frowning.


  “I’m okay. I’m fine.” His voice cracked, broken in his own ears.


  But for the moment he is.


  



  Behind the Caprice wagon a hundred yards as if attached by a string the brown Buick follows. Wanda driving, the wife of Lane in the passenger seat of the wagon, the brother who resembles Arnie, both with a touch of grey in their thick brown hair, their mother’s hair, but Lane’s eyes are brown and Arnie’s an off blue, almost green, a touch of rust brown in the left near the pupil.


  Here removed from the interior of the wagon Arnie and Wanda are relaxed together. Brother and sister-in-law for over thirty years they do not feel compelled to talk. It’s a good radio, good country: “Lovin’ her was easier than anything I’ll ever do...”


  Arnie


  Sharon.


  Sometimes you do something so right in your life no matter how many things you get wrong after that you’ll come out ahead.


  When he met Sharon on the dance floor that August evening, the California sun in the eucalyptus along Shaw Avenue, the band into a slow waltz, he was twenty-two and had a few things going for him; but when Sharon passed thirty six years later he owned the world.


  They had made that kind of life together.


  With Sharon he had learned how to live and how to love and you can’t do anything more with someone than that.


  Yes, they had done awfully well together. Everything always so easy with her.


  And with her in those last hard years of her illness he had discovered what he was made of. And what he was made of surprised and pleased him.


  But now those hard years are over.


  Now Sharon is dead.


  Dead.


  How can Sharon be dead?


  A sudden void in his solar plexus opens into a sheet of ice.


  All of his insides locked in a square block of incredibly cold ice.


  It takes his thinking away, his very being, paralyzes him.


  But doesn’t he have a name for this place beyond weeping? Beyond grief, this icy void: fear.


  So how does he live with that?


  By making a new life.


  By not dying inside.


  Sharon would not want that.


  



  A hundred yards trailing the Buick, a Gimmy flatbed roars along with its rusted muffler and bald duals and loud radio, a young man with long red braids at the wheel, green eyes roaming the wheat through a cracked windshield that zigzags and forks like a lightning strike.


  Beyond the floor shift, worn knob vibrating from the huge diesel V8, sits a big-boned woman with dishwater blond hair falling easily on her shoulders, the brim of her faded black hat curled, as tall in the seat as her husband beside her. Now both pushing thirty, four years married, the very blue eyes of the woman are uneasy with a distant confusion: last April their boy, Sean Junior, was still born.


  Windows down, out the cab drifts the radio mingling with the exhaust, gliding over the fields of grain, “...somewhere further down the line...”


  Ray


  Wheat.


  The house, tarpaper nailed on the walls with lathes, and Dad stepping out the open door: fresh golden stubble all around stretching to the flat horizon.


  To one side sits the combine, as large as the house.


  His father and Kirby and Sandy and Bill and the combine.


  Every harvest, south to Kansas and working their way north to the Dakotas.


  Mother and Maxine and Archie and Pearl and him alone in the house for weeks, the stubble of Washington County stretching to every horizon of the world.


  Will he ever be old enough to go with the combine?


  



  With the war ended, his father says, the price of a bushel has gone square to hell. You just can’t make a go of it now, not on dry land farming in these high plains of Colorado. There has to be a better way, a better place. Land is settling up in the West, in Oregon. There won’t be a better time than now to set up there.


  Early one fall morning before sunup they leave, the combine sold, in two Model-T’s loaded with blankets and food and a tent.


  The road west: Highway 30, following the Old Oregon Trail.


  When she was his age his mother tells him, she could see the canvas-covered wagons passing by on the way north to the Trail, just a few days by wagon from the family dugout in Nebraska. Webster County, Nebraska, she says, south of the Blue River. There’s where Kirby and Sandy were born out on the prairie where the buffalo grass was being plowed under, the other six in Washington County, here in Colorado. Ray she says, you’re the only one born in a hospital. Up in the county seat at Akron.


  Highway 30. Day after day the shadows of the T’s flee before them on the asphalt after breakfast, the sun in their eyes after lunch. He develops a good feeling for the road, a yearning for the Trail that makes him a pioneer. Camping beside the road at night in an open field if they aren’t lucky enough to find a spot near a stream, the men build an open fire and the women cook in a large Dutch oven.


  One morning when Ray wakes, Bill is pulling on his shoes in the grey pre-dawn light. Something’s up. Kirby is removing the rope from the trunk strapped to the back of his T and looping it into a lariat, and Sandy has the washpan in one hand and the galvanized bucket in the other. Both men wear their hats pulled low.


  And then he sees beyond the fence the cows at the far end of the field, a half dozen in a line with their heads cocked towards their camp, watching.


  By the time he has his shoes on, the men are walking with determined strides across the field. He scurries to keep up with Bill. When he asks what’s going on, Bill says, “Milking Shorthorns, on their way to the barn.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Look at those bags. Regular Shorthorns don’t have bags like that.”


  Yes, all the cows do have big bags between their back legs.


  “Fresh cows,” Bill says, “and no calves running with them. They’re not bawling in pain so some rancher is milking them.”


  Kirby sneaks down the fence line ahead of the cows while Sandy approaches them, speaking softly to the lead cow. A half dozen feet away from her, he squats down and slips the washpan under the bottom barbed wire and backs away. The lead cow watches him a long moment then steps toward the washpan.


  Ray whispers, “What’s in the pan?”


  “Corn meal,” Bill whispers. “Ain’t nothing more curious than a cow. She’s caught the smell of it now.”


  The cow curls her downturned head once around the brim of the pan, sniffing it out, then tentatively lowers her muzzle into it, the cows behind her watching.


  When she starts to lick up the meal with her tongue, Sandy still talking lowly to her, Kirby slips between the barbed wires and sneaks along the fence toward her, lariat loop in hand.


  The cow turns her head one way and then the other, working the pan with her long tongue and when Kirby steps closer she jerks up her head and the lariat snakes out over her horns. As she pulls back the rope tightens and Kirby quickly loops his end of the rope around the top of a fence post.


  The other cows break line, milling now as the lead cow shakes her head from side to side. Bucket in hand, Sandy slips between the wire and approaches the cow, placing one hand on her shoulder. The cow stops rolling her head, standing still, tail flipping a couple times then laying flat. Talking slowly, Sandy runs his hand down her flank and as he reaches the top hairs of her bag, she sidles away until the fence blocks her steps. Sandy squats and placing the bucket between his knees, runs his hand down to her tit, slowly starts massaging.


  “That’s it,” Bill whispers.


  The stream of milk shoots into the bucket with a whang as it hits the metal.


  “Now little Leland will have his milk,” Bill whispers.


  “Suppose I’ll get a drink too?”


  “Could be,” Bill says, “Could be.”


  All day on the road they search the sky for rain clouds. When there is no help for it they pitch the tent: everything’s harder in the rain.


  Mountains like he’s never seen covered in evergreens—trees not found in Washington County—a world of grades and bridges and roads clinging to ridges as over the Rockies they slowly pass and finally down into the Snake River Basin with its irrigation canals, rich green potato plants in rows far as the eye can see, in fields beside land dry as a desert. No trees. But in Twin Falls, the harvest is coming on in the Magic Valley. Work. Onions and potatoes and sugar beets. A roof over their heads for the first time since leaving Colorado, a one room white-washed frame in a line of one-rooms with an outhouse in back all the families share. Kirby and Peggy and little Leland and Sandy and Tracy sleep outside in the tent, the rest of them inside. He wakes now to cool mornings with the smells of Mother cooking cornbread and coffee. Not on a fire with cow chips and corn cobs but on an oil stove.


  One evening a dog with short white hair follows Dad home, a stray. Dad says they can feed it, and Ray names him Watch. While the men are at work, Ray and Watch play all day long. There’s nothing like having a dog. A dog like Watch who makes every day exciting.


  He decides he likes Twin Falls.


  Ray


  Leaving the wheat and grazing land they start dropping down off the plain into brown, hard earth and rock, a steep grade until they round a curve hugging the blasted cliffrock and there the coulee is spread out before them: the Columbia grey water behind the massive dam. Grand Coulee.


  What man can do. When he first saw it a few years after it was completed, he thrilled with wonder: water to change the sagebrush into green alfalfa for hundreds of square miles, electricity for thousands of homes in towns and on the ranches. And now, like every sighting, he’s braced by the vast wall of the grey dam, the concrete poured into the most marvelous engineering feat he’s seen in his lifetime. Man, the builder. Doing what’s worth doing in this life.


  Before the wall of the spillway glides a black hawk with a wide wingspan, riding the breeze, lifting, soaring in a long circle. Fishing?


  Or is that a buzzard? His damned eyes aren’t what they were.


  But that’s okay too.


  “You hungry, Dad?”


  Stanley has turned his eyes from the road to look up into the rearview, his very blue eyes the same color as Molly’s, his thick strong hand on the wheel. Ray knows the steady feel of that wheel, twenty some years in his own hands. Hungry? No. He’s not really hungry. Not these days. But the taste of coffee? Yes, he might try that, just the taste. “Let’s stop.”


  Stanley glances at the road ahead, then in the rearview back to Betsy. “Time to put the feed bag on, Mom?”


  She nods.


  Lane twists in the passenger’s seat to look back with that focused look of concern he has so often now. “How’s the nausea, Dad?”


  “Not bad.”


  “This place might have some blackberry pie,” Lane says. “Seems like last time we were through here it did.”


  Betsy clears her throat. “Maybe topped with vanilla ice cream?”


  Lane smiles at her. “Could be.” He turns to call on his cell: caravan.


  Blackberry pie. The first bite, the first taste, the best.


  The marvel of it on his tongue the first time. Eight years old and he’d never tasted anything like that.


  The world is for tasting.


  And by god he’ll go on tasting.


  That’s what a man is.


  



  That winter they hold over in Twin Falls but before planting time they’re on Highway 30 again following the route of the Trail, crossing into the state of Oregon—but for the pioneers, Dad says, this land was not Oregon, that name instead for the land west of the Cascades, the Valley of the Willamette—up over the Blues and dropping down into the Gorge, following the Columbia, the largest river any of them have ever seen cutting through the Cascades, on the easy drive to Portland where the Willamette River flows into the Columbia, the head of the Willamette Valley. They learn the largest sawmill in the world is hiring at Longview, a new town further downriver and north fifty miles, across the Columbia where its last major tributary, the Cowlitz, enters the mile wide flow, and here they land in Skidville, Kirby and Sandy getting on at the mill. Most millhands at Long Bell live in Skidville, company housing from other camps skidded in with tractors for families like themselves. Ray plays with other kids his own age for the first time and is envied for his sidekick, Watch. That September he starts school where everything is new. Eight years old and all the other kids in first grade are six but he is short for his age so doesn’t stand out. And because of his age he’s faster than the others so soccer becomes his game.


  And here they stay in this land of evergreens where giant Douglas Fir cover the distant hills back from the rivers, back from that delta where the Columbia is joined by the Cowlitz across from Kelso, the old county seat. Here the winters drizzle for weeks on end but snow does not fall, where the daffodils bloom in March and where wheat does not grow. Too wet, his father says.


  Blackberries do, the dark green brambles running everywhere in the fields, the roadsides, the edges of the sloughs, coming on in summer with berries the size of a man’s thumb, juicy, unbelievable delicious. Pies and jams and just loose in a bowl with milk on them.


  Ray takes Watch picking, wearing long sleeves and a sock hat to protect against the thorns, lard bucket in hand. Watch crawls back into the middle of a patch like no one can and all Ray has to do is crawl after him to a place he can stand. There’s where the picking is best, where no one else can get to. A half-dozen spots like that and your bucket is full.


  The plentiful earth.


  Betsy


  Thank god she’s never had to live in something like this: the ugly brown ground without a decent blade of natural green grass. You might as well be on the moon.


  Why the hell does it all have to come down at the same time?


  You live eighty some years you get in some tight spots. But nothing like this: Ray slipping like as he’ll never come back.


  When did it all start?


  The morning Holly threw them out on their ass with two days notice, the official day of the divorce and Stanley has to give up the house he built in Sandpoint with his own two hands. What, four months ago, the first of April.


  April Fool.


  And yes, they were the fools. Two days to move out lock, stock and barrel from the home they’d lived in for twelve years. Out on their ass and into Stanley’s ranch house with Ray’s gut acting up worse than ever.


  No help for it. And then the hospital.


  And nothing scares the shit out of Ray more than a hospital. He hadn’t been a patient in the sixty two years they’d been married.


  Moaning and clutching his gut since the previous night, he was ready, Lane pushing him in that direction: What say, Dad? Should I call emergency, tell’em we’re coming in?


  Ray’s face, jaw locked in pain and determination, crumples. Damn it. Damn the luck, anyway. I guess so.


  Lane put the call through and they’re on their way in the wagon.


  Everything fell apart from there.


  Ray


  Walking so slowly, baby steps toward the diner, Stanley holding one hand, Lane the other, he’s drawing strength from the feel of their firm flesh: flesh to flesh.


  The asphalt warm under his leather shoes, the heat of August that feels so good.


  These days heat always feels good.


  Inside the whine of the air conditioner, an old diner built generations ago for the construction of the dam, the way a diner should look: narrow, a long mirror running the length of the counter with its stools, on the other side of the aisle a half-dozen booths with windows. Steel and glass.


  “Ray, you want to sit here?” Betsy has slid across a booth seat so he can ease down, Stanley and Lane releasing his hands.


  “Thanks, guys.”


  “Glad to do it.” Stanley sits opposite as Lane takes the next booth, waiting for Wanda.


  The smooth leather is familiar, although he cannot remember having sat here before.


  Now he has it: Betsy in the booth with him at the first meal they’d ever shared. Boeing. That morning after the shift was over. The most wonderful woman he’d ever seen standing there that night on the shop floor now sitting in the booth with him, the feel of that smooth leather against his back. Sitting there in the freshness of the sun’s early light.


  When he first talked with her on the floor she’d smiled. So when the shift ended, while putting away their tools that July morning, he’d sidled up next to her and asked if she’d like to have breakfast with him. She smiled again, her hazel eyes soft. “Yes,” she’d said. From that moment on he knew his life was going to be different.


  That morning in the diner just outside the plant gates, with the ham and eggs before them, the smooth leather against his back felt just like this leather.


  “What you want, Dad?” Arnold is sitting beside Stanley, a waitress standing beside their booth waiting.


  Betsy and he will split a burger and a blackberry shake.


  In the next booth sit Lane and Wanda across Molly and Sean.


  All of them together.


  What he and Betsy have made with their life since that early July morning with this smooth leather on his back.


  Arnie


  After the steep climb out of Grand Coulee leaving the river and its arid ground behind, the blasted rock gives way to sparse pasture land, some of the strangest country he’s seen. Small dry hills and shallow coulees covered with sagebrush and rock outcroppings and strewn across the landscape isolated boulders a story or two high that draw the eye—different textured rock than the outcroppings. A haunting landscape, the strangeness touching something in him: why does he feel so unsettled?


  “How you doing?” Wanda shifts her eyes from the road looking closely at him.


  “I was just thinking about this country. You know why it looks the way it does?”


  “I don’t.” She smiles, her lip curving up on one side in a way that animates her rich brown eyes. He’s sure the reason Lane asked her to marry him had something to do with that smile. She shifts her eyes back to the road. “Do you mind if I have a cigarette while I find out?”


  “As long as you don’t make me smoke one with you.”


  “Is it going to bother you?”


  “Go ahead.”


  Wanda lifts her brown leather purse from the console and offers it to him. Her eyes back on the road, she says, “There in the side pocket, if you would?”


  The pack of Menthol Mist is half empty. How long since he’s had a pack of cigarettes in his hand? The familiar weight of it? He shakes one out to her and pushes in the lighter.


  “Did you know that Lane’s doctor told him to quit?”


  “Has he?”


  “Pretty much. Every once in a while when we’re out for a drink, he’ll bum one from somebody.”


  “So he doesn’t know you carry a pack in your purse.”


  Again that easy smile as she holds the long thin cigarette in her fingers, the wheel in her other hand. The bright red tint of her lipstick is right for her. “If he does he doesn’t ask me for one.” She places the cigarette between her lips and as he brings the lighter up it quivers as she inhales.


  The first drag. Yes, he can taste it.


  “Did you know Sharon and I quit together?”


  “I remember.” Driving with one hand she holds the cigarette with the other. “How long did you two smoke?”


  “We were both smokers when we met. And then that first twenty some years together.”


  Her brown eyes concerned she glances at his face. “And it really doesn’t bother you?”


  He shrugs. “I can never imagine myself starting again.”


  He looks away out over the landscape at those strange rocks jutting straight up from the earth. “But then these days I’m often in a place doing things I never imagined.”


  “Tell me about it,” Wanda says in an inviting soft voice.


  Where could he start?


  “Or not.” Wanda glances at him with her open face.


  And he realizes he is going to try.


  “Well, like I’ll be in a grocery store and see something—a six pack of Fresca—and wham! There I am in the aisle weeping like a baby.”


  Wanda taps the ash off her cigarette out the window.


  “Like I have no control over it. I just can’t move, this damned six pack of Fresca sitting there on the shelf, knowing that I’m not going to buy it because there’s nobody to buy it for, people walking by in the aisle looking at me. Sometimes a person—always a woman—asks if I’m okay and all I can do is shake my head that I am.”


  Wanda taps another ash out the window. “Sharon did like her Fresca.” There’s a husky lilt to her voice as if she’s going to start weeping herself.


  He waits, studying a passing boulder, the brown earth that has somehow formed over the top of it with long wisps of dry grass hanging from it. “And then,” he says, “it’s over. I’m okay.”


  When he looks back to Wanda, she is looking at him.


  “You still going to a counselor?”


  “Not any more.”


  “Didn’t it help?”


  “Oh yes.” He laughs. “The counselor wasn’t much older than Sean. But he ended up telling me about his own mother dying. Cancer. And how his father was getting through that.”


  “So how was his father doing?”


  “Not so good. The counselor was worried.”


  Wanda laughs, the huskiness slipping from her voice, “That’s a good story, Arnie.”


  “Every session we’d exchange reports with each other. His father was a year older than me, sixty-one. Evidently he would stay in his house all day long. He’d retired to care for his wife, the counselor’s mother, and now she had passed the only time he would get out of the house was to go to the grocery store once a week and to come to Sunday dinner with the counselor and his wife.”


  “Well, you’re doing better than that.”


  “That’s what the counselor said.”


  “So why did you quit going?”


  “I didn’t need to talk about it anymore.” He smiles at her. “At least, I didn’t think I did.”


  Wanda looks at him carefully. “I’m glad you went to the counselor, Arnie.”


  “So am I. It’s just the kind of thing I never imagined I’d end up doing.”


  “There comes a time.”


  Yes, there comes a time: he’s glad to be sitting here, glad that Lane asked to be with Dad ahead in the wagon on the drive over. A strip of alfalfa runs beside the highway, and then as they round a curve, opens out into a small field with a newer ranch house and small barn and attached corral where a lonely Herford bull with its white face stands watching their caravan passing by.


  Wanda takes a last drag, gently crushes the cigarette out in the ashtray.


  “Doesn’t Lane smell the smoke in the car?”


  “He doesn’t ride in it much. You can’t get him out of his pickup. But just in case I usually roll down the windows before I get home. And I have a bottle of air freshener there in the glove compartment. And a bottle of Scope.” She laughs, her brown eyes shining. “Sometimes I feel like I’m in high school again, when I first started smoking and had to hide it from Mom and Dad.”


  “I bet you had your secrets.”


  She smiles at him, that lip curving up. “Oh yes.”


  And Arnie feels something he hasn’t felt in a long, long time; almost embarrassed, he looks out the passing window.


  A new life?


  “So what about this country,” Wanda says, “Why does it look the way it does?”


  Ray


  Not that much in the way of pasture although every once in a long while there’s a ranch, a small operation. White face Herefords. When it comes to cattle nothing better to make a piece of land like this into a working spread. The beauty of it is that’s the only thing the land is good for, grazing.


  Working cattle.


  That’s what he’d always wanted to do.


  Since old enough to know what work was, boy-man enough to want work, to need work, it was always a spread to run Herefords. His own show.


  He’s lucky that way. A lot of men don’t know what they want, go their whole life and haven’t quite figured it out. But with him always his own show.


  And hadn’t he done just that? Maybe not enough land, not enough time to work up the kind of spread he’d hoped for. But he and the boys and now Molly and Sean hadn’t done such a poor job of it considering what they had to start with: their own two hands, no land they fell into. That’s the way with most ranchers these days: you get it from your folks or you marry into it. Not many make a go of it from the ground up.


  And maybe that’s a way to measure a man: what did he do with what he had to work with?


  Around a curve lies Chief Joseph Dam, a handsome bit of engineering. Not overwhelming like Coulee but all of a piece fitting into the landscape like it was meant to be there.


  Good. The Okanogan only a few minutes up the road, the valley opening up soon.


  Chief Joseph. Now there’s a man who didn’t have much to work with. But he sure as hell did a lot with what he did have. Buried up there in those hills beyond the River fifty or sixty miles in the Colville, not even among his own hills, his Nez Perce. A man like that now, he knew how to fight.


  And when the fight was no longer possible,‘I will fight no more forever.’


  Well, there’s a time for that, too, isn’t there?


  Everything in its own time.


  Betsy


  His eyes are drifting now, closing and then slowly opening and in another minute he’s breathing that shallow sleep, eyelids fluttering.


  And then completely relaxed, closed.


  Now she can think, can work through some of this. She’s lost her way.


  Over the back of Stanley’s shoulder she can see the speedometer, right at fifty-five, the speed limit. Stanley’s reliable. She doesn’t have to worry about that.


  For God knows there’s enough to worry about.


  Where was she?


  Oh yes, the hospital.


  Gallstones? They should have been so lucky.


  When the morphine had the pain confused, Ray stopped clutching his gut and his fingers relaxed; dazed, he started looking face to face: Betsy sitting beside his head on the pillow, Lane and Stanley standing across the bed on the other side, Arnie at the foot gathered around so Ray knew he was not alone, as much with him as anyone can be in a time like this.


  She held his free hand, the i.v. needle in the other, his grip surprisingly strong.


  Once again he looked into her face with his glazed eyes and smiled and she returned the pressure on his fingers.


  Yes, he’s still there.


  When the nurse came in, a woman in her mid-thirties with a pleasant smile, followed by a young man pushing a gurney Ray smiled at her.


  The nurse smiled back—an attractive woman really—and glanced at everyone, her face pleased at the scene of the family gathered there for the patient and looked back at Ray. “I need to take your temperature, Mr. Jackson.”


  “Okay.” Ray always appreciates a pleasant face and his smile let the nurse know he’ll be a good patient, one she’ll enjoy being around.


  And indeed the nurse smiled again down on him as she inserted the thermometer into his mouth.


  Yes, the people at the hospital liked Ray. But then most everyone does.


  Wasn’t that what drew her to Ray that first time she saw him there on the shop floor? Not only good-looking—a young James Cagney without being a smartass—but friendly, his young face so open.


  That morning at breakfast he said he had turned twenty-one the week before.


  So very, very young.


  But then hadn’t she only turned eighteen herself?


  “We’ve got some people waiting down the hall, Mr. Jackson,” the nurse said.


  “Well,” Ray said, “we wouldn’t want to keep them waiting.”


  Ray squeezed her hand and she stood, leaning over to kiss his cracked lips. “I’ll be waiting for you, Sweetheart.”


  “I’m looking forward to seeing you.” Somehow through the drug daze he looked square into her eyes with that old connection that she lives for.


  “Can you fetch that water for me?” Ray’s voice is cracked, fully awake.


  The jug lies on the floorboard; after unscrewing the lid, she passes it to him.


  Taking the jug in both hands, he sips, a trickle running down the stubble of his chin—with his fragile skin now he can’t shave close anymore. She takes out her kerchief and dabs away the water. “How you doing?”


  “Doing alright.”


  Just like Ray: the last one to complain.


  “That was a pretty good blackberry shake, wasn’t it?”


  He smiles slowly at her, the raw red flesh showing in the spreading cracks of his lips but his pale blue eyes pleased. “It sure was.”


  Arnie


  Yes, it’s a relief to not be sitting in the wagon ahead. There will be time enough for that in the days to come. You can only take so much at one time, so many days, and after last winter he has to pace himself.


  And when the days run out?


  Widower.


  Some days he knows a part of himself has died and he’s discovering what part is left. What used to be there? What that’s worthwhile? For he has changed so much over the past thirty some years—the change always occurring with Sharon—now Sharon is gone he’s often a stranger to himself, someone he doesn’t know.


  Widower. A strange word he’d realized that day repeating it to himself after checking the box on the registration form.


  But wasn’t it appropriate?


  Yes, it did apply to him. It fit.


  The hospice luncheon for grieving members of the deceased had been in the Coach House at Post Falls where Sharon and he had often stopped for lunch on their return drive after shopping in Spokane; but Sharon and he had never been back to the banquet room, and that day here he was, the first to arrive.


  Four long tables in a square arrangement held soothing white tablecloths with white cloth napkins at each setting. On a side table against the wall sat two large stainless steel coffee urns.


  Widower.


  But he likes being early, the first to arrive. The way to be comfortable in a new surrounding, he always tells his students, is to be the first in the room: that way, you own the room. You can size up each person walking in and gain a sense of the gathering before things get going.


  Most grievers coming through the double doors were older women in their seventies and eighties wearing lavender dresses with large, dark print flowers or straight black mourning dress—some with canes, a few hobbling along with walkers. From the distant looks on most faces, he’s in a better place than they are, keeping his life going, showing up for his classes—these days he always looks forward to seeing students he knows, getting it done. Sharon would be proud of him, making a go of it.


  “Arnie,” Wanda says, “did the ice floods come this far?”


  North of the Colombia now—Highway 97—they are crossing a small dry plateau of mostly sagebrush with the elevation rising off to the east into broken hills, the western edge of the Colville Reservation. On Wanda’s side of the highway some smaller fields of irrigated alfalfa gradually toward a rim that conceals the Okanogan, the view of the river itself and its valley not far ahead. Off to his side of the road in the ditch lies a dead deer with stiff legs.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
M@fﬁ
M Ron ]ohnson

.






