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For Greg


Kickdown, def.: A well will kick or kick down when the pressure of the natural gas overcomes the pressure exerted by the mud column.
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JACKIE DUNBAR TAKES A deep breath, inhaling the wind and mud and snow on the ground and the smell of the newborn calf, and she tries not to think about what might go wrong. To consider failure is always the first misstep. She corrals the calf between her thighs. The tagging gun in her hand keeps slipping from her dad’s old gloves so she pulls them off, the snow and wind biting her skin. The animal twists into the ground as if it could escape, as if that were possible.

Large wet flakes fall from the midday sky. A mama cow, the one Dad called Robert Plant, is close enough to smell. Threatening to run at Jackie, she grunts and snorts and flicks her tail. Jackie keeps looking up, keeps making eye contact with the fifteen-hundred-pound animal. She has to be quick. She has to click fast. Pretend it’s a skin staple, she tells herself. Pretend Dad is still here. It’s going to be fine.

The baby’s ears are soft; the vasculature is subtle, but finally, there it is. Chink-click. The piston threads the cartilage and it’s done, a yellow plastic tag secure in the ear. No blood or mess. The calf bawls, but only for a second: surprise is always worse than pain.

Jackie jumps off, and the calf jumps up and totters away. As Jackie starts the motor on the four-wheeler, she whistles through her crooked teeth. Chicken sprints across the field to her side.

He’s a good worker, good enough company. She bends over to let him lick her wind-red cheeks.

The relief in being alone with animals. The efficiency of getting a job done without discussion. Her dad would understand. Her older sister Susan might have, once, but not now, not for several weeks. These days, Susan requires watching. So too the vacuum cord, the turkey knife, the baling twine, the pink plastic razor.

“Go on. Load up.” Jackie nods at the dog and he hops on back and they drive into the herd, into the land.

Light bleeds through the heavy clouds and settles on the fresh snow. It’s going to melt by late afternoon—she’s relearned this about spring weather—but for now the white covers the mud and the cow shit, and the ranch is as pretty as she remembered. Beyond the fence line and the poplars, juniper and piñon slope uphill to the mesa and mountains beyond. At the other end of the field, the creek snakes through cottonwood, carving and re-carving its riparian path. She takes another deep breath, inhales it all.

Every stretch of land here holds memory. There’s where Uncle Ellis ran over Dad’s foot with the tractor. There’s where her first 4-H calf was born, on a day so hot the ground hissed when she dropped. Susan showed her how to smoke cigarettes behind that poplar. Jackie wills herself not to look up at the mesa, not to think about what’s buried under snow and fresh dirt and pine boards.

Soon enough the snow will be gone and the land will need help and care to remain what it has always been. The ditch road will need clearing. Irrigation pipes will need cleaning and placing. The ranch and the mountains are the only religion she’s ever practiced. Its tenets being stewardship, self-reliance, and sacrifice. Here hard work and sweat are equal to prayer.

Chicken leaps off the four-wheeler and races after a heifer; his duty is uncomplicated. He barks and leaps and circles the cow, keeping her away from the ditch. Much of the herd still clusters around the hay Jackie flaked for them a few hours past. She gets off the four-wheeler and walks among them.

Blanca’s tits are big and tight; a first-time heifer, she could drop her calf any day now. Una and Dos curl up on the hay and groom each other. Stevie Ray, Jackie’s favorite, the most gentle of them all, bends to munch some alfalfa by her foot. Jackie listens to the cows eating around her. The sound of peace. She can almost hear him say it again. As long as she is here, as long as she keeps things running, a part of him remains. And if the market stays in her favor, if the calves all drop like they should, they’ll make enough to make things right with the bank and the land will stay Dunbar.

Several mountain passes away, her classmates are scrubbing in on surgeries, rounding, taking histories and physicals, being busy parts of the hulking ecosystem of recovery and comfort that is the hospital. If she were there, she’d be making a difference, she’d be different, be the sort of person who isn’t from Silt.

It is not something her friends or professors in Denver understand: her being here. She has told them repeatedly that she has no choice. That being here, this life constructed of water and seed and shit, this is what her family needs. What she has not mentioned to anyone is how she hopes this sacrifice might make reparations. She missed too much of his sickness. She missed most of his dying. When Susan had called her on New Year’s Eve, telling her the news, telling her she better break fast for home, she had put them off. The drive was only four hours away, but she had put them off. A couple weeks to finish her rotation had not at the time seemed like an unconscionable decision.

No reason to think about it. She spits into the snow.

It’s lunchtime when she gets back to the house. Jackie stops in the hallway, outside the kitchen door. The footsteps inside are unsteady, unstopping, too fast. They sound like a bad day.

“You want coffee?” Susan steps across the linoleum, to the sink and back to the fridge, and back again and again. “I made coffee. I think it tastes the way you like it, but it might be too thin. Here. Try it.”

The bottom of Susan’s faded long-john shirt lifts to expose a shell of a belly. Her red hair hasn’t been washed in two weeks and it’s got a butter-slick shine. Three unplucked hairs stick out of her chin. Her eyes, the color of dirty water, dart to the window, to the new snow and the fields where new calves take first steps. “I don’t know what to do.”

“Susie, you’re pacing again.” Jackie at once regrets the harsh sharpness of her tone. With anyone else she could be kind. She leans against the counter and rearranges her face into something resembling a smile.

“Oh. I didn’t realize.” Susan exhales several breaths in a row through her pursed mouth, puffing.

“You take your pills today, honey?” The honey, she hopes, will soften things, will remind both of them that they are all each other has left.

Susan shrugs. She brushes the table with her arm, knocking a thick book to the floor. A moon-colored watch with a thick leather band, too big for Susan’s wrist, clanks against the wood. Jackie can’t imagine why her dad would leave it for someone who can’t keep track of time.

“You’ve got to take those pills, Susie.”

“They make me feel weird.”

Jackie pauses, stops herself from pointing out the obvious. “Why don’t you get outside? A walk would help. There’s a strong link between serotonin levels and exercise.”

“You think I should be doing more around here.” She doesn’t look up. There are dark circles under her eyes.

“I know it’s hard.”

“I’m sorry, Jackie. I don’t know why I’m acting like this. I don’t know what to do.” Her voice breaks like she’s about to cry, but Susan never cries anymore. Not since those first days when Jackie had finally made it back to the ranch to find her dad stuck in a sickbed that smelled like Windex, his pancreas pocked with cancer and Susan making cup after cup of herbal tea that sat on the TV tray, cold and untouched. Only three weeks from diagnosis to death. He should’ve had more time; he would’ve if Jackie had paid more attention, had insisted he see a doctor when she was home at Thanksgiving and noticed how skinny and slow he’d been. But she hadn’t. And now, here she is, failing her sister too.

“It’s OK.” Jackie nods. “You know I can handle things. Go on. It’ll be fine.”

Susan drifts down the hallway to her room and again, Jackie is alone. It’s fine. She can make it fine. She pours the coffee Susan made into the sink and starts a new pot.

At first, it had been impossible to have any time to herself. Someone from some church had organized food, and every day there was another middle-aged lady Jackie hadn’t seen in years. They all brought a face saddled with pity and another tuna casserole or macaroni salad. Susan was no help, worse than help. And every time Jackie tried to escape for town, a neighbor would stop her on Dry Hollow Road. Mavis Reed just wanted to say that her sister lost a breast to cancer and isn’t it strange how some people pull through and others don’t. Pete Johnson talked for a long time about his cousin who died in a combine accident. Jackie’d had to wait twenty minutes for Jim Boyce to push his sheep across the road, and the entire time he talked about his son who died in Afghanistan. As if any of it had to do with Dad.

After the funeral, a small service at the family cemetery up top, the well-meaning had crowded around her with their own need. If she’d opened her mouth, she’d have screamed. But she couldn’t let him down. So she did what he would have done. She nodded at their sympathy and listened. She made them feel like they were helping.

She grabs her daily planner off the counter. Get referral for S. Fix post-holer. Write up research proposal!!

She picks Anna Karenina off the floor where Susan had let it fall and reads the first sentence. She shakes her head. Susan doesn’t need to dwell on other people’s unhappiness; they, the Dunbars, have enough of their own.

Jackie has never found time for novels. Too often she grows impatient with the protagonist’s confusion and stupidity; she usually flips to the end of the book to search for the characters she likes, making sure they survive long enough to make the reading worth her time. What Jackie likes is nonfiction. Journalism is fine, but better are scientific articles. Stories from the real world, how it works and why, elucidating new truths.

She sets to work on the dirty dishes, sweeps the floor, gets everything in order before sitting down at the table with a stack of journal articles on purkinje cells. If she can write a flawless research proposal, if it impresses her attending and she gives her a research rotation, if it helps her land a good residency, all this time away won’t matter. Within minutes she is consumed by the miracle of how purkinje neurons adjust muscle tone, how they keep a person from falling down, keep a person steady.
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DUST COVERS THE ATTIC floor, Susan’s palms, the pictures stacked against the beams. Five opened boxes surround her. Somewhere up here is her old copy of Women in Love. But no box of books, not yet. It’s only a book, anyway. Not a statement of her intelligence. Nothing like that. But she really has to find it. It’s here somewhere.

Here is the painting of a butterfly she did in third grade that Mama framed and hung in the kitchen and that Dad replaced five years later with Jackie’s science fair poster about eagles. Here is the picture of Granny, wearing a sombrero and smoking a cigarette. Here are Dad’s dog tags. And his pipe. And two of his old sweaters. They smell of dust and tobacco. Her heart drops. There it goes, down the well.

She will not fall apart. She is here for the book, not some trip down memory lane. More like a highway than a lane really. She paces. The tired sits on her. Slows her down. Way down. It’s like this all the time now. Like she is moving inside a cocoon. Or a spaceship. No one can find her in there. It takes a long time looking until there it is, her own name, Susan, written across a box in Dad’s small, neat script. She sits down and breathes and sneezes and breathes some more. Her hand shakes as she tears off the tape. Dad’s freckled hands carried this, sealed it.

Her clips have gone beige. Their edges curled. He kept them all.

The first article she ever wrote, about clowns visiting the children’s hospital in Junction. “Clowning around for a cure,” by Susan Dunbar. She’d found a tiny little girl who’d had six open-heart surgeries for the lede. Jenny Thomas, her chest split by the ridgeline of a purple scar, giggles at the stranger’s red nose. Not the best opener.

An article about a new CAT dealership, another about the smash-up derby, about an ag professor who was trying to engineer the perfect peach, about the first Democrat in twelve years to win a city council seat. Arnold Mackley is an accidental activist. She’d thought that was a great line until Ed Hanscom, managing editor, told her it wasn’t. She learned to avoid phrases like win-win and fox guarding the hen house. She learned to write fast and, after a few years, she got better.

In the middle of the box is her proof. “Battling the Blaze”—her story, her byline, top of the fold. A hokey title, not her choice. But the assignment, the idea: it was all hers. Though that’s not exactly true either.

She had been standing in Camila’s kitchen. The flowers on the curtains were blue, before they faded to the purple they are now, and they were drinking wine from a box. Monica was on the floor drawing something in crayon.

“What’s that, baby?” Susan had asked. “What are those flames about?”

“Daddy.”

Camila had explained then about the wildfire and how Ray’s guard unit was helping out.

“You know Ray, he never says much about anything and the papers never report what really goes on out there. I mean, how do those fires get so big? Don’t tell me there isn’t something the Forest Service could be doing differently.”

And there was the idea. She hadn’t known anything about wildfires either, not about the politics of real estate development on the edge of national forests, not about the gazillions in federal dollars spent to fight them, not about how that money creates a culture of machismo, of pressure to work in unsafe conditions. But with Ray’s help, she had gotten great access. Fake it ’til you make it—that’s what they told each other in the newsroom. Day after day, she swallowed her fear and followed Ray into the biggest wildfire of the decade.

Her hands shake as she picks the clip from the box. “Flames spit fire across the dirt road faster than Matt Kampen could run.” Pretty good. She is right back there, breathing smoke through a bandana. Suffocating. The wind came from down-valley. And then a baseball bat crack and a pop, and the snag—still smoldering, the needles still on the tree—flew off the hillside. And landed on that kid. What was his name? She should know his name. Alex. She skims the article. Alex Hay. When the tree landed on him she had laughed. It was the opposite of funny, but she had laughed, her anxiety uncontrolled.

“Susan. Stop.” Ray had grabbed her arm and squeezed until she swallowed and shut up.

It had been chaos. The helicopter couldn’t land anywhere close. And the wind changed again. And with it, the fire turned back on them.

From the safety of the attic, she smiles. It had been so exciting. Exhilarating to not be in charge. Whatever Ray and his buddies said to do, she did. And Alex Hay didn’t die. And the fire was contained.

And she got her front-page story.

Welcome to the big time, honey, Dad had said when she brought home the paper. Jackie had driven all the way to Junction to get the guy at the morgue to give her five copies. She’d laid them in a fan on Dad’s coffee table.

The night the paper printed, she’d been at the High Spot drinking tequila and playing pool with guys from the newsroom. And there was Kelly, just off a hitch on a drill rig down-valley, watching her put the eight ball in the corner pocket. She won ten dollars off the table. You lose the next round, you go out with me. She threw the game. Then she threw everything else.

She’d told Hanscom that she was moving to Wyoming with her fiancé who worked in the gas patch and that she’d be working for the Pinedale Round Up. Fake it ’til you make it. Except she never did get that job. The editor, Trip Erickson, wore a goatee and a turquoise bolo tie. We aren’t hiring for full time. Try writing some stories about the state fair. On spec. That means we only pay you if we like it, but I’m sure we will. She pitched stories about the immigrants who worked ranches when all the white guys had gone to the oil patch. These aren’t the kind of stories people in this town want to read. She pitched a piece about domestic violence in a bust cycle. She pitched a feature about oil patch wives. Do yourself a favor, kid. Don’t write about anything you care about.

He had her try out for the copy desk. What she never told Jackie: she flunked her grammar test. Not that she cared back then. Who wants to line-edit punctuation in a corner desk? But it would have been something.

She started trying to get pregnant. And waiting tables at The Pad Rat. She decided her love for Kelly was big enough. Somehow, she did the math wrong. Never got the right parts of life to add up.

The woman reporter on the ten o’clock news is no more than twenty-five. Twenty-seven, tops. She’s got a great voice and she’s pretty, even with those bangs. Susan sinks deeper into Dad’s old floral couch. It smells of dog hair and must. The man did not buy one new thing his entire life.

“I’m going to bed,” Jackie says, leaning her head into the room. She looks so much like their mom—same dark eyes, same dark hair and tall, lean frame. Her shoulders round forward: a body made for work, for bending toward the future.

“Aren’t you going to bed?”

“No, I want to watch this.”

“Looks fascinating.” Jackie sets her notebook on the couch, picks up one of the pillows, and beats on it, dust floating into the room.

“No really, it is. Beetles are killing the pine trees in the Rockies. Tens of millions of beetles. They’re inside the bark, tunneling in there, having babies that hatch and mature. Mass tree death, it’s called. Pesticides don’t help. Nothing can stop it.”

“Did you call Kelly?” Jackie picks up another pillow and gets to work.

“The trees turn red when the beetles finally kill them. An entire forest of red. That’s a good story.”

Jackie sits down. Susan should say something else. Keep the train in the station.

“You promised you’d call him,” says Jackie.

“He was out on a rig.”

If she’d called, he would’ve been out, so this isn’t a lie, not really.

“Why don’t you call him now?”

“I’m watching this.”

“You should file. He owes you something.”

“Kelly doesn’t have any money.”

He used to say she was the kind of woman he’d want around in wartime. Darlin’, you can make ten dollars last a week.

“I’m sure he has enough money for drinks.”

“Yeah, well.”

Her hand taps the edge of the couch as if she were sending Morse code. He kicked the car door when she drove away. Three dots. Three dashes. Three dots.

“I bet you could settle out of court; it would make you feel better to just be done with it once and for all.”

“You don’t get it.”

“What’s there to get, honey? That guy sucks.”

“Forget it. I’m just tired.”

Susan lies down on the couch and closes her eyes. She can feel Jackie standing there staring at her.

When she hears Jackie’s footfalls down the hall, away, Susan opens Jackie’s notebook and flips to this week. Find come-along, Susie exercise, Mesa Bank 10 am. All of those plans in pen, like something that will keep her little sister safe, like proof that she’s in charge of her life.

That night, she lies in bed, under the quilt Granny made. Tired. Ready already. The sheep jump over the moon. Or is it over the hay? And really they leap, not jump. The sheep leap over the moon. The cow ran away with the spoon. She scowls in the dark. The cows need her. But Jackie thinks Susan can’t do anything. That guy sucks.

Kelly’s skin tasted like the ocean. The salt made her think she knew him. Dunbars go in for hard work, for sweat. The first month after they met, he fixed her truck and the hinge that never had worked in the bathroom, and he patched her bike tire. His job on the rig had taken him everywhere. She’d never met anyone who’d seen what he’d seen. He would sit back in his chair and grin, and then he’d launch his deep voice and tell her all about it—gators in Florida, caves in Alaska, markets in Saudi Arabia. She got hooked, on his stories and his deep voice. He knew something about everything. The sex was better than she’d figured possible. He was more handsome than Camila’s Ray. More worldly than Dad. More wild than a pack of Jackie’s boyfriends. He was meaner than all of them too, but she didn’t know that then.

She sits up in the dark and finds the Walkman on her bedside table, the tape Jackie brought her from the library already inside.

Imagine yourself in a sun-dappled forest. The woman’s voice is slow, stoned-sounding. It is a cool spring evening. You feel very safe and secure as you stroll through this quiet wooded area. There are cracks in the ceiling. She waits for the plaster to break. To dust her with asbestos. Take a deep, cleansing breath. She wasn’t a good daughter. She did a bad job with Dad at the end. Relax your shoulders and jaw. She used to do so much: the book club with the other roughneck wives, blueberry pie for sick neighbors, tutoring kids at the elementary school. A feeling of calm fills you, as though nothing matters. People liked her for the things she did. The doing is what mattered, what matters. Let your thoughts go. Let your mind float among the leaves. She needs a plan. But what can she do? How do you do? Don’t. You feel yourself relaxing more and more with each gentle and easy breath. Kelly said: I don’t really see you as a magazine-style writer. Kelly said: don’t act like a nerd. Kelly said: Your face looks funny with glasses on. You’re not exactly Lois Lane. You aren’t saving anyone with that article. You need to get a real job. Don’t use those ten-dollar words around me. No one’s ever going to love you as much as I do. I can’t believe I wasted two minutes with you, let alone seven years. You will not allow any outside sounds to interfere with your relaxation. Only the sound of my voice is important now. This lady on the tape with the irritating slow voice: this is her career. People—other people, like Susan, but different enough—must find this helpful. Jackie says it should be helpful.

She flips the tape eleven times before dawn. She holds her dad’s old watch to her ear, listens to its ceaseless ticking. As the sky turns white, she slips out of bed and into the hall, her feet moving her forward as if they belonged to someone else, someone with something to do.
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THE DOORBELL SOUNDS ITS two notes as Ray Stark walks into the diner. There’s a hot plate of cakes set down on a Formica table. On a wooden peg in the back is his mug, his name written in blue. Today will be different. Today Ray will get coffee, see people, start the day like he used to, start the day right.

He slides into a booth beside Dick Birk. On the wall above them is a stag head, its antlers a six-foot span, and beneath that a framed picture of President Bush, a hierarchy that strikes Ray as fitting. Across from him, Jim Boyce and Jon Amick—guys he’s known his whole life—nod at him, grunt hello, and never drop the thread of talk. The three of them hunch over coffee as if it were fire, all of them in wool shirts, their hands red and rough from ranch work.

“You see that storm blowing in from Utah?” Amick says, while Molly fills Ray’s mug. “That red dirt’ll cut that snowpack quicker than salt. Last thing we need.”

“Farm Service agent out of Parachute says he’s got a plan if there’s another drought year, but you know how that goes.” Boyce rolls his blue eyes and slaps the table in the same way his dad always did. “Another big government solution.”

“Shit. I ain’t ever known you to turn down cash on the dollar.”

“With the prices we’re getting on steers, my bank book’s in a coma.”

The conversation around him bends to stock prices and last night’s hockey game, and Ray tries to take comfort in it, to care about it. He waits for it to mean something, to touch him somehow. He stares at the badge on his uniform and at his hands, which haven’t seen a hard day’s work in months.

“You look like crap, Stark. You doing OK, bud?” Amick glances at the other guys, all of them awkward in their concern.

“Sure, sure I’m all right.” Ray thinks about the newspaper sitting in the driver’s seat of the patrol car, open, like it has been every day of the past five months he’s been home, to the page in the back where they list the casualties. “How’s your family?”

“Oh, you know. The same.” Everyone laughs at that and Ray tries to join in but he can’t say he gets it, not really. Outside the wide glass windows, the clouds are thick enough to suffocate the sky. Maria Richardson, pastor’s kid, walks by smoking a cigarette, her red winter coat pulling at her belly. The surprise in him dies as quickly as it was born: another one pregnant and stuck here. His wife, Camila, looked like her once. Camila was her once.

Before he went away, before the war, Ray was like Amick and Boyce. He set his clock by contra dancing at the grange in the winter. Farm supply auctions in fall. Calving in spring. Rodeo in summer. Good enough whiskey for sale at the Skyline, every night but Sunday. Good enough coffee every morning at the diner.

Ray stares at the mug in his hands. Maria Richardson’s life is now set: a debt run up, and she hasn’t even spent a dollar. He tries and fails to not think about certain things. His hands tremble. He clenches a fist in his lap, trying to keep it steady, but it’s no good.

“I got to get back to it, guys.” He stands up too suddenly, his coffee spilling across the table. “Sorry about that.”

“Nothing to worry over.” Boyce smiles and mops up the mess with his sleeve. “You’re always rushing off these days. Stay awhile. This town ain’t got so many problems.”

“Not everyone is lucky as you.” He throws a wrinkled dollar and a few coins on the table.

As Ray walks outside into the slop snow, Shelly Stewart, her orange face hard, waves him over from across the street. “Hey Ray, come here and give me a hand.” Beside her, blocking the driveway into Guns Flowers & Tanning, is a shiny new Dodge Durango and an oil-and-gas guy with all the trimmings: wraparound sunglasses, new down coat, baseball cap with a corporate decal, cell phone glued to his ear. Shelly has her hands on her hips. “This joker is blocking things. Tell him how things work here, Ray.”

Ray stays on the opposite side of the street. He tells the guy to go ahead and move. The guy raises his finger as if to say, You here in this shitty two-block-main-street town aren’t worth my time. Ray nods. Nothing to be done. He shrugs at Shelly, at her confused expression, and gets in his car.

He drives two blocks, through the four-way stop in the middle of town, which is also the edge of town. Silt, named for its soil, wasn’t ever good for growing much besides clover. It never tried to be more than that. It took pride in its library and what it went without: stoplights, gangs, big-box stores. But it’s different now. A stupid stoplight sits at the end of Grand Avenue; a new restaurant with organic lettuce and something called artisan pizza has gone in. The rental market is too tight for anyone born here, the oil and gas people having snapped up anything decent. Domestic disputes are on the daily. There’s more DUIs and meth labs than he’s ever seen.

Ray crosses the overpass above the highway and parks at the empty lot behind the new Holiday Inn. Drill rigs rising seven stories into the sky dot the craggy edges of mesas and the wide valley to the west. Miles of new roads crisscross the land around him, connecting hundreds of dirt pads littered with tanks and wells and pipes, scars in the green sloping hillsides.

From here, the Colorado River, the only thing unchanged, shines the color of used nickels and dimes. A hawk circles above the cottonwoods in a long low dip. The willows on the bank are redding up. The ice has started to crack into thin sheets that couldn’t hold a man. When it rains, tomorrow or next week, the creek will swell and turn the color of shit. Up in the ranches, brown water will fill irrigation ditches and flood fields. This is the way of spring. It has always been something to count on.

He finds his cell phone, another thing he never wanted, and calls his wife.

“Hey, honey.”

“What’s going on? Lilly, don’t touch that.”

“I just thought I’d check in.”

“Lilly, I’m serious. Sorry, she’s making me crazy.”

“We eating at your mom’s tonight?” In the eleven years he’s been with Camila, he’s never found a foothold in her family. They all speak Spanish over each other, one word he can’t catch crashing into the next. They are good people. They help out all the time, especially when he was gone. They call him Raimundo and tell him they love him, but Camila’s mom doesn’t let down around him, like he’s still in trouble for knocking up her brilliant, going-places teenage daughter.

“I told you this morning, I have a PTA thing tonight so we’re eating early.” A slight Mexican accent laces Camila’s speech. “You know family dinner is important to me, Ray. I don’t know why it’s not important to you too. I know you want the girls to get used to you again.”

“Of course it’s important to me, Camila.”

Ray sighs. When Camila first came to Silt, just her and her little brother living above her uncle’s restaurant, she’d learned to speak English by watching The Cosby Show, Family Ties, and Andy Griffith reruns. Her idea of what makes an American family are better suited for a laugh track and a Hollywood screenwriter than for the rise and fall of actual life. No one ever wrote a television show about immigrants or teenage pregnancy.

“Did you know Maria Richardson is pregnant?”

“Of course. Everyone knows that. Lilly, stop it. You’re going to end up with gum in your hair.”

“Since when is she allowed to have gum?”

“Dinner is five thirty. Don’t be late again.”

“I better go, babe. It’s real busy today.”

He takes a long pull on the flask. The hawk arcs above the river, where water pools and stills behind a large boulder. He turns up the volume on Straight Outta Compton and tries to feel as brave as the music Wilson had loved. The liquor does what it is made for. He keeps drinking until there’s nothing left. He starts up the car and drives the half-mile onto the freeway, the single exit for Silt a blur quickly becoming lost in the rearview.

A doll with one eye missing named Jenny Fox, a teddy bear, a rubber duck, three books, and a water bottle sit on the bed that night between Lilly and Ray. Across the room, under a Cinderella poster, Monica stares at a book while wearing headphones. If a tornado hit, he isn’t sure he’d have time to pull them both into the closet. If there was a fire, he could throw the lamp through the window and Monica could pass Lilly down to him. He stares at Monica’s arm, wondering if she’s strong enough to lift herself onto the windowsill.

“Read this one, Daddy.” Lilly, her dark curls falling into his face, puts a book in his lap. He touches her hair to remind himself that everything is fine. For now.

“We just did that one, honey.”

“Again.” In the time he was away, she grew to be just like her mama.

“OK, sweetheart.”

They have been at this going-to-bed business for more than a half an hour. All the nights he missed bedtime don’t suddenly come back if he lets her stay up; Camila keeps telling him that. She would say that he’s spoiling them. But with his kids, and only with his kids, does he have moments of peace. There is heartbreaking joy or boredom, usually both at once.

“Daddy.” She points to the corner of the small room. “There’s a spider over there. I think I better sleep in your bed.”

On his knees, he checks under the bed, a toy graveyard, and behind her small chair. He gets back into bed and checks behind Lilly’s ear.

“That tickles.”

“No spider anywhere.” He kisses her on both cheeks. “You’re safe, Lil.”

“When are you going away?”

His own dad had been an outfitter and had been gone a lot: fly fishing in the summer, elk in the fall, big game in Alaska in the spring. Until the season he never came back, sending only the random postcard, until even those stopped. When Monica was born, that first night she’d slept on his chest, he’d promised himself it’d be different. He’d be different.

“I’m not going away, honey. Not ever again.”

“Someday I’m going to go to Africa and marry a zebra named Tootsie. You can come too.”

“I couldn’t miss that.”

Cold air seeps through the window near Monica’s bed, the window he put in. He piles another blanket on top of her. “Squeeze squash love.” He hands her a flashlight from the shelf and winks. “Our secret, OK? But don’t read all night. You got school tomorrow.”

He stands outside the shut door and listens to their breathing. It gives him the same feeling he used to get watching the cows feed at his gramps’s place. Like he can let down for a minute. Like everything’s OK in the world.

He goes to the kitchen and pours himself some JD and he stands there, alone in the small dining room he has been buying from the bank every month for seven years. A car passes outside on the county road. Someone’s dog barks. Wind in the poplars. The clanking chain from the swing set he hauled home from Shorty’s yard sale. Then there is nothing again. He takes a long sip.

He looks out the sliding glass window and sees himself, a man of average build and average height who wears clothes his wife bought for him at Walmart, who looks older than he used to, whose scars are all on the inside.

“Fuck.” He’s not sure if he says it out loud.
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IN THE AFTERNOON JACKIE walks down the ditch road from the stack yard through snow and mud. The water runs thick as creamed coffee and the sun cuts a slant of light that burns off the cold. Bits of hay cling to her wool sweater and jeans. She is trying to remember the terminology for efferent and afferent neurons—which ones exit the brain and spinal cord, which approach, and not that it matters today or any day soon, but it bothers her, this forgetting of something she once knew solid. Grief, the great mind slayer.

As she approaches the house, she sees a man at the gate and as the features of his smiling face become familiar, she stops in surprise. When he waves, she raises her hand. She sees that there is no way to get out of this and walks toward him. His dark hair, long in high school, is cut short, clean cut. Gone is any trace of the guy with the penchant for tie-dyes and Mexican ponchos. He’s wearing a blue button-down, open at the collar, tucked into jeans, sunglasses on a sports leash around his neck. These are not clothes meant for hard work, which is a sign that perhaps little has changed.

“Tim Layton.” She folds her arms across her chest. She doesn’t smile. “I heard you lived in Idaho.”

“I do, I mean that’s what my driver’s license says? But I’m on the road a lot. I get through here when I can.” He runs his hand through the side of his hair. “Shit. Jackie Dunbar. It’s been a long time.”

Though he is still handsome, his face has its softness. He is her same age, twenty-four, and it startles her to realize how old he looks for an age that she has wanted to believe is still young. He is smiling too much. It’s as if he doesn’t remember what happened the last time they spoke.

“We have this modern convenience up here, it’s called a phone.” She has never had enough manners; to fake anything, even small talk, makes her nervous, as if she were being unreliable to herself.

“I called. No one answered.”

“It’s not a great day for a visit.”

“Come on, Jack. Can’t an old friend stop by for a cup of coffee?”

No one has called her Jack in six years. His ring finger is naked. There’s no way she’s inviting him inside.

“I really have a ton of work to do. Maybe another day?”

“Listen, Jackie, I heard about your dad. I’m really sorry.” He touches her arm and she stiffens. “My mom told me I should’ve brought up some food. I should’ve gotten up here sooner, I wish I had, I know it’s been like what, four weeks already, but I was in New Mexico for work.”

She stares at his mouth with a stump-like expression while he strings more words together in a row than she has heard in days.

“I bet your dad was glad to have you back here. People in town keep saying what a nice thing it is that you and your sister are trying to make a go of things. Everyone says how proud your dad would be.”

Tim has never had trouble saying the right thing. She shifts her legs uneasily.

“Is it true you lived in Paris for a while?” Shorty had told her that, loudly, one day in line at the post office. And the way she’d said it, Jackie knew what she was thinking: leaving doesn’t make you special.

“Well, yeah. That’s where I live. Paris, Idaho,” he laughs, his left eye twitching.

“Pretty glamorous?”

“Exactly. It’s a tiny place but there’s sick fishing around there and the mountain biking is killer. I’m building my own place on some land I bought, although it’s taking forever because I’m never there. I still don’t have a bathroom sink or dry wall in the back room.” He trails off, sheepishly as if he could read her mind: follow-through had never been his strength. “Enough about me. How are you doing? How long are you home for?”

To answer either of these questions honestly isn’t something Jackie can do. She studies the faint lines beside his eyes.

“Was there something specific that brought you up here?”

He starts talking about mixing business with pleasure, but she stops paying attention. A blur of black and white sprints across the field and down toward the house. As it nears, she makes out a tail and two heads.

“What the fuck is that?” Tim squints as Chicken jumps through two slats in the wooden fence; between his teeth is something gray with long curly brown hair. The eye sockets are empty and the jaw is unhinged.

With his black ears back and his neck covered in slime, the dog drops the head at her feet and sits there panting and proud. Tim has folded into a defensive crouch against the gate. If he were an animal, his ears would be pinned back. He always was made more for town than the ranch.

She smiles, despite herself. “It’s just a dog head, our old dog George.” She hides her mouth behind her hand and snorts. It’s the first time she’s laughed in weeks and now started, she can’t stop. “You look a little scared.”

“You’re enjoying this.”

“I’m not laughing at you.”

“Yes you are.”

“Yes I am.” Chicken squats in the space between them and takes a shit. “Bad dog. You git.” Jackie runs the dog off and shakes her head. “We’ve been spoiling that damn dog.”

Now it is his turn to laugh. “I don’t know how I ever left all this.”

“I know what you mean.”

“What are you going to do with that thing?” He nods toward George’s former head tossed in the grass.

“We need some taxidermy in the house. Something for the living room.”

“That’s a joke? You’re being funny?”

“I’ll put him back in the ground.”

“You want a hand?”

“That’s OK. I don’t need any help.”

“How about company? I have a sixer in the truck.” He holds out his hands and something about it, the way he stands, is funny. He always was funny.

She shrugs.

“Why not.”

The grave is tossed where Chicken got at it; Dad hadn’t dug it deep enough, another sure sign of the decline Jackie had failed to notice. She leans over the bones and hair and dirt and sinks the shovel neatly into earth. Tim sits on the hood of his truck and cracks a beer and watches her work.

“Nice view.” He looks past her out to Grass Mesa below. From up here, the wide land swallows a person whole. The peeling paint on the house and the blow-down in the lower field isn’t visible. Only the sliver of Dry Hollow Road and the ranches that cling to it, and the red-ribboned mesas beyond. It’s a view made for breathing in relief, for making a person feel a sense of their place in the world.

“You all still have that creek?”

She meets his eyes, sees the laughter in them, and quickly returns to the hole in the ground. They’d fished Divide Creek a lot that summer before college. A few times when her dad and uncle were away they’d gone skinny-dipping. She had loved to open her eyes underwater and see the curve of his ass, like something that belonged to her.

“Has your swimming improved?” she asks.

“Has your casting?”

“I don’t have time for fishing; I haven’t been in years. What are you doing with your life, Tim Layton? How do you have so much free time?”

“I’m a landman. I set ranchers and farmers up with oil and gas contracts.”

“I know what a landman does. Good money in that.”

“Sure is. Have to admit, I like that part.”

“Weren’t you going to work at your dad’s mill?”

“There was nothing new in it. And I hated all that dust, being inside.” He shrugs. “Plenty of paperwork with this job but at least I can get a ride or a climb in most days between house calls.”

“Sounds right.”

“What?”

“Didn’t you always care more about being outdoors than your grades?”

“I wasn’t an idiot, I just didn’t want to be an astronaut like you did.” His look is eager; he’s trying too hard.

“Doctor. I always wanted to be a doctor.”

“Right. I don’t remember you ever letting one thing drop. Except maybe me.” He laughs.

Jackie narrows her eyes and shoves the blade into the ground hard enough that it can stand on its own.

“I’m in medical school. I’m just on leave because of my dad dying and my sister. Someone needs to run things.”

She stares at him and then she starts to dig with all her effort.

“Are you mad? Is this about me? About that summer?”

“We don’t need to talk about it.”

“But you broke up with me.”

“It wasn’t exactly a breakup. I was being practical. We were eighteen. No one needs a long-distance relationship at eighteen.”

“You didn’t. Not with your full ride to that fancy school.”

“You canceled on me the day before we were supposed to leave. We’d been planning that road trip for weeks.”

“Did you really care?”

Jackie stops digging. Her chest rises and falls.

The thing is she hadn’t cared, not exactly, not after the first few weeks. And if he had ever once called her back or sent any sort of smoke signal, she would likely never have thought of him again. But to be ignored picked at her, it raised the question why and left it unanswered, a thing for her to return to again and again.

She thinks about the version of herself, the one from six years ago, and sees that she can hardly remember what it was like to be her. She looks at Tim. “I guess I did care, but it doesn’t matter, not anymore.”

“Don’t say it like that.”

She shrugs. “What’s done is done. I think I’m ready for that beer.”

Three beers later, she’s gotten George’s head back in the ground and is sitting in Tim’s truck. The cab smells like dirty socks. The floor is strewn with empty sports drink bottles. She has a loose-limbed feeling, like being underwater. They’re talking about nothing important, she’s not talking much at all. Tim tells story after story about people they used to know or funny things he’s seen on the road.

“We’re in Wyoming for work, and my buddy can’t stop talking about this amazing thing he found at the grocery store called Sirloin-in-a-Can.” Tim opens another beer and passes it to Jackie. “I finally open up the fridge to check it out. There’s a picture of a golden retriever on the side. He was eating fucking dog food. Fuck, that was funny.”

He looks at Jackie like she’s the only glass of water he’s seen all week. Then he looks at the mountains, and then at the can in his hand. There’s a scab on his lower lip, the kind you get from sunburn. He always was too slow. She leans over and kisses him. He tastes like cheap beer and salt and her eighteen-year-old self.

Her head is wedged against the passenger door. With his body pressed against hers, she can feel his heartbeat inside her own belly, can feel it quicken. There is the heat of his mouth and the warmth of the cab. After a while, he touches her cheek.

“You’ve grown up. You’re prettier than you used to be.”

Is that a compliment or a slam? Does that mean she’s actually pretty or just prettier? Susan was always the pretty one. Jackie closes her eyes and kisses his neck; he needs to shut up. She needs to keep her brain quiet. With one hand she unbuttons and unzips his pants; she is pushing them down with her knee when Tim grabs her leg.

“I feel like I’m in high school,” he says, laughing, which isn’t the right thing to say at all. “You want to get out of here?”

Jackie pulls down her shirt and moves as far from Tim as she can.

“There’s nowhere to go around here. I better get home anyways.”

“Sorry. Can’t take you home yet. You need a shower. I’m going to wash your hair.”

Her head snaps toward him as if he’d yanked her leash. The skin of his fingers against her thigh holds a charge. This isn’t the Tim Layton she remembers.

“You go to beauty school up there in Paris?”

He starts with the bottoms of her feet. Then he washes her legs, and between her thighs, and her nipples and her back. The dirt from her body stains the hotel shower. They drink bourbon out of a plastic cup that they rest on the soap dish. When he soaps her hair, he keeps the suds from her eyes, which is a detail she might once have told Susan.

She drops to her knees and pulls him to her in the tub. They don’t quite fit together in the narrow short space, and his knee presses into her hip. He tries to lead her out of the bathroom to the bed, but she pulls him onto the thin bath mat. She doesn’t need some big romantic hotel bedroom scene.

Afterward, under the bright bathroom lights, they lie on the floor side by side for a long time; they’re the same size and her arm fits neatly against his torso. Her mind relishes the pulsing buzz of orgasm. She shuts her eyes and tries to keep the dazed feeling from fading.

“Remember that road trip to Moab?” He traces her ear with his finger; she has to keep herself from swatting it away. Tim goes on and on about the map he forgot and how hot it was and how he wishes Moab was still sleepy like it was then. Jackie remembers it, sort of, but what she remembers more is coming home. Dad had seemed mad. When she offered to make dinner, he’d gone to watch television in his room, which he never did. And when she asked him, what’s wrong, why are you upset, he looked small, shrunken. It’s so quiet when you’re not here. What am I going to do without you next year? She’d hugged him and he smelled like he always did, of dust and cigarettes. It had been hard to breathe.

Her eyes get wet. She is not going to fall apart in the bathroom of the Holiday Inn, especially not in front of Tim Layton.

“I’ve got to go.”

“No, stay. We’ve got HBO. We can order tacos from that new Mexican place. We have so much to talk about.”

She explains about calving season and how she needs to check the girls. Which, it occurs to her as soon as she says it, is actually true. At feeding, Blanca’s tail had been flying and she’d been walking fences away from the herd. Dad would never have left a second-year heifer on the verge of labor.

The floor is wet as she jumps up, and she slips, feeling sick from the alcohol, and has to grab the towel rack. Her clothes are in a pile with his and she sorts through them, pulling on what’s hers.

“Seriously, Tim, I really shouldn’t have come.”

“I could make a joke right now.” He takes another swig of bourbon from the bottle and stays right there on the floor.

“Get up. I need a ride.” She throws him his boxers. “Or let me take your truck.”

“Hold your horses, cowgirl; give me a sec.”

Tim puts his shirt on inside out. He can’t find his keys, making jokes, making a running narration of his movements. He is disorganized and slow. His pink skin looks like it could bruise with mild impact. Jackie watches him as if from a great distance, as if he has nothing to do with her because of course he doesn’t.
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