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Hush

The High Lonesome, Book One By Scarlett Vale




Chapter One


Maren

Mama is that a horse house.

My daughter says it the moment our tires cross the cattle guard onto High Lonesome land. The metal rattles under the truck and the sound travels up my forearms and stops somewhere behind my collarbone. Wren’s finger is already pointing.

I look.

A long red barn with a rusted seam down its spine. The kind of red that lost its paint twenty winters back. Behind it the pasture rolls north and dies into a stand of cottonwoods and a wind moves through and the trees bend like a single body. Like something exhaling.

The smell comes through the open window before I’m ready for it. Sage and warm dust and the iron tang of a creek I can’t see yet. It hits the back of my throat and my eyes burn for a second and I have to swallow before I can answer my daughter.

“Yes baby. That’s a horse house.”

“Will there be a horse inside.”

“I don’t know.”

“Will the horse be friendly.”

“I don’t know that either.”

Wren considers this. She’s been considering things since she was two. Her hand grips my forearm the way it always does when we’re entering somewhere new. Tight. A small loosening. Tight again. Four years old and she’s already learned the rhythm of how to hold on to the only person who hasn’t left.

I haven’t been on this road in six years.

The road hasn’t changed. The bends are the same bends. The first rise after the gate still gives the same view of the cottonwoods and the foothills and the slate gray strip of the Wind River Range to the west. The view used to belong to my brother. The view belongs to me now and I can’t make the math of that sentence land yet. My brain is still doing the conversion from I am visiting to I have arrived and it isn’t done. It won’t be done for a while.

My hands are too tight on the wheel of Cole’s old Tacoma. I can feel the small split across the knuckle of my left thumb every time my grip flexes. I packed the truck three days ago in Cheyenne and the split hasn’t closed. Phyllis told me on the phone last week, Your brother left you a truck and a third of a ranch and a kid named Wren who’s going to break that man’s heart in eight minutes flat.

I didn’t ask which man.

I drive the last quarter mile of the gravel road with both hands on the wheel and my shoulders pulled up to my ears. They’ve been there since the lawyer called twelve months ago. They were there when I packed Wren’s tiny duffel last week. They’re there now. I notice them. I don’t know how to let them down.

The driveway bends and the house comes up. White siding. Wide porch. Tin roof going to red rust along the eaves. The barn I just told Wren about. A second smaller building three hundred meters off, set into a rise, a foreman cabin with its own porch and a single chimney. Smoke from that chimney even though it’s May.

A man on the porch of the main house.

He’s leaning against the post like the post needs him. Coffee mug in one hand. The other hand hangs at his thigh. Hat pulled low. Denim shirt buttoned wrong by one and I don’t know why that’s the first thing my eyes go to, the single misaligned button at the second-from-top placket, but they do. He doesn’t move when I bring the truck to a stop. Doesn’t move when I open the door.

He waits.

I slide Wren down onto the gravel. She squints up at the sun and her small mouth opens and closes the way it does when the brightness is too much. She doesn’t let go of my hand. I pick up the smaller of the two suitcases and start across the gravel toward the porch and I can feel him watching. Not staring. Watching. There’s a difference and my body knows it before my brain catches up.

I haven’t been watched like that since I was nineteen.

“Maren Holt.”

His voice is lower than I remember. Lower and rougher and slower, like a thing that’s been turned over in the hand for a long time. I remember the voice from Cole’s funeral. He stood at the back of the church in a black suit that didn’t fit and didn’t speak to anyone. I shook his hand and he said I’m sorry for your loss and walked outside before the casket left the aisle. His palm was warm and dry. I remember that. I remember thinking he was carrying something he didn’t want to put down.

“Wade Calloway,” I say.

He nods once.

Wren tugs my hand. “Mama who is that.”

“That’s the man who runs the ranch baby.”

“Why is his hat so big.”

I look up at him. He hasn’t smiled. He hasn’t frowned. He’s doing that quiet thing where his face moves under the surface but the surface doesn’t. The first crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes are deeper than I expected, the kind a man earns from squinting across pastures at six in the morning for ten years running.

“That’s because all his ideas are in it,” he says.

Wren laughs. The full one. The one she doesn’t give to strangers. She gives it to me. She gives it to Phyllis. She gave it once to the boy at the bagel shop in Cheyenne when he handed her a cookie and asked her name and that was the last time I heard it before the move. Something in my chest, low under my sternum, lets go a quarter inch.

Wade takes one step forward and crouches. The hat brim tilts. His eyes are brown, I see them for the first time, and they have a fleck of something gold near the iris like a bruise that healed wrong. He lifts the hat off his head and sets it on Wren’s and the brim falls over her eyes. She giggles. She tilts the brim back the way she’s seen me do with a baseball cap and says, Now I have the ideas.

Wade says, “Yes you do.”

He stands. He doesn’t put the hat back on. I can see the indent it leaves in his dark hair, the faint sweat-line at his temple from heat and work.

I’m crying.

I don’t know when I started crying. The tears are already at the edge of my jaw before I notice them and now my throat is doing the thing where I have to swallow twice in a row to make it work. He looks at me once. His eyes touch my face and move down to my hand on my daughter’s shoulder and back up and there’s no pity in it. There’s only the kind of looking a man does when he’s deciding what he’s going to do next and there’s a tightness behind his jaw that says he’s already decided and just hasn’t told me yet.

He turns and walks into the house.

He leaves the porch door open.



Inside it smells like cedar and dust and something warmer underneath. Coffee, maybe. Or the leftover scent of a kitchen that’s been used hard for thirty years. The table is heavy oak with a long burn mark down one edge where Cole and I used to set hot pots when I was twelve and he was twenty and we were learning to cook together because our father had stopped eating. The chairs are mismatched. The window above the sink looks north to the cottonwoods and the light coming through the glass has a quality I haven’t seen since I left, early afternoon Wyoming light, the kind that turns dust into gold.

I stand in the doorway with Wren on my hip. Her weight presses against the bone above my pelvis and I shift her without thinking, the way I have a thousand times since she was born.

Wade is at the counter pouring coffee from a percolator that has to be from 1985. The hat is on a peg by the door. His hair is dark and curls slightly at the back of his neck where it meets his collar. He hasn’t turned around.

“There’s juice in the icebox,” he says. “Apple and a little orange. She probably wants the apple.”

Wren wriggles down. She walks to the refrigerator like she’s lived here her whole life. She’s four. She’s brave in the way that only four-year-olds can be brave, which is that she doesn’t know yet what she should be afraid of and I haven’t decided whether to teach her or to keep her here in the soft part of not-knowing for as long as I can.

I watch her open the fridge.

Wade has a sippy cup ready on the second shelf. Pink. There’s no other child in this house. There hasn’t been a child in this house for twenty years. He bought a sippy cup. Pink. For her. The thought rolls through me twice before I can stop it from doing the thing it’s doing in my chest.

He turns.

He sets a mug of coffee on the table in front of an empty chair, then a second mug across from it. He pours juice into the sippy cup and screws the lid on and hands it to Wren without looking down at her, he knows where her hands are by the sound she makes when she reaches.

“Sit down, Holt,” he says.

I sit.

He doesn’t. He leans back against the counter and wraps his hands around his own mug and I see for the first time that his knuckles are bigger than they should be. A man whose hands have done work in cold weather for a decade. Wren climbs onto the chair next to mine and drinks her apple juice and looks at him over the rim of the cup. He looks back at her with the same calm he gives a horse he hasn’t met yet.

The coffee mug is warm in my hands. I press my palms harder against the ceramic, the way you press your hands against something solid when the room is moving without you and I let the warmth come up through my wrists. It’s the first warm thing I’ve held in twelve months that wasn’t my daughter.

After a long time he says, “Your room’s at the top of the stairs on the left. Wren has the small one across from you. It used to be Cole’s old room when he was your size.”

Wren says, “Will I get cooties from cooties from a boy room.”

Wade says, “I aired it out.”

She nods. As if airing-out is an accepted method for removing cooties.

I drink my coffee. I look down at my hands. My nail beds are still ragged from the last twelve months, I bit them through the trial, through the move, through the second deposition. My knuckles still have the small split from the morning I packed the truck in Cheyenne. I haven’t slept more than four hours at a time since the lawyer called.

Wade doesn’t move. He drinks his coffee and watches Wren push the small plastic toy in her sippy cup pocket against the table edge. Without looking up he says, “She’s going to bite the lid off that thing in about three minutes. I have spares.”

It’s the first close thing to a joke I’ve heard him make. I almost laugh. I don’t. But the line lands in the kitchen and stays there and my shoulders drop a centimeter without my permission. Half an inch of weight I didn’t know I was holding. It scares me how easy it was. It scares me that this man I haven’t sat in a kitchen with in nine years can put down a sentence and make my body decide to come along with him.

“How long have you been here,” I ask.

“Today.”

“On the ranch.”

“Ten years.”

“With my brother.”

“Eleven counting the year before he hired me. We met at the rodeo in Cody. He bought me a beer and told me his foreman quit and asked if I wanted to come ride fence with him for a season.”

“And you stayed.”

“I stayed.”

I look up. His eyes are level. They haven’t slid off my face since I sat down and they don’t slide off now. There’s no demand in them. Just the looking.

“He left me a third,” I say.

“He left you a third.”

“He left you a third too.”

“He left me a quarter. The last twelve percent went to the south corner pasture in trust for an endowment to the Wind River school district. It’s in the will. You’ll see it.”

“That isn’t a small thing to give to a school.”

“It was his idea.”

“Did you talk him into it.”

“No ma’am. He talked me into it.”

I look at him for a long moment. Ma’am. The word sits in the kitchen like a chair he just pulled out for me. I’m twenty-eight and a divorcée and a mother and I’ve worked the last six years out of fear and this man calls me ma’am with no irony in it. I don’t know what to do with that.

“Why,” I say.

“Because he had me. And he had you in Denver. And he had Wren, who he’d only seen in pictures. He wanted to leave something that didn’t belong to either of us.”

I don’t know what to say to that. The math of it hits me in the back of the head and not the front. My brother, my big brother, sat down one afternoon and gave away twelve percent of his ranch so that a child in a town he never saw could read a book he never wrote. He did that. He did that and then he died on a bend between Lander and Riverton and never told me he’d done it.

Wren says, “Mama I want to see the horse house now.”

Wade pushes off the counter. He picks up his hat from the peg and sets it on his head and he looks at me one more time. His eyes touch my mouth before they come back up.

I don’t know what to do with that either.

“Come on Wren,” he says. “Let’s go see what’s inside the horse house.”

He holds his hand out to her. She slips off the chair and takes it like she has been waiting all morning for permission to.

The door closes behind them.



I sit in the kitchen alone for a long time.

There’s a hairline crack in the window above the sink that catches the light. There’s a calendar on the wall that still says March. There’s a photograph on the windowsill of my brother on the back of a sorrel mare in the rain, taken by someone he trusted because he’s smiling in it and Cole didn’t smile at strangers. The mare’s name was Patience. He told me that once, on the phone, the spring before he died. I didn’t write it down. I should have written it down.

I don’t move.

I can hear my daughter laughing somewhere out by the barn. The wind moves through the kitchen window and lifts the edge of a dishtowel by the sink. The coffee mug in front of me is cooling.

The Italian phrase Cole used to say when I was small comes back to me before I can stop it.

Stai tranquilla.

Stay quiet. Stay still.

He said it when I was scared of thunderstorms. He said it when I was eleven and our father started losing weight. He said it the last time we spoke on the phone before the trailer accident, when I was crying about Garrett and couldn’t tell him why.

Stai tranquilla.

I sit at my dead brother’s kitchen table with my hands cupped around a mug a man I barely know put in front of me and I listen to my daughter laugh at a horse in the next yard and the late afternoon Wyoming light moves across the burn mark on the oak and somewhere on this property there is a notebook in a foreman cabin that I don’t know about yet and a man with brown eyes and a fleck of gold in them who has been waiting nine years for me to show up.

I’m quiet. I’m still. I’m here.

For the first time in twelve months my shoulders go all the way down.






Chapter Two


Wade

I read the notebook again on the porch of the foreman cabin after they go to bed.

The porch boards are warm from the day. There’s still some sun in them under my boots even though the moon is up. The light in the main house went out at nine forty. I waited. I gave her the courtesy of being alone in her brother’s kitchen one more time before I let myself sit out here with what I have.

The bottle of Buffalo Trace is at my elbow, two fingers in and it sits on my tongue the way a confession does. I drink it neat. I drink it slow and drink most nights. Not enough to hurt. Enough to set the edges. Enough to keep me on this porch instead of in town.

Boone Whittaker’s been asking me to come in for supper for four months. Told him no twice. The third time I didn’t answer the phone. He left a voicemail, Wade you’re going to disappear into that ranch one day and none of us are going to notice for a week, and I didn’t call him back. Haven’t called my mother in three weeks either. Joanne Kerr left a Post-it on the foreman cabin door last Saturday: call me about the spring herd check. The Post-it is still there. The corners are starting to curl.

I’m the kind of quiet that costs people. I know it. I keep doing it.

Cole used to call me Calloway-Russo. Russo was my grandmother’s name. She raised me three summers in Sicily when I was seven and eight and nine and she’s the reason I think in Italian when I’m tired or hurt or when I want to say something to a woman that the English in my mouth can’t carry. Cole knew it. He’d call me Russo when he wanted me to slow down. Wade when he wanted me to listen. He used Russo more than Wade in his last year. I should’ve heard the warning in that and didn’t.

I open the notebook anyway.

The whisky doesn’t stop me. Doesn’t start me. Just sits in my mouth like a witness.

I’ve read these pages three hundred times. I know them without looking. The bend of Cole’s letters when he was tired, the way they sharpened when he was angry. The math on page forty-four where he laid out two years of cattle prices and came to the conclusion that High Lonesome was going to make it. The half page on page seventy-one that I don’t let myself read at the cabin anymore because it makes me unfit to sleep.

The half page is about her.

I read it tonight anyway. Because she’s two hundred meters that way under a roof I patched in November, asleep, alive, here and I owe her brother more than the discipline of not reading it.

My sister won’t ask for things, he wrote.

She used to. When she was small. She would ask for a horse and she would ask for our mother’s hairbrush and she would ask for the second piece of cake. Then our father got sick and she stopped asking. Then she went to Denver and she stopped asking some more. Then the boyfriend up there started something I don’t have the words for and she stopped asking altogether.

She won’t ask for what she wants. Not from a man. Not from anyone.

She wants someone to read her. Someone who will look at the way she stands and the way her hand moves and the way her shoulders pull up an inch and know what she needs without making her say it.

I hope she finds him. I haven’t met him yet. If I do I’ll tell him before he meets her. I’ll tell him don’t ask her. Don’t ever ask her. Give it to her before she has to ask.

I love my sister. I haven’t told her that since she was twelve. I’m writing it down now in case I forget how.

I close the notebook.

The porch light is off. The moon is half gone. The wind moves through the cottonwoods two hundred meters off and the leaves make the sound they make in May when the cold hasn’t finished leaving.

She’s asleep in the main house. The kid is asleep across the hall. The dog from the south barn is curled up on the floor of the kitchen by the back door because he sensed something new in the house and has decided it is his job to guard the door tonight.

I’ve known Maren Holt for nine years.

I met her once when she was nineteen. She came up for Christmas from Denver in her first semester at the veterinary tech program and she walked into the main house wearing a thin coat and boots that didn’t match her jeans and a smile that wasn’t a real smile. I shook her hand. She didn’t look me in the eye. She held her hand against her ribs like she was protecting something.

Cole said later that night when she was asleep, Wade do you ever feel like she isn’t the same kid she used to be.

I said Yes.

He said I don’t know if I’m supposed to do something.

I said Drive down there. Just drive down. Sleep on her couch for a weekend.

He did. He drove down four times that year. Each time he came back quieter. The fourth time he said Wade I’m going to ask her to come home. The next month she had a daughter. The month after that we stopped hearing from her at all.

I should have driven down myself. I think about that and think about it every day and think about how I knew enough to tell him to go and not enough to go myself.

Three months before he died Cole sat at the table in the main house drinking coffee and said to me, I think she is going to come back. I’m writing things down for when she does. I’m going to leave her a place that is hers.

I said She’s welcome.

He said Wade I want you here when she comes.

I said Where else would I be.

He looked at me a long time. He was tired. The endowment paperwork was on the table. The new water rights complaint from Rance Mallory was on the table and third pickup offer from Mallory Land Holdings was on the table.

He said Promise me you will stay until she gets here.

I said I promise.

He died on a bend between Lander and Riverton six weeks later.

The notebook went into my desk drawer in the foreman cabin. The notebook hasn’t left that drawer except when I take it out at night.

Tonight I took it out at midnight. I read the half page about her. I closed it and put it back.

I didn’t read it again because of the notebook.

I read it again because she is here.



In the morning she comes down at six. I’m at the kitchen counter making coffee.

I heard her on the stairs before I saw her. Eight steps. Pause at the seventh, the one that creaks. She remembered it. Cole would’ve told her about that step when she was small and she’d kept it in her head for fifteen years. I know this because I knew Cole and Cole told his sister everything that mattered.

She walks in wearing the same jeans as yesterday and a t-shirt that’s too thin for May at this altitude. Hair up in a loose knot. Face bare. There’s a faint pillow crease along her cheekbone she hasn’t noticed yet. She looks at me once when she steps onto the linoleum and then her eyes drop to the floor and stay there.

I’ve prepared for this.

I pour her coffee with milk and no sugar, Phyllis told me on the phone last month, she takes it like Cole used to, and I set the mug down on the side of the table where the morning light won’t be in her eyes. I don’t stand too close and don’t look at her too long. I move around the kitchen with the kind of casual ease that costs a man more than a hard day’s work, because every step I take is one I’ve calibrated against the size of her.

“Wren’s still sleeping,” I say.

“She’ll sleep till seven thirty if she’s comfortable. Eight if she’s really comfortable.”

“Then we’ve got time.”

“For what.”

“To go over the operation. If you want.”

She looks up. The pillow crease catches the light. Her eyes are darker in the morning than they were yesterday afternoon, green going to something closer to brown, and there’s a tightness around them that hasn’t slept off yet.

“Yes,” she says. “I want.”

I take her around the property for two hours.

The calving shed first. The machine shed. The hay barn that smells of dry alfalfa and the small kerosene heater I should’ve replaced last winter. The tack room with Cole’s saddle still on the second peg from the door because nobody has had the right to move it. She stops at the saddle. She doesn’t touch it and nods at me to keep going.

I show her the four horses we keep in the south corral. The bay gelding, Solomon, is the gentle one, he’ll come to her hand within a week. The two ranch dogs, Mick and Pecos, run figure eights at our heels. Pecos is a six-year-old border collie heeler mix who has been waiting for a small human since the day he showed up at the gate. He keeps glancing back toward the house. He knows. Dogs always know first.

I take her up to the north pasture.

The wind comes off the foothills harder up there. Her t-shirt isn’t doing what it should. I see her shoulders pull up an inch, the inch her brother wrote about, and I don’t take off my jacket because if I take off my jacket and put it around her shoulders on her first morning here she’ll spend the rest of the year remembering it. I’m not going to be the man who gave her his jacket on day one. I’m going to be the man who gives her things she hasn’t asked for in the order she can carry them.

I show her where the property line runs. I don’t point at the Mallory side and don’t say his name. I make her stand at the fence and look at the cottonwoods and the cut of the river through the lower meadow and the way the land rises into the foothills the color of wet slate.

“This is yours,” I say.

She doesn’t say anything.

She’s looking at the river. The wind moves her hair across her mouth and she doesn’t push it back. Her arms are wrapped around herself the way people wrap their arms around themselves when they don’t know yet that the cold is going to stop. There’s a small bruise on the inside of her left forearm I hadn’t seen yesterday in the kitchen light. Yellow at the edge. Old. I look away before she catches me looking.

I don’t move closer.

Don’t touch her shoulder.

Don’t say her name.

I stand three feet to her left, where a man can stand without making a woman feel surrounded and I look at the same river she’s looking at and I let her have it.

After a long minute she says, “I have to find a job.”

“You own a third of a working ranch.”

“That isn’t income for me until October when we sell calves. I have rent to pay Phyllis. I have Wren’s preschool down in Sublette county starting in August. I have my own bills.”

“There’s income in the operation.”

“I’m not taking it. Not until I’ve done something to earn it.”

I look at her sideways. Her chin is up. Her jaw is set.

“There’s a diner on 287,” I say. “Mountain Sage. Thirteen minutes from here. Sarah Boudreau owns it. She’s looking for a server. I can call her by eight.”

“Call her.”

“It’s night shift and weekend mornings. Tips are decent.”

“Call her.”

“You’re sure.”

She looks at me. For the first time her eyes hold mine for longer than a breath.

“I’m sure,” she says. “Please.”

I nod.

She watches me a second longer. Something moves behind her eyes, a small recalibration, the kind a woman makes when she’s deciding whether a man is going to be one of the ones who lies to her, and then she looks back at the river.

“Wade.”

“Yes ma’am.”

“Don’t call me Holt.”

“No ma’am.”

“You don’t have to call me anything.”

I don’t say anything to that. There’s nothing to say to it that wouldn’t be larger than what we have right now and what we have right now is six minutes of standing three feet apart at a fence line.

She turns and walks back down the slope toward the house. Wren is awake on the porch in her pyjamas. The kid waves both hands above her head like she’s flagging down a boat. Maren waves back and her whole body softens, the shoulders coming down, the spine giving up an inch of its hold, in the space of three steps. Motherhood is the only thing she lets herself be without bracing for it. I notice that and I file it away.

I watch her walk down the hill and I think about the half page in the notebook. I think about the promise to her brother. I think about the nine years I’ve known her name without knowing the shape of her.

Cole. I think it the way I’d say it if he were on the porch with me. I’m going to keep your promise. I’m going to do it the way you wrote it down.

Stai tranquilla, I think after. Stay quiet. Stay still.

I go inside and I call Sarah Boudreau and by eight thirty Maren has a job.



That afternoon I sit down at the desk in the foreman cabin and I write three lines on a piece of paper. I write them with my left hand because she hasn’t seen my handwriting yet and she’ll see Cole’s eventually and mine eventually and I don’t want her to put the two together before she’s ready. The left-handed letters come out crooked. Good. They look like a stranger wrote them. They are a stranger. The stranger is me on a different day.

The three lines:

11:17. Behind the diner. Don’t ask. Walk.

I fold the paper twice. I put it in the inside pocket of my jacket where my house key sits against my ribs.

I don’t deliver it that night. Or the night after. Or the night after that.

I deliver it on her ninth shift. Twenty days after she arrives. A Wednesday in late May when she’s stopped flinching every time I walk into the kitchen, when Wren has started calling me Mr Quiet, when Maren has looked at me across the kitchen table for a fraction of a second too long, twice, on two different nights, with something in her eyes that could be the question her brother said she’d never ask.

That’s the night.

I drive to the Mountain Sage at ten thirty. I sit at the counter and order coffee and a slice of cherry pie I won’t eat and don’t look at her. I look at the salt shaker, the laminated menu corner, the small grease stain on the counter that nobody has ever cleaned because the diner is older than cleaning. The clock above the kitchen pass-through ticks. The fluorescent light makes a high mosquito hum. I count seventeen ceiling tiles before she clears booth four.

When she does, I lean against the cash register and drop the folded paper into the tip jar in a way that looks like accident. I walk out without saying her name. The bell on the door is too loud. I don’t turn around.

It’s twelve degrees that night. The cold sits on my jaw before I’m three steps from the door.

I drive home. I shower in water hot enough to make my chest hurt and shave. I put on a clean shirt, the dark blue one, because the dark blue one is the one I’d wear if a woman had asked me to come somewhere and I wanted to be the man she remembered later. I park my truck in the gravel lot behind the diner at eleven oh nine and get out. I lean against the hood, hands in my jacket pockets and I wait.

The cold goes through the denim of my jacket in under a minute. I don’t move.






Chapter Three


Maren

I find the note in the tip jar at ten fifty-four.

I’m wiping down booth four when I see his truck pull out of the lot. I know it’s his, the F-250 with the slightly loose tailgate that ticks when he takes the dip out of the parking lot. Forty minutes he sat at the counter. Ordered coffee. Slice of cherry pie. Didn’t eat the pie. Paid cash. Left a twenty and walked out without saying my name and without saying goodbye to Sarah and without turning his head when the bell over the door rang.

I didn’t look at him while he was here.

I looked at him plenty in the mirror behind the counter. The mirror is angled so the line cooks can see the booths. I used it tonight for the first time and I’ll use it again every shift he’s in this diner from this night forward and I already know that.

He hadn’t come to the diner for the first eight shifts. Tonight he did. I don’t know why. My body knows before my brain does, there’s a slow heat at the back of my neck that started when his truck pulled in and hasn’t stopped.

When I clear the counter I find a folded square of paper between the dollars in the tip jar. Not receipt paper. Something heavier. Folded once, then once again. My fingers know it’s not a tip before I unfold it.

Three lines, in a left-leaning handwriting I haven’t seen before.

11:17. Behind the diner. Don’t ask. Walk.

I read it twice. Three times. The rag is still in my left hand and my right hand is shaking by the count of the third read but I don’t notice the shaking until later, when I’m in the bathroom and I see my fingers struggle with the snap of my apron.

I stand at booth four and I stop breathing for a count of four.

There are exactly three men in my life who’d know to write the line don’t ask on a piece of paper and put it in my tip jar.

The first is my brother. Who’s dead.

The second is Garrett, who’s in Denver and who never gave me anything I wanted in his life, never anything I didn’t have to bleed for first.

The third is the man who’s been quiet for eight shifts and tonight came in and ordered pie he didn’t eat.

The clock above the kitchen pass says ten fifty-five.

Twenty-two minutes.

I go to the back. Hang my apron on the hook by the walk-in cooler where the smell of old onion has lived since 1987. Splash water on my face in the small bathroom. Look at myself in the dim mirror under the bare bulb that flickers on a slow count of six. My face is the face I haven’t let myself see for a year. The face that was here before Denver. The face that was here before the boyfriend I don’t say out loud.

I don’t look afraid.

I look like a woman who’s making a choice and that, more than the note in my apron pocket, is the thing I can’t get my breath around. I haven’t made a choice in twenty-six months. Choices have been made about me. Choices have been made for me. Choices have been made over my body in courtrooms and apartments and cars.

This is mine.

I tell Sarah Boudreau I’m taking my break early. She nods without looking up from the register and says, “Take fifteen, honey,” like she does every night and I want to hug her for not knowing.

I walk out the front door. The back door means crossing through the kitchen and I don’t want Eddie the cook to see my face, Eddie has known me since I was twelve and he’d read it on me before I crossed the line. The bell over the front door rings the same way it rang when Wade walked out twenty-eight minutes ago.

I walk around the side of the building. Gravel crunches under my boots. The sodium light at the corner is out, has been out since I started this job, and the pool of light from the next one over doesn’t reach the back lot. The back lot is mostly dark and soft glow of the highway. A waxing moon. The smell of diesel and cold sage.

His truck is at the far end.

He’s leaning against the hood, arms crossed, hat brim pulled low, looking at the ground. His breath is making a small white fog in the cold and disappearing against the dark. He doesn’t lift his head when my boots hit the gravel. He hears me. I can tell by the small tightening at his shoulder. He hears me and he doesn’t turn.

I walk to him.

I walk slow. I want to know if my legs will carry me. They do.

I stop a meter from him.

He doesn’t move. He doesn’t look up and doesn’t say my name.

He waits.

I take one more step. I’m close enough now that I can smell the laundry soap on his shirt and the faint cedar of the cabin and the colder underlay of the gravel and the diesel of the trucks coming off the highway.

He still doesn’t look up.

I say nothing.

I wait. I let him take it.

He lifts his head.

I don’t see his eyes. The brim is too low. I see his mouth. I see the line of his jaw. I see the cord of muscle running down the side of his neck into the collar of his shirt. I see his hand at his thigh. The hand is not gripping anything. It’s open. Palm relaxed.

He turns me with two fingers on my hip.

Just two fingers. Just a small pressure. Like he is turning a door handle.

I turn.

He puts his palm on the small of my back. He bends me forward. The hood of the truck is warm under my hands. Not hot. He left the engine on for a while before I got here. The metal is the temperature of skin.

I lay my forearms flat. I let my forehead rest on the back of my hand.

He waits.

He doesn’t move. He doesn’t unzip anything and doesn’t touch my hair or my shoulder or my waist. He just stands behind me and puts one hand on the back







































































Chapter Four


Maren
















































































































































































Chapter Five


Maren


















































































































































Chapter Six


Wade

































































































































































Chapter Seven


Maren


































































































Chapter Eight


Phyllis



























































































































Chapter Nine


Maren









































































































Chapter Ten


Wade







































































































































Chapter Eleven


Maren





















































































































































Chapter Twelve


Wade























































































Chapter Thirteen


Maren


































































































































































Chapter Fourteen


Wade






















































































































































































Chapter Fifteen


Wade




























































































































Chapter Sixteen


Maren




















































































































Chapter Seventeen


Maren







































































































































































Chapter Eighteen


Wade

















































































































Chapter Nineteen


Cole





























































































Chapter Twenty


Maren































































































































Chapter Twenty One


Wade

















































































































Chapter Twenty Two


Maren





























































































































































































Chapter Twenty Three


Wade

















































































































































































Chapter Twenty Four


Maren

















































































Chapter Twenty Five


Maren








































































































































Chapter Twenty Six


Wade


























































Chapter Twenty Seven


Maren












































































































Chapter Twenty Eight


Wade


















































































































































Chapter Twenty Nine


Maren

































































Chapter Thirty


Wade






































































































































































Chapter Thirty One


Maren



























































Chapter Thirty Two


Wade
























































































































Chapter Thirty Three


Maren

















































































































































Chapter Thirty Four


Wade



















































































































Chapter Thirty Five


Maren































































































































































































Epilogue


Wren


















































EPUB/media/Hush_Cover_KDP_1600x2560.jpg
)MISES ARE MEANT
BEPAYC BIUIRIE D

THE HIGH LONESOME « BOOK ONE

WC ARFETT VAATLE





