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WILD COUNTRY

A novel by Scarlett J. Vale






CHAPTER ONE


The Wrong Shoes

Elena

I hadn’t packed the right shoes.

That was the first thing I knew, with the absolute certainty of a woman who had built a life out of knowing things, when I stepped out of the rental SUV onto a road that wasn’t, in any meaningful sense, a road.

The gravel was bigger than gravel. The dust was finer than dust. Both of them ended somewhere inside the soft Italian leather of the loafers I’d worn on a flight, in two airports and through one rental counter and which had survived all of it without complaint. They weren’t surviving Montana.

I closed the driver’s door behind me. The sound of it landed and went nowhere. There was no traffic to absorb it, no buildings to bounce it back. The country took the noise and kept it.

I’d read about silence like this in books. I hadn’t believed in it.

The sky over Ryder Ranch was the color of a sheet of paper a child had pressed too hard with a blue crayon. Streaks of cloud. A hawk so high it looked like a comma over the foothills. Somewhere behind me the road I’d taken down from Bozeman turned into something even fewer cars used. The cattle guard I’d bumped over a quarter-mile back was the last evidence I’d crossed any kind of line at all.

A wooden gate stood between me and the rest of my next forty-two days.

It was older than I was and twice as tall and braced with a piece of metal that had been welded by hand. Behind it the drive curved up through a pasture too gold to be summer grass and stopped at a ranch house I could see from this distance only as a long, low silhouette against the trees. There was a corral. There were horses. There were three pickup trucks that looked as though they had grown out of the dirt.

There was also, sitting on a bay mare at the far side of the gate, a man.

He hadn’t been there a minute ago. I’d have noticed a horse.

I stood at my driver’s door and waited, because the alternative was to walk up to the gate in shoes that were now visibly ruined. And the man on the horse showed no sign of dismounting or speaking and there was a part of me, the part I’d been keeping in good order since I was twelve years old, that refused to be the first to break a silence.

The horse shifted. The man didn’t.

He was wearing a brown hat that shaded his face down to his mouth and a denim jacket that had been blue once and a pair of work gloves he held by the cuff against his thigh. His other hand rested on the saddle horn the way a man rests his hand on his own kitchen table.

I waited.

He waited.

The hawk above us, the one I’d decided was a comma, turned into a period and dropped.

“You’ll be the architect,” he said.

His voice was lower than I’d been prepared for. Not theatrical. Not performed. Just the voice of a man who hadn’t, apparently, used many words yet today and saw no reason to spend more than necessary on me.

“Yes,” I said. “Elena Brooks.”

He didn’t say his name. He didn’t need to.

I’d read his file on the plane. Cole Ryder. Thirty-eight. Sole heir, sole owner, sole occupant of the ranch we had been authorized to survey. Former rodeo champion. No social media. No public statements about the development project. One photograph in our intake folder, taken five years ago, in which his face had been almost entirely shaded by a hat that looked very much like this hat.

I hadn’t been prepared for what the man under the hat actually looked like.

“You came up in those shoes,” he said.

It wasn’t a question. It was an observation issued without surprise, the way another man might note that it was likely to rain.

“They were appropriate for the flight.”

“They were.”

He waited again. I had the sense the man knew something I hadn’t figured out yet. Something about me, about the road, about the next forty-two days.

I lifted my chin one degree.

“My understanding,” I said, in the voice I used in client meetings to make difficult men sit back in their chairs, “is that the survey team is expected today and that you have been notified.”

“I was notified.”

“And that the property has been opened for access until the twenty-second of next month.”

“It has.”

“And that you would meet us at the house.”

“I’d have. You’re a half-hour early.”

I’d been a half-hour early my entire professional life. I’d never, until this moment, been faulted for it.

I let my eyes hold his because I’d been trained by twelve years of difficult clients not to look away from a man’s silence. I expected him, as men in client meetings generally did, to look first.

He didn’t look first.

He looked at me with the steady, unblinking patience of a man who had spent his entire life watching things in fields decide whether to run. And who had, every time, waited them out.

Something in my chest did something I didn’t give it permission to do.

It was the wind, the altitude, the four a.m. start Eastern time on nothing but gas-station coffee and a granola bar I’d eaten in the rental lot.

It wasn’t the man.

“Mr. Ryder,” I said. “Would you mind opening the gate.”

He looked at the gate. Then he looked at me. Then, with the kind of unhurried movement that made every action I’d taken in the last week feel jagged, he swung off the horse, looped the reins over the top rail, walked to the gate and opened it.

He didn’t hold it. He let it swing.

“You can drive up to the house,” he said. “Hank’s expecting you. There’s coffee. Try not to back over the dog.”

He walked back to his horse and was in the saddle again before I’d moved.

“Mr. Ryder,” I said.

He looked down at me. The brim of the hat lifted half an inch. For the first time I could see his eyes. They were the color of stone after rain.

“Ma’am.”

“I’m here for forty-two days,” I said. “I expect that we will need to find a way to work together.”

“Ma’am,” he said again, the way another man might have said that’s an interesting theory.

He clicked his tongue. The mare turned without his hand on the rein. They went up the drive at a walk, not a trot, the way a man goes when he isn’t running from anything and not late for anything either.

I got back in the SUV.

I sat with my hands on the wheel until I trusted them. The dust the mare had kicked up settled on the windshield. The hawk had gone wherever hawks went.

I’d been on the property for four minutes.

I’d be gone in six weeks.

That was the first lie I told myself in Montana.

It wasn’t the last.







CHAPTER TWO


Sam’s Debt

Cole

She drank her coffee black.

I noticed it through the kitchen window twenty minutes after she came through the gate, when she was standing on the porch with one of Hank’s chipped mugs in her hand and the wind was moving the loose pieces of her hair the way wind moves anything that hasn’t been told to stay.

I shouldn’t have noticed.

I noticed.

I was in the tack room, which gave me a clear line of sight through the breezeway, through the kitchen, out to the porch. I wasn’t in the tack room because I had business in the tack room. I was in the tack room because the alternative was to be in the kitchen and the kitchen, for the next forty-two days, wasn’t going to be a place I trusted myself to be.

I went back to oiling the bridle in my hand. The leather had been my father’s. He had bought it the year I was born and used it for thirty years and the year I came home from the rodeo for good he had handed it to me without saying anything and gone into the house and made coffee.

I missed him with a sudden flat hardness that had nothing to do with the woman on the porch.

I didn’t let myself miss anyone else.

“She came up early.” Hank’s voice, in the doorway. He filled most of it.

I didn’t look up. “She came up early.”

“In bad shoes.”

“In bad shoes.”

“Pretty.”

I looked up.

Hank was leaning against the door jamb with his arms crossed and one foot hooked behind the other and he had the look on his face that he had worn since I was fourteen years old, which was the look of a man who had decided he was going to enjoy himself at my expense for the next several minutes and there was nothing I could do about it.

“Don’t,” I said.

“Don’t what.”

“Don’t.”

He grinned. It was the grin of a man who had been at my mother’s funeral and my father’s funeral and my brother’s funeral and who had earned the right to grin at me on a day that wasn’t, technically, a funeral.

“I’m simply observing,” he said, “that the architect from New York is prettier than the photograph in the file.”

“She’s here for forty-two days.”

“That’s correct.”

“She’s here for the survey.”

“That’s correct.”

“She isn’t here for anything else.”

“That’s correct.”

“Get out of my tack room.”

“I’m also in the tack room because of business, Cole.”

“What business.”

“Drinking my coffee where it is shaded.”

He drank his coffee. He didn’t leave.

I oiled the bridle. The strap moved through my hands the way it always did. The smell of the leather was the same and smell of the place was the same. The light coming through the dust on the window was the same.

I was, however, listening through the wall for the sound of her boots. Which weren’t boots, on the boards of the porch.

She didn’t come inside. I’d have heard. She stayed out there for ten minutes, drinking the coffee Hank had given her, looking out at the foothills with the kind of stillness I hadn’t expected from a city woman.

Most people who came up from cities filled the silence. They talked about the view. They asked about the cattle. They commented on the air. Which was, yes, different from the air they were used to. They would learn over the next forty-two days that they were used to less than they had assumed.

She didn’t talk.

She stood on the porch and held the cup with both hands and looked.

A part of me which I’d been keeping in good order for five years objected to this without explaining why.

“Cole.”

“What.”

Hank was still in the doorway. He had stopped grinning. That was worse.

“You read the addendum.”

“I read the addendum.”

“You spoke to Don.”

“I spoke to Don.”

“Don said?”

“Don said the clause is the clause. If we don’t give them access for the six weeks the note resets at the higher rate and we lose the south draw and the strip down to the creek and a third of the upper pasture in liquidation. Don said the only way out is through.”

“So she walks the place.”

“So she walks the place.”

“Forty-two days.”

“Forty-two days.”

He took a long pull on his coffee. His face was very still.

“You don’t have to like her,” he said. “You do have to let her work.”

“I know what I have to do, Hank.”

“I’m aware that you know what you have to do, Cole. I’m also aware that the last time you had a woman in this house was longer ago than I’m going to say out loud, because the answer would embarrass both of us. So I’m saying it now, while she is on the porch, before you have spent any more than seven minutes in the same forty-two days as her. Let her work. Don’t be cruel. Don’t be charming.”

“I’m not in danger of being charming.”

“You aren’t. That’s why I said it.”

I did look up at him then.

He looked back the way he had looked at me at my brother’s grave, which was the way he had looked at me through three of the worst seasons of my life. He looked at me as though he had known me longer than I’d known myself and was, in spite of that, still on my side.

“Forty-two days, Cole.”

“Forty-two days, Hank.”

He nodded once. He left the doorway. I heard his boots on the porch, the rumble of his voice in the kitchen, the answer in hers. Low. Polite. Slightly tired.

I went back to the bridle.

A minute later the screen door opened and shut once, twice. Footsteps, soft and uncertain on the boards. The crunch of a city woman’s loafers on gravel. The sound of an SUV door opening, of bags being lifted. Of a city woman who had been told the guest cabin was the one with the green roof. And who was. In those impossible shoes. Walking the fifty yards to the cabin alone because she hadn’t asked Hank or me for help. And because Hank had, correctly, not offered.

I let the bridle rest on the bench.

I looked through the window once.

She was halfway to the cabin with a hard-sided suitcase in one hand and a leather folio in the other and a laptop bag on her shoulder and a coffee cup, somehow, still in her teeth.

She was managing.

A muscle in my jaw did something I hadn’t asked it to do.

I picked up the bridle again.

Forty-two days.

I oiled the leather until I trusted my hands.

I wasn’t in any danger.

That was the first lie I told myself, on the second day she was on my land.

It wasn’t the last.







CHAPTER THREE


The Property Line

Elena

The guest cabin had a green roof. It also had a porch that ran the length of the front, a kitchenette built sometime in the seventies, a bed that was wider than I’d expected and a screen door that didn’t quite latch unless you lifted it half an inch on the way to closing it.

I learned about the screen door at five in the morning, when the wind picked up and the door began to slap against the frame in a rhythm that wasn’t, as it would have been in Manhattan, the rhythm of a city. It was the rhythm of a country deciding what it wanted to do with itself today.

I lay in bed for nine minutes listening to it.

I didn’t go back to sleep.

At six I was on the porch in jeans, a white shirt, the loafers I’d ruined the day before, a barn jacket I’d bought at the Bozeman airport for ninety-six dollars and a coffee I’d made in the cabin’s drip machine using the grounds I’d brought from Manhattan in a sealed bag.

The light over the foothills was the kind of light I’d only seen in films. It was thin and gold and so wide it didn’t have edges. The grass was moving in long slow patterns. A truck was already running somewhere behind the main house.

I drank my coffee.

I made my plan.

I’d forty-two days.

I’d a survey to run, a topographical map to produce, a soil sample sequence to deliver and a preliminary design package to present to Mara on day twenty-eight. I’d a checklist. I’d a calendar. I’d, on the floor of the cabin, three plastic crates of equipment that had arrived two days before me and which Hank had. With the patience of a man who had handled many other people’s misplaced parcels, stacked under a tarp.

I’d a man at the far end of the property who didn’t want me there.

The man at the far end of the property was, in the most literal sense, not my problem. He was a contractual variable. He was an entry on page seventeen of the access agreement and was a name in a folder.

He was the only person on this ranch I hadn’t yet figured out how to handle and I’d handled, in twelve years at Whitlock and Vance, men far more difficult than a Montana rancher.

I finished my coffee.

I started work.

By eight I’d run the first traverse from the cabin to the lower fence of the upper pasture. By nine I’d identified three sight lines that would matter to the resort plan and one watercourse that the topographical survey from 2019 had marked incorrectly. By ten I’d moved my measuring equipment up the slope on foot, twice, because the only access road that would have brought a vehicle up that grade had been gated and the gate had been padlocked and I hadn’t yet decided whether the padlock was a deliberate gesture from Cole Ryder or simply the standard condition of the property.

By eleven I’d decided it was deliberate.

It was the small kind of deliberate. The kind that didn’t require him to be unpleasant to my face. The kind that meant he could, when called on it, claim he had always kept that gate locked.

I considered, briefly, going back to the house to ask for the key. I rejected the idea. Asking for the key would have given him exactly the satisfaction the locked gate was designed to provide.

I lifted my equipment over the fence.

The fence was barbed wire. I noted this on the way over. I noted it again on the way back, half an hour later, when the back of my hand caught on a wire I’d thought I cleared and a thin line of blood beaded along the cut and then dried before I’d time to look for a tissue.

I kept working.

The upper pasture was beautiful. I’d, in time, tell him this. In time, I’d tell him a great deal. At this hour of this day on the morning of my second on his land, I told it only to myself.

The grass was tall enough to brush my fingertips when I let my arms hang at my sides. The wind moved the grass the way water moves on the surface of a flat pond. There were stands of aspen at the far side. Beyond the aspen the foothills lifted. Beyond the foothills the mountains, which I’d been told were the Bridgers, sat with the kind of patience mountains have.

I was halfway through laying my second transect when the horse came up behind me.

I heard the horse first. It wasn’t the sound of a horse trying to be unheard. It was the sound of a horse a man wanted me to hear. The unhurried, deliberate, this-is-a-thousand-pound-animal-and-you-have-noticed-it kind of horse.

I turned.

He hadn’t been on the same horse this morning. This one was darker. A black gelding with a white blaze and four white socks and the look of a horse that had been picked, today, to make a particular impression. The man on its back didn’t need help making impressions, but he had picked the horse anyway.

I let my hands fall.

“Mr. Ryder.”

He didn’t answer. He let the gelding walk three more steps, until the horse’s nose was perhaps eight feet from where I was standing and then he let the reins go slack.

The horse stopped without being told.

“Ms. Brooks.”

“I wasn’t sure I’d see you today.”

“You’re past the south draw.”

“I’m.”

“The south draw is not in the access agreement.”

“It’s in the access agreement,” I said. “Page eight. Schedule B. Upper pasture access defined as the area bounded on the south by the original cattle road, on the west by the line of section thirty-two, on the north by the boundary fence and on the east by the watercourse marked as Lost Creek on the 2019 survey.”

He looked at me.

He hadn’t, I thought, been expecting me to know page eight, Schedule B.

He had also not been expecting me to have read it on the plane.

“You read the agreement,” he said.

“I drafted half of the addendum.”

It wasn’t technically true. Mara had drafted the addendum. I’d signed the lower revisions. I’d read the document three times in the air over Iowa. I knew exactly what I was authorized to do on this land. I knew exactly what I wasn’t.

He didn’t, immediately, respond. He sat on the horse and looked past me at something in the grass.

I held my position.

It was an architectural truth, learned on a thousand client meetings, that the person who is most certain of where they stand is the person who doesn’t move.

I didn’t move.

He didn’t move.

The grass moved.

The hawk had come back. The same hawk, or a different one. It made the same shape against the same sky.

“Ms. Brooks.”

“Mr. Ryder.”

“You’re bleeding.”

I looked down at my hand. The dried blood had cracked when I lifted my arm to gesture at the pasture. A fresh thin line had opened. It was nothing. I’d taken larger cuts off a soup can.

“It’s nothing.”

“It isn’t nothing. You went over the fence.”

“I lifted my equipment.”

“You went over the fence.”

“There was a padlock.”

He looked at me for one long second.

“There was a padlock,” he said.

It wasn’t an apology. It wasn’t a denial. It was the exact tone with which a man says yes, that is true and we both know why it is true.

I waited.

He waited.

The wind moved through the grass between us. A small thing happened in my stomach that I didn’t have time, this early in a project, to investigate.

He nudged the gelding sideways and dismounted in one easy motion that was unfair. He walked the eight feet between us with a slowness that, if I’d been wiser, I’d have read as a warning.

He stopped three feet from me. Not closer. Not further. The kind of distance a man stops at when he has already calculated which distance keeps him safe.

He pulled a clean square of bandana out of his pocket.

He didn’t hand it to me.

He held out his hand.

It wasn’t a request. It wasn’t a question. It was the hand of a man who had been raised among horses and weather and people who needed help and who had learned, by the age of about seven, that the most efficient way to deliver help wasn’t to ask for permission.

I gave him my hand.

I don’t know, even now, why I did.

His fingers were warm. The pad of his thumb pressed once, lightly, against the inside of my wrist, where my pulse had decided to embarrass me. He held my hand the way you would hold a stem of something you intended not to crush and he wrapped the bandana around the back of my hand twice and tied it once with a knot that didn’t pull.

It took eleven seconds.

I counted.

“Don’t go over the fence in those shoes,” he said.

“They aren’t shoes for going over fences.”

“They aren’t shoes for going up the south draw either.”

“They aren’t.”

“I’ll have Hank put a key on a hook by the kitchen door.”

“Thank you.”

He didn’t let go of my hand right away.

It was perhaps another second. Possibly two. He didn’t look at my face when he held it. He looked at the bandana, as though he had something to check, as though the knot might come undone if he wasn’t paying attention, as though his entire body required him to maintain a fiction about why his hand was still in contact with mine.

Then he released it.

He stepped back.

He swung up onto the gelding with the kind of economy that would have, in any other situation, made me ask him to teach me. He sat in the saddle and looked at me from his new height.

“Ma’am,” he said.

“Mr. Ryder.”

He turned the horse with no visible signal. He rode away across the pasture at the same unhurried pace at which he had arrived and he didn’t look back.

I stood with the bandana on my hand and watched him go.

I noticed I hadn’t, in the entire exchange, looked away from him once.

I noticed he hadn’t, in the entire exchange, looked away from me until the moment he had had to choose between looking away and doing something he had no intention of doing.

I noticed I was breathing the way I’d been when I’d finished my qualifying exam.

I noticed I was smiling.

I stopped smiling.

I went back to my transect.

By two in the afternoon I’d finished the upper pasture and walked the line of the watercourse to the aspen stand and back. I’d three pages of notes. I’d a coffee thermos that I’d emptied and refilled at the spring near the south fence. I’d a piece of his bandana wrapped around the back of my left hand.

I didn’t, on the way back to the cabin, take it off.

I didn’t, on the way back to the cabin, decide what that meant.

I’d been on the property for two days.

I’d a job to do.

I’d be gone in six weeks.

I’d be gone in six weeks.

I’d be gone in six weeks.

I told myself this three times, in the cabin doorway, with the screen door open and the wind moving the loose pieces of my hair the way it had moved them yesterday.

It didn’t, the third time, sound like the truth.







CHAPTER FOUR


Boots

Cole

The truck cab was cold at the column of the steering wheel and the heater had been singing on the lowest setting since the cattle guard. My left wrist rested on the top of the wheel the way it had rested on the top of the wheel for nineteen years.

The road to Bozeman is forty-three miles of two-lane blacktop with a single rest stop, two diners and a gas station that has been losing money on every gallon it sells since the price of diesel went up the spring of my brother’s funeral.

I hadn’t driven it in three weeks.

I drove it the next morning at six because the rental SUV she had brought up from the airport wasn’t going to make it past the south draw a second time. Because we were going to need her vehicle on the upper road for the rest of her stay. Because the only place to swap that vehicle was the rental return in town and because, on my land, the only person who could legally drive that SUV back was the woman who had signed for it.

These were the operational reasons.

I told myself these were the only reasons.

I had not driven anyone to Bozeman in nineteen years. The last person I had driven this stretch with had been my brother in the passenger seat at sixteen years old, on the morning we picked up the second tractor from the auction at Three Forks, three months before he died on a county road outside Big Sandy. I had not put another person in the right hand seat of this truck since. The woman who was about to climb into it had not asked for the seat. She did not know it had been empty for nineteen years. She did not know I had been waiting for someone to be the wrong reason to fill it. She was, by every reasonable accounting, the wrong reason. I drove anyway.

I didn’t, on this trip, ride with Hank.

Hank had offered. Hank had also, when he made the offer, given me the look that meant he was offering specifically because he expected me to refuse. He had been offering things he expected me to refuse since I was eleven years old.

I refused.

She came out of the cabin at six on the nose in a clean white shirt and the same jeans she had been wearing the day before and a new pair of boots she had pulled out of the bottom of her suitcase. They were boots in the way that a paperweight was a paperweight. They were narrow at the heel and pointed at the toe and the leather was the color of milk after a strawberry has been mashed into it. They were, technically, boots.

They weren’t the boots she was going to wear for the next forty-two days.

I didn’t say this out loud.

She got into the truck without a word. She put her seatbelt on without a word. She put her hands in her lap and looked at the road and didn’t, for the first nineteen miles, say anything at all.

It would have been easier if she had been talking.

A woman who is talking is a woman a man can react to. He can answer her. He can fail to answer her. He can decide, depending on what she says, what kind of mile he is going to drive.

A woman who is silent in a man’s truck for nineteen miles is a different problem.

I drove.

The sun came up the rest of the way through the windshield. The grasses turned the color they turned at this hour of this season. A pronghorn lifted its head fifty yards off the road, looked at us as we passed and went back to its grass.

She watched the pronghorn until we were past it.

“Antelope,” she said.

“Pronghorn.”

“What’s the difference.”

“They aren’t antelope.”

She didn’t answer.

A mile later she said, “Mr. Ryder.”

“Ma’am.”

“Will you tell me, on the way into town, the things I should know about being on the ranch that I won’t learn by reading the access agreement.”

I drove for another quarter mile.

I hadn’t been expecting the question. I hadn’t been expecting her to ask anything, which had been the problem with the silence. I’d been calibrating for the version of her that complained. That cataloged. That asked, on the way into town, whether I’d grown up on the ranch and how big it was and how many cattle I ran and whether I’d a wife. I’d a list of answers for that version of her.

I didn’t have a list of answers for the version of her that asked, in a level voice, after nineteen miles of nothing, what she should know.

“Don’t approach the bay mare in the corral closest to the barn from the right side.”

“Why.”

“She lost an eye three years ago. She’ll spook.”

“Got it.”

“Don’t drink the water out of the spring on the south draw unless you’ve boiled it. The cattle have been in it.”

“Got it.”

“Don’t leave your laundry on the porch overnight in this season. The wind takes things.”

“Noted.”

“Tucker will pick you. Don’t pet him with food in your other hand.”

“Tucker.”

“The dog.”

“Tucker.”

She wrote something in a small leather notebook she had pulled out of her bag. I hadn’t noticed her pull the notebook out of her bag.

She wrote in the notebook with a green ink pen. I hadn’t noticed the pen either.

She put the notebook away.

“Mr. Ryder.”

“Ma’am.”

“You don’t like me on your land.”

It wasn’t a question.

I drove the next mile without speaking. I thought about what answers were available to me and thought about which of them was true.

“I don’t like anyone on my land for forty-two days under a clause my brother signed and didn’t understand.”

She was very still beside me.

“Your brother.”

“Yes.”

“I didn’t know that part.”

“You didn’t need to know that part.”

“I didn’t.”

She turned her head toward the window. The reflection of her face in the glass moved with the road, the way faces move in truck windows. I could see her without seeing her. I could see her without her knowing that I could see her.

She wasn’t smiling.

She wasn’t, I thought, sorry for me. I’d spent five years avoiding people who were sorry for me. I wouldn’t have been able to tolerate her if she had been sorry for me.

She was something else. She was thinking and was reorganizing the file she had on me. She was, with the precision of a woman who had filed a great many things in her life, moving information from one drawer to another.

“Mr. Ryder.”

“Yes.”

“I won’t bring my brother up to you again unless you raise him first.”

I didn’t answer right away.

I hadn’t been called Mr. Ryder by a stranger in years. People in town called me Cole. The men who worked the ranch called me Cole or boss or, when they had been drinking, the kid, even though I’d been thirty-eight for ten months. The vet called me Cole and lawyer called me Cole when he was being friendly and Mr. Ryder when he was about to charge me for the next hour.

She had called me Mr. Ryder twelve times in eighteen hours.

I noticed, with a clarity that would matter to me later, that she hadn’t, even once, called me Cole.

“Thank you,” I said.

She nodded once.

We didn’t, for the remaining twenty-one miles, speak about my brother.

We didn’t, for the remaining twenty-one miles, speak.

I parked outside the rental return at six fifty-three in the morning. We were the only truck in the lot. I stayed in the cab while she went in. She came out fifteen minutes later with a folder of paperwork in one hand and her purse in the other and the white boots on her feet.

She got back in the truck.

“The man at the desk told me,” she said, “that I should consider buying boots.”

“The man at the desk told you correctly.”

“He recommended a store.”

“Yelina’s.”

“Yelina’s.”

“That’s the right store.”

She didn’t move to open her door.

She sat with her hands in her lap.

She looked, for the first time since I’d picked her up from the cabin, like a woman who didn’t know what she was supposed to do next.

It was a small look. Most people would have missed it. I’d spent two years watching my brother for exactly this look in the year before he died and a year after my brother died watching myself for it in the mirror and three years after that learning to recognize it on the faces of seasonal hands who had come up from places they didn’t want to talk about.

It was the look of a person who had been making one set of decisions for so long that the decision to do one small thing differently had used up all the energy she had this morning.

I didn’t, three years ago, know what to do with that look.

I knew, now, exactly what to do with it.

“Stay in the truck,” I said.

She looked at me.

“Stay in the truck. I’ll drive us over. We’ll buy boots. We’ll be back in forty minutes.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I’m aware that I don’t have to.”

She was quiet for a beat.

“Thank you.”

“Ma’am.”

I drove the half mile to Yelina’s. She didn’t, this time, take her notebook out.

Yelina herself was behind the counter. She had been behind that counter on the day I’d gone in to buy a black suit for my brother’s funeral. She had said one sentence to me that day, which had been Cole, I’m very sorry, and then she hadn’t said another word the entire time I’d been in the shop. Because Yelina had
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