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He let the door slam and the woman woke with a start.

“Oh.” She rubbed her eyes quickly, pulled her hair back with red hands. “Morning.”

It was. Barely. Sun just above blue sage hills glinted through dirty windows.

“Good morning,” he said. He moved past the tables to the counter.

She stood as he sat. A paperback romance fell from her lap and raised dust. She picked it up and brushed the cover against her jeans. She moved behind the counter and poured two cups of coffee, sliding one to him.

He nodded thanks.

The diner had arisen suddenly out of dawning hills—miles of featureless road, sage prairie, then it was there: river, sparse trees, diner. It was a cold morning caught between winter and spring. The river had ice along its banks and snow still lay in shaded spots.

“You aren’t a trucker, or I’d have heard you pull in.”

“No. Just a fisherman.”

She studied him. “A little early, isn’t it?”

“You tell me.”

She drank her coffee and thought a moment. “No. I guess it’d be O.K.” She spoke the words slowly and looked out the window. “Snow all melted during the warm spell. River’s resting normal and clear.” She looked at him. “You’ll find fish, but it’ll be cold and always a chance of snow.”

“Good.”

A car passed on the road. The river flowed beneath the sun—higher, warmer already. Ice melted, the drops falling like rain in the clear moving river.

She watched him.

He returned her stare.

“Let me feed you,” she said. “What would you like?”

“Sausage?”

“The best.”

“Double helping of sausage and three eggs over easy.”

She nodded, moved down the counter and switched on the grill. “Take a minute to heat.”

“No hurry,” he said.

He drank the coffee as she cooked. There was something about her—a practical independence, a strength carried quietly. Was it the land or the person?

She cracked eggs into a bowl and said, “You’re not from around here.”

“Is anybody?”

She faced him. “I am.”

The land and the person. He laughed and she grinned. He said, “You win. No, I’m not from this area. My first visit. I like it already. It’s empty but beautiful.”

“Beautiful?” She considered that. “I suppose. Starkly beautiful. But it’s the loneliness that sticks with you. God, it can be lonely, especially the winters—cold enough to freeze fire, the land all white, the sky almost always clear. I guess that’s beautiful at first. But live in it awhile. Have your hands freeze trying to start your car with its oil like glue. Have the pipes wrapped in electric blankets on full and still managing to bust.” She turned and dropped the sausage on the grill. Grease sputtered loud. “Don’t get me wrong. It’s hard land, but I’d never leave.”

“Lived here long?”

“All my life.”

“Here?”

“Hereabouts.”

“Alone?”

She poured the eggs beside the sausage. She turned and froze his curious gaze. “Sometimes.”

Wind struck the building and curtains fluttered. The wind moved on.

He said, “I can see how it might get lonely.”

She worked over the grill. He watched her back, the sure muscles of her shoulders creasing the shirt. She turned with a steaming full plate and delivered it. She poured him another cup of coffee, sat on a stool, then said, “The loneliness and hardship are only half. Be loony to stay if that was all. But to see an eagle gliding before dawn reaches you, the sun already on its wings—ever seen that?”

He shook his head, his mouth full.

“Or this gray ugly desert changing to green before your eyes after a summer shower. Or that river out there—just keeps on.” She’d spoken to the floor but looked up now. “That’s why I stay.”

He nodded and started his second piece of toast.

“There’s too much in the land,” she said.
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The river flows beneath the highway, the sun over the hills. And far, far—mountains.

*       *       *
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The sun high in a cloudless sky. Nearing midday.
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The river flowing clear blue.
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Blue sand hills of sage rise and fall into the horizon. In the distance there is a ridge, the ferrous soil red and yawning under the sky.
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Antelope graze brown grass, sun catching black horns, fur disheveled, bones protruding.
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An eagle screeches, riding gently a spring thermal.
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A lone human bent under a pack, walking.
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A plank bridge. Wooden piling.
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His boots make a hollow sound on the old planks. He drops his pack and leans on the railing.
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The river gurgles around the piles.
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Brush along the banks clicks in the breeze.
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Click-click. Click. Click.
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Sagebrush into hills. Hills to sky.
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He looks into the water, sees a slick shape dart then hold against the current. He squints. Several more. They’re big fish. He’s glad to see them. He waves his hand, its shadow dancing across the water. The fish disappear. Into darker pools.
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Water moving stillness.
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He follows the river downstream to where it disappears beneath brush. He looks up, scans empty hills.
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A white patch in shade. Several.
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He tries to mark where the hills end and the sky begins but can’t. Shrugs and turns.
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Westward.
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His shadow stretches before him, across the bridge, tumbling into empty air.
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River. Hills. Sky.
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A canyon. Then mountains, blue sky over white peaks.
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He stares. He thinks he’s alone.
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A trout rises and strikes a twig. A splash and lone ripple.
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River sound.
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Shhhhhhhhhh.
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The trout shakes its head, spits out the twig. Returns to deeper water.
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A dove mourning.
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Who-oo. Who-who-who.
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A cold breeze and the click-click of brush.
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He looks about quickly, wonders what it is. Then shakes his head in disgust, kicks at a stone.
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Bounding stone on wood.
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Hollow.
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Quiet.
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Plop.
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Fish scatter. The stone falls to sandy bottom.
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He rushes to the railing, sees fragile ripples strike the bank and disappear. He looks up.
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Snow-sloped mountains hazy in the distance. Far ghosts.

*       *       *
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Ringing quiet comes and goes.
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The pack feels good on his back.
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Dirt ruts winding into hills.
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Sun.
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Sagebrush.
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He begins to whistle, the sound carrying faint on cooling wind. It feels good to hear it. It feels just fine.
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An eagle soaring black. Gliding there. Looking for things that move.
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He maintains a fast pace, breathing hard the frail air. He whistles then stops, hears the newer sound of the hills. That quiet.
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A ground squirrel thin and weak crawls to the mouth of its burrow. Sees sun and freezes.

––––––––
[image: image]


Wind.
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Dust fills fading track.

*       *       *
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Sun falling.
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He leaves the road and cuts back toward the river. He’s far enough upstream. He’s tired. He’s drawn on by the invisible river.
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Antelope feed in the distance.
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Wild horses rise against the sky, pause etched against the blue, then fall beyond the edge.
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The antelope resume grazing.
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His footfalls match the heavy thump of his heart. His breaths come deep and slow. He likes the feeling. The emptiness. No, the emptying. It’s good that it’s this way. It’s good the solid softness beneath his feet. The walking. The quiet. The space.
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A hawk screeches.
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K-reeeeeeeeee-ee.
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The world pauses.
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He looks up.
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The river unfolds below him.

*       *      *
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He stands at the edge of the clearing and watches, listens for any sound.
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The river beyond the bushes.
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The sun, lower.
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Quiet.
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He’s convinced he’s alone and approaches the sheepwagon in the clearing.

Mice scurry.
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As he nears, he sees evidence of long neglect: tires on spoked hubs flat and half-buried in dusty soil, a wasps’ nest by the toolbox, a broken latch. And a door. He stands before it.
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Paired ducks rise quacking from the swamp beyond.
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He tenses.
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And the door sways slowly open.
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He watches this.

*       *       *
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He lies asleep on the dusty mattress, his sleeping bag unrolled beneath him. The door is shut and the small space of the wagon is warm and quiet.
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A wind, outside.
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Last rays of sun through narrow window of faded celluloid.
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Pale orange columns of dust dancing.

––––––––
[image: image]


A fly, the season’s first, rises and tests its wings cautiously, then flies.
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Bzzzzzzzzzz . . . Bzzzzzzzzz-zzzzzzzzzz.
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Loud.
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It flies to the light, beats against the window. Then stops.
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Quiet.
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It walks along the dirty sill and pokes at the fragile shells of flies from years past, their walking legs frozen in the air. Rises suddenly and beats again at the window, urgent now, its desperate tap-tapping buzz the only sound in the wagon.
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Outside, the river’s murmur comes and goes on the breeze.
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He sleeps.

*       *       *
[image: image]


Dreams cast dim shadows against the dark and he hears the sound of hoofs beating across the sage plain.
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The empty space of sleep fills, threatens with its knowledge.
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Sound swells. Dies. Swells.
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Something there. Something there.
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He wakes suddenly
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