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T HE FIRST TIME HE KICKED THE NURSE, HE RE-
pented of it. It was unseemly conduct for a man of
God. He’d been a bishop for ten years, and a patriarch

for more. He made no excuses, forsook the sin, and cringed
every time he saw the blue-black bruise through her white
support hose. 

The second time, he repented of repenting. It was no sin to
kick the brusque and vulgar, he decided. The Lord witnessed
how she rammed chicken down his gullet and followed him
into the privy. 

The nurse took his boots after that. His Tony Lamas would
appear only on visiting days. 

He had been a patient at the nursing home for more than a
year now, he who had never been patient about anything. But
he couldn’t leave his wife. 

He couldn’t face the heavy silence in their home. But he
couldn’t take care of her either. The dementia had worsened
with each week until one night she announced she couldn’t
sleep in their room anymore. A little man lived on her night-
stand and when she got into bed, he would leap onto her chest
and start jumping—up and down, up and down——just like
the grandkids jumped on the bunk beds. She asked him,
would he be able to sleep if someone were bouncing on him
like a trampoline? 

After that, his three daughters convinced him to put her in
the home. He’d felt like a deserter. All his life, he’d been a care-
taker. He’d taken care of one thousand acres, two hundred
horses, six hundred cattle, fifty pigs, three dogs, an entire con-
gregation, and three women all his life. 

Every woman but Eliza. She would never let him. She took
care of him. It was their secret. No one knew that she wrote
every sacrament talk he ever gave. No one knew that she made
him give up chewing tobacco. No one knew that the only

reason they married in the temple was because she wouldn’t
marry him any other place.

Once she told him, “A bishop’s wife doesn’t get the glory.
She just feeds the pigs on Sunday.” And she did. One Sunday
she had forgotten to take off her fuzzy brown, slop-spattered
chore coat before she came to church. She noticed the smell
when she bowed her head during the opening prayer, but
waited until after the sacrament to remove it. With quiet dig-
nity, she left the meeting and put the coat in the trunk of the
car, praying that the smell wouldn’t infect the upholstery.

I N THE BEGINNING, he’d visited Eliza almost every day,
his shaking hands steering the brown Pontiac. Once he’d
brought their twelve-year-old granddaughter with him.

Eliza never recognized the child. Instead she looked up at him
and said, “So you’ve left me for another woman, have you? Is
this your new mistress?” Their granddaughter stopped in her
tracks. She dropped her outstretched arms and looked to him
for explanation. He motioned her to come to his side and
began to speak: “Eliza, now don’t be funny. You know this is
little Natalie . . .” Eliza interrupted him, “Have you come to in-
troduce me to her? I guess that’s proper.” Her voice crescen-
doed. “I should’ve guessed this would come out in you, what
with how many wives your granddaddy had. Too bad they
outlawed polygamy. I guess I should be glad she isn’t Japanese.
You can’t trust a Jap. Why in the jungle...”

By this time, Eliza was screaming. But at least she was
screaming about World War II instead of accusing him of adul-
tery. He preferred racial slurs to damning accusations. And at
least Eliza was still Eliza. He knew this woman: fiery, red-
headed, and outspoken. The nurses elbowed him out of the
way and swarmed around her. He backed away and turned to
find his granddaughter. Natalie was bawling in the shadows of
the hallway. He wondered briefly if there was anything of Eliza
in this dough-faced blonde baby. 

He soothed her and took her out to the car. He opened the
car door for her. Before she got inside, Natalie turned to him:
“Are you sure that woman was Grandma? She didn’t even
know me.” 

He slipped an arm around her shoulder. “Honey, that was
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Grandma.” Then he laughed. “Do you remember when I fell
asleep and you and she and all the other grandkids hogtied me
to the chair and painted my fingernails red?” 

“Yes,” Natalie snuffled. “It was Grandma’s idea.” She hic-
cuped. “But it’s like Grandma’s gone.”

“No honey, it’s not. She’s still the same woman.” And he be-
lieved it. In fact, to him, Eliza had been stripped of all her ve-
neer, leaving a core of emotions and opinions. She might be a
stranger to his granddaughter but not to him. Natalie got in
the car. He shut her door. Then he turned, faced the nursing
home square, and walked inside. He would call Natalie’s par-
ents from the front desk. They would come, sort out the pa-
perwork, and take care of their girl. Right now, he needed to
take care of his girl. 

As he passed the threshold, trading sunlight for fluorescent
tubes, he felt like Ruth from the Bible. Maybe he wasn’t giving
up his people or his faith, but he was forsaking his freedom.
Thy place shall be my place, he thought, as he pressed his
hands against the coolness of the Formica desk. The touch
soothed him and firmed his resolve. Yes. It was right. He
would not leave this place without her ever again. 

S O HE FOLLOWED her here, to the sterile white room.
He wasn’t afraid, he told himself. Why he used to
wrestle steers and rope bobcats! The old gang, he

thought, would laugh at him now. When they’d ride out, he
would always lead. Once in the steep back country, he spotted
a buck across a ravine. “Come on, boys!” he yelled, as he
spurred Kip. But when they landed on the other side, he and
Kip were alone. Across the gap, Wayne yelled to him, “Only a
fool would follow you! You and that damned red horse.” He
had always loved red. His cattle were red Herefords. His
horses, bred for conformation and color, had sorrel coats,
white feet, and full blazes. And he had Eliza, his red-haired
wife. 

The first thing he did after moving in was push their two
twin beds together in the center of the room. The nurse had
hung a bright red parrot with tissue paper wings over Eliza’s
side of the bed to help her focus. Funny, since Eliza hated
birds. “Messy creatures,” she’d always said. But now she just
stared unblinkingly up at it. She didn’t throw fits anymore.
Not even when she saw the Asian man who lived across the
hall. She just stared, drooled, and picked at the coverlet. He
wondered if she even knew he was here. He wondered if the
little man who lived on her nightstand still bothered her. He
wondered where she went in her head. She seemed like a
stranger to him, this silent grim woman. Until at this place,
where they’d let it go gray, he’d never known she’d colored her
hair.

He knew he went places in his head now, too. Mostly the
past. The past infected his brain, eating away the present.
Some days he knew when he was, and some days he stretched
to reach his boots, to walk out and feed the stock. But his
boots were frequently missing. And those were the days that
he ached to kick the nurse. 

Today was a nurse-kicking day. He knew it when she

shoved the door to their room open with her behind. She was
a solid woman, over 200 pounds. She had short brown hair
and several piercings in both ears. 

“Time for your medicines, Henry!” she sang, dragging a
metal cart inside. 

“I don’t need no gosh darn medicine,” he retorted, “Give
some medicine to Eliza. She hasn’t blinked for an hour.” 

“Well, it isn’t blinking medicine. Your eyelids may be fine,
but your blood pressure isn’t. And you need to shower today.” 

He looked out the window. How long had it been winter? In
his mind, it was spring and he was about to saddle up and
head out to the north pasture to check the new calves. Instead
he’d have to wrangle with this old heifer. He rallied. “I don’t
need to get dipped. I’ve already been baptized.”

The nurse glared at him. She’d heard this diatribe before.
“Henry, if you don’t get in the shower, I’m going to lift you up
and take you into that bathroom myself!” 

“I dare you to, young lady.” 
“You threatenin’ to kick me again? Well, I have my shin

guards on this time, old man!”
“Who says I was planning to aim for your shins? I was a big

game hunter. And a hunter always knows to aim for the most
ample target.” He looked pointedly at her rear. “And don’t call
me ‘old man.’ That’s not respectful for a sprout like you.”

“What do you want me to call you?”
“Why, what everyone used to call me before I came to this

darn motel. Call me Bishop.”
“Well Bishop, can you take off your clothes or do you need

my help?” She was coming at him. 
He stretched out one feeble hand to ward her off. Without

his boots, he was no match for her. He’d shrunk down to less
than a hundred pounds himself. She could sling him over her
shoulder like a sack of spuds. She stopped, her hands on her
hips. He sat down limply. It was no use. He looked at her and
pleaded, “Can’t we skip it today?” 

She softened. Anything with Henry was an ordeal. The
other nurses avoided him. “Well, since we showered you yes-
terday. . . .” Yesterday it had taken four of them to wrestle
Henry into the shower, and he had slipped and fallen in the
fight. 

Henry didn’t offer a word of thanks. He turned his back on
her.

She said, “You know, I remember when you were the
bishop. I was in your ward. I remember when you had a full
head of hair and all your own teeth.” She smiled at him. “You
gave me my patriarchal blessing.” 

This stopped him. He turned around. His arch nemesis, the
nurse he loathed above all other nurses, had been one of his
own flock? Was she once a little child in his Primary? Had she
sat reverently, her head bowed beneath his hands as the Lord
had spoken through him? “No, I didn’t remember that.” He
shook his head. 

“’Course that was years ago, before my good-for-nothing
first husband and my worse-than-nothing second husband. I
left the church after that.”

He squinted his eyes, trying to read her name tag. It had
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never occurred to him that this nurse had a name. He had al-
ways just thought of her as a minion of the devil. “That’s right,”
he said, trying to sound confident, “And your mama’s name
was . . .”

“Parker. Sister Iona Parker.”
“You’re Iona’s girl?” Henry shifted, trying to remember.

What was her name?
“Ruth,” the nurse whispered. 
Henry closed his eyes, and tried to call up memories of

Little Ruthie. A dark-haired girl, bangs cut straight across her
forehead, running up to him, tithing envelope in hand. And
then, he could see the day he had given her a patriarchal
blessing. She had been sixteen, just starting to put on weight.
He saw her shake his hand, and sit down on the chair. She’d
folded her arms and bowed her head, but probably kept her
eyes open. That was her way. He couldn’t recall what promises
the Lord had made to her. But he did recall how it had felt
when he placed his hands on her head, the Lord’s love for her
coursing down his fingers. And the memory made him ache.

“But I’m not a religious woman anymore. I’ve changed too
many stinking sheets to believe now,” she joked. “But some of
those promises have been fulfilled.”

He didn’t want to cry in front of her. “Oh?” he said vaguely.
“You told me that the Lord knew that my mission would be

a mission of service and that I would fulfill the promise of
Elijah to turn the hearts of the children to their fathers. You
said that I would serve those who had once served me. I
thought it meant that I had to do genealogy with the old
ladies.”

He wanted her to go away. He got out his pocket handker-
chief and blew his nose.

“Every time I walk in this room, I remember that promise,
Bishop.” She walked over to Eliza and waved a hand in front of
her staring eyes, then patted her head. “I’m going to turn on
the TV now, Bishop, to see if that will catch Eliza’s attention.”
She turned on the TV and the VCR, and asked “You like
Lawrence Welk, right?” Then she wheeled the tray out, and shut
the door.

Eliza hadn’t stirred once during the exchange, but when
Lawrence’s orchestra swelled, she tried to sit up straighter and
her hand beat in time to the music. “Well, can you imagine
that?” he asked her. “Iona’s girl is the nurse here. Don’t that
beat all?” He eased himself into the chair by his side of the bed.
“And to think that I’d blessed her. She remembered it, too. She
knew that blessing had power in it. Did you remember Eliza,
that you’re married to a powerful man?” Eliza didn’t respond.
It was like he wasn’t even there. But then, the old Eliza prob-
ably would have ignored that comment too. 

He leaned his head back and closed his eyes, savoring the
memory of God’s power, when he had been the Lord’s instru-
ment. He tried to forget this room, the old woman, the TV
screen, and remember when he had been a man of God. He
tried to slip back to the past. But this time, the present kept in-
truding. He couldn’t erase the image of Eliza, her trembling
hand keeping time. Wasn’t he still a man of God? Would a man
of God let his wife waste away? Wouldn’t a man of God defend

PAGE 62 JULY 2008

her? Protect her? Rescue her? The power was still in him.
Maybe, if he got her away from here, she would be Eliza again.
Maybe it was just this place. He could come up with a plan. 

He always had in the past. When they’d been first married,
in the days of the great depression, they  hadn’t had two
nickels to rub together. Her family had scattered, and his was
no help. But instead of meekly starving to death, like his father
had prophesied, Henry had become a bounty hunter. Coyote
hides went for as much as a quarter, and bobcat hides went for
more, if they hadn’t been ripped up by a bullet hole. 

In the winter, when their coats were thickest, Henry would
track the animals from Kip’s back. When the prey would
flounder in the deep snow, Henry and Kip would pounce, loop
ready. He’d rope the critter round the neck, dally round his
saddle horn, then choke it good and dead. He’d knock it on
the head with the butt of his pistol, for good measure, then tie
it behind him on the saddle. Then he and Kip would trot
home to Eliza, who would shake her head when they rode
through the gate. “Well, I hear there’s more than one way to
skin a cat,” she’d say, “But I’ve never tried it frozen.” And he’d
laugh and say, “No need to skin Mr. Bobcat right now. He’ll
stay frozen in this weather. There aren’t anymore wolves at the
door tonight.” Then he’d tack down Kip, leaving the bobcat
frozen on the back of the saddle. 

H E WOULD WAIT until the dawn. When the darkness
and the stillness ebbed, giving way to light and life,
he would ride out again, with his redheaded beauty

at his side. Before Lawrence Welk ended, he knew what he
would need to do. 

His mind woke him when it was still dark, when even dairy
farmers struggle to shake sleep away as they trudge out to
milk. He looked out the window at the wavering stars that
would soon slip away. Then he looked at Eliza. She had turned
back toward him. With slow and deliberate movements, he
dressed himself. Under the bed were his Tony Lamas, stowed
away from the last visiting day. He pulled them on and gently
stamped his feet. Without bothering Eliza, he got up, went to
the bathroom, and then tiptoed to the hall to check for nurses.
Back in the room, he pulled the curtains closed. Then he
looked at Eliza. Her eyes were open. She had watched him the
whole time. He leaned over and kissed her forehead. Her eyes
stayed on him. “Why Eliza, it’s a beautiful day! Why don’t we
go out and greet this fresh new morning?” She didn’t even
blink. “Did you know that we’re going home today?” He felt as
if he were lying to a child, even though he wasn’t. Because
home was the truth. 

“Could you get dressed and come with me this morning?”
he asked her. She didn’t respond. “I thought you’d say that,
and I’ll take that as a yes.” He took her into the bathroom,
helped her to the toilet, then stepped away to give her some
privacy. He came back, wiped, flushed, and washed her hands.
He half carried her back to the bed, huffing and puffing like
she was a bale of hay instead of a wasted woman. What if I
can’t do this? he thought as he sat back on the bed to take a
rest himself. He still had to get her dressed and into her wheel-
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chair. The nurse had always done this before. He thought back
to the days when he had cussed Eliza for being late to church.
“I had to dress the girls,” she’d claim. “And it’s easier to move
sprinkler pipe than get those girls ready.” Now he understood.
He took a deep breath, went to the dresser, and prepared to
wrestle Eliza into a pair of sweat pants. 

When he finally got her in her chair, his arms ached so that
he had to rest again. The sky had begun to blush before he
pushed her out into the dim hall. Using the chair to steady
himself, he wheeled her toward the door.
The hall was clear except for a few other
patients hunched in their chairs. One poor
woman was struggling to get her shirt off.
She had managed to get most of it up
around her ears. Henry averted his eyes
from her wrinkly flesh, and tried to push
Eliza a little faster. “No need to worry,
Eliza,” he whispered, “If we can make it
around this corner, we’ll be to the lobby.”
He worried, though, that if the shirt-befud-
dled woman called out, a nurse would
come and the game would be up. He
couldn’t bear that. He couldn’t. Well, he
thought, today I have my boots. 

They were four doors from the lobby
when the woman called for help. “My shirt
is eating me! My clothes are trying to
strangle me,” she called over and over.
Henry looked for places to hide. He
couldn’t take Eliza with him. But there
were others in the hall. She was safe
enough. He parked her and shuffled to the
nearest door. He stepped inside and swung
it nearly closed behind him. He stood
peering at the hall through a tiny crack. No
one yet. Eliza
looked to be
dozing. A hor-
rible stench,
like a feedlot,
crept up be-
hind him. He
turned around.
Beside him stood a huge plastic hamper labeled “soiled linens.” 

Someone was snoring. Another someone was starting to
wake, a large woman with a potato shaped nose. She half sat
up, and whispered “Is that you, Billy?” Henry froze, then lied.
“Yes m’dear. I’ll be back soon.” The woman lay back down.
Henry put his eye and his nose back to the crack. A nurse was
on the scene. He could see her long brown ponytail bob as she
fought against the willful and disobedient shirt. “That’s really
stuck,” she said. The woman’s head still wasn’t visible. “We’d
better take you back to your room, Thelma, and work this
out.” The nurse wheeled the woman in the opposite direction. 

Henry waited until he could no longer hear footsteps. He
slipped out of the room and made his way back to the wheel-
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chair. “That was a close one,” he whispered to the back of
Eliza’s head, as he heaved and lunged against the chair. The
chair had stalled like a balky horse. He put one boot against
the back of the chair, and said, “Now hang on, Eliza, we’ve got
to get this pony going.” With a mighty shove, the chair budged
half a rotation. He saw that a bit of Eliza’s afghan had caught in
the wheel. He knelt down, and cleared it out with careful fin-
gers. “Now, this pony should take us on a smoother ride,” he
said, looking up into Eliza’s face. 

But to his surprise, it
wasn’t Eliza’s face, but an-
other shriveled woman,
with brown eyes hard as
marbles, eyebrows raised in
alarm. She clearly wanted to
scream, but she was too
busy hyperventilating. With
great effort, she brought her
arm crashing down on Hen-
ry’s head. The blow knock-
ed him to the floor, and he
rolled away from the un-
known woman. He tried to
apologize. “I’m so sorry,
ma’am. I thought you were
my wife.” The woman still
couldn’t speak, but her
chest moved less spasmodi-
cally. Henry looked down
the hall, and there, back
where he had left her, was
Eliza, staring at him. I
should have known by the
blasted afghan, Henry
thought. I dressed her this
morning. 

The false Eliza had qui-
eted down. She was trying

to turn herself around. Using the wall as
leverage, Henry straightened to a standing
position. He came back to the false Eliza,
and said, “Can I oblige you by taking you
back to where you were?” She nodded and

pointed over her shoulder. Henry turned the stubborn chair
around and wheeled her to her desired destination. 

Then he had to face the real Eliza. If he’d had a hat on, he’d
have drawn it low over his eyes. Instead, he shook his head,
and took his place behind her and lied, “Dang these old eyes,
Eliza. They played me false. You know I can hardly see for my
cataracts.” He pushed, and the chair went smoothly into an
easy gait that reminded him of Kip. Machines, he thought. Kip
would never have betrayed him. If Eliza had been on Kip, he
would never have mistaken her for another woman. Although
Eliza had never liked Kip much. 

Once when the cattle had gotten out, Eliza used one of the
Percheron plow horses to round them up. Henry saw her on

The past infected his brain, eating
away the present.
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his way back from irrigating. Eliza sat tall between the hames,
her skirt kilted around her knees. She made that old plodder
pivot and dive like a show pony. When she got back in, he
teased her about riding a plow horse to do a cutting horse’s
job. She retorted, “That’s your fault. If you’re not going to keep
the fences up and the cattle in, then you might as well leave me
a decent horse!” “Well,” he said, “Kip was here. I left him sad-
dled in the backyard.” Eliza shot him a dirty look. “I said a de-
cent horse, not a demon horse!” 

Henry snorted. He looked down at his Eliza. She seemed to
be making an effort to speak. The muscles in her mouth puck-
ered and straightened. Henry
felt brave, so he bit. “Do you
want to tell me something,
Eliza?” She looked over her
shoulder back at him, her
blue eyes clear as liquid. But
she didn’t say anything. In-
stead she moaned. 

At first Henry was afraid

he had hurt her. He stopped pushing and checked her hands,
her arms, and her legs, to make sure nothing was pinching her.
She made the sound again, but with her lips closed this time. It
didn’t make any sense to him. Then he realized that she was
trying to hum. Slowly, the notes began to coalesce, and he
could hear the tune “I Know that My Redeemer Lives” coming
from deep within her. This hymn was Eliza’s trouble song.
Whenever she was worried or frightened, or an early frost
killed the crops, she sang this hymn. The song was her way of
telling him that this shenanigan worried her. Henry felt of-
fended. Why would she doubt him? He could pilot this ship. 

He whispered, “Now Eliza, I don’t want you to fret. I’m at
the helm. We’ll be all right.” Then he dropped his head closer
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to hers and pleaded, “But you’ve got to stop that noise now. It’s
noise that draws nurses. You’ve got to stop.” Eliza kept hum-
ming for a few seconds more, finishing the song, and then sub-
sided. “Good girl,” he whispered.

They were nearly to the lobby now. The front desk loomed
in front of him. If only the receptionist was occupied. Henry
pulled Eliza over, then peeked around the corner. He was in
luck. Headphones on, the receptionist was staring slack-jawed
at her computer. He could hear the sound of the nursing staff
having a meeting in the room off to the left. The lobby itself
was dark. He took a deep breath and forged ahead, with Eliza

in front of him. Just like
hunting bobcats, he told
himself. Keep to the
shadows. No noise.
Small fluid movements.
Now the doors. Heavy
double doors. Henry
rubbed his hands to-
gether. He wasn’t an old
cowboy for nothing.
“Get ready to make a
run for it, Eliza,” he said. 

He closed his eyes, said a silent
prayer asking for the assistance of min-
istering angels, and threw his weight
against the doors. To his great joy, they
swung outward. He wedged them open
with his leg, and stretched toward the
handlebars on Eliza’s chair. He pushed
her through, and then finessed the
doors closed. 

T HE IDAHO SKY stretched be-
fore him, heavy with garlands of
pink clouds. He walked forward

and raised his arms before him in an
embrace. “We thank thee, O Lord, we
thank thee,” he murmured, moisture in
his eyes. He turned back to Eliza. She
was shivering. Snow lay heaped over
the lawns and bushes, softening all the
angles of the frozen world. “Better get

you moving, Eliza. That will keep us warm.” He turned her
chair onto the sidewalk, and made for the street. As they
headed toward town, Henry started to worry. He hadn’t
thought beyond the front doors. How would he get them
home? Their spread lay thirty-five miles east. His daughters
would just bring them back here. Who’d understand? Maybe
Wayne would come. Yes, his buddy would be game. Henry
walked on. 

After four blocks, Henry spotted a car coming toward them.
He worried, then decided that confidence was his best option.
It didn’t say “Escapee from the Rest Home” across his back.
“We’re just out for a morning stroll, right Eliza?” he said. The
car was almost past. Almost past. Almost. Henry started to

To think that I’d blessed her. 
She remembered it, too. She knew
that blessing had power in it. 
Did you remember Eliza, that you’re
married to a powerful man?
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breathe. But suddenly the car stopped. The driver threw it in
reverse and rolled down the window. Henry froze. It was the
nurse. Iona’s girl. 

“What in the hell are you doing out here, Bishop?” she
asked.

Henry thought fast. “Just going to get a bite to eat. The food
at your motel doesn’t agree with Eliza,” he said. “Now if you’ll
excuse us . . .”

She got out of the car, and stood in front of them, hands on
her hips. “Now Bishop, I know that’s a lie.” 

“You do?” Henry asked, crestfallen.
“Because it’s fast Sunday.”  
She knelt down in front of Eliza, and felt her hands. They

were tinged with blue. “You’re gonna kill your wife this way,
Henry. Her hands are frozen. Is that what you want?” She
didn’t wait for an answer. She pushed him out of the way, and
wheeled Eliza close to the back seat. “You get in the car now.
We need to take care of Miss Eliza.” Henry didn’t answer. He
felt sick. Eliza was in trouble, and it was his fault. He got in the
front seat and strapped his safety belt across his lap. 

Later, Henry watched the twilight descend from their
window. They’d rushed Eliza to the hospital. He had braced
himself for lectures from the nurses. But no one said anything.
He was left alone for the rest of the day. 

Ruth went with Eliza in the ambulance. At the hospital, she
called her supervisor. As she waited for him to come, she kept
her warm hand on Eliza’s cold one. What would have hap-
pened if I hadn’t been late today? she thought. How far would
they have gone? Eliza had been her Primary teacher, and a
nurse herself. Eliza had helped deliver Ruth’s first child when
she had been young, unmarried, and shunned. Even her own
mother wouldn’t speak to her then. It was Eliza who had
found Ruth a place to live. It was Eliza who had driven Ruth to
doctors’ appointments. And later, it was Eliza who held Ruth’s
hand throughout the delivery. Eliza had even tended her kids
while Ruth took night classes. Ruth looked down at Eliza’s
sunken face on the pillow. If only there could be a transfusion,
she thought. If only I could give you my health, my mind, my
youth, I’d do it. You’d use it better than I have.

Her boss knocked on the door. “I checked with the doctors.
They’re concerned about hypothermia, but otherwise she
checks out fine. We can take her back tonight. Have you noti-
fied the family?”

Ruth shook her head. “Not yet. I was waiting to see what
you wanted me to tell them.”

He ran his hand over his bald head. “It’s pretty obvious we’ll
have to separate her from Henry. It’s just not safe for her.”

Ruth looked at Eliza’s closed eyes. Eliza understood more
than she let on. She remembered the boxes. One day, Eliza
kept pointing at the boxes in the top of her closet. “Do you
want something from up there?” Ruth had asked Eliza. She
shook her head, but kept pointing. Ruth waited. Finally Eliza
spoke. “They’re like my words, those boxes. Can see them, but
can’t get at them.” 

Ruth turned toward her boss. “When?” 
“The sooner the better. I think we better move her to a dif-
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ferent room tonight. I’ll call the family and have them meet us
there.” Eliza muttered something. “What did she say?”

“I don’t know,” Ruth lied. “Why don’t you let me handle it?
I’ll move her while you talk with the family.”

He shrugged, then nodded and left the room.
Ruth bent over Eliza and stroked her hair. Eliza muttered

again. 
“Yes, I know,” Ruth answered. “I’ll take you to see Henry.”

I T WAS LATE when Ruth wheeled Eliza back in. Henry
was in bed. “She’s okay, Henry,” she said. “She kept calling
for you.”

“She talked?” Henry said, surprised.
“Just said your name, over and over.” Ruth said, “And I

stayed with her the whole time. I love her, too, you know.”
Henry couldn’t meet her eyes. “Thank you,” he whispered.
Ruth lifted Eliza into bed beside him. She patted Eliza’s arm,

then left the room. I’ll just leave them for a few minutes, she
thought. Then I’ll come back, tell Henry, and start packing.

Henry and Eliza were alone together. Henry rolled to his
side and closed his eyes. Then in the darkness, Eliza spoke.
She said Henry’s name. In the hallway, Ruth heard her too. She
hurried back to the room, stood by the door, and listened. 

Henry rolled over and took her hand in his. “Eliza.” It was
all he could say. 

“Said you’d never leave me,” Eliza said. It was the longest
sentence she’d uttered in years. Then she said it again.

Finally Henry answered. “I didn’t leave you. I took you with
me!”

Eliza moved her hand away. “You left me for that old lady.”
“In the hall? I made a mistake. I thought she was you.”
“You never had cataracts.”
“Well now, you’re mighty talkative tonight.” Henry mut-

tered. “Yes I did have cataracts, but I had surgery for them
right after you moved here.” 

“I hated it when you did that.”
Henry sounded baffled. “Did what? Had cataract surgery?

Lied to you?”
“Hunted bobcats. I worried myself old and silly on those

nights.” The voice croaked, but the words were hers.
“I might have guessed. You were always one to worry,

Eliza.”
“You didn’t come home one night.”
Henry was surprised she remembered. “That was the night

the bobcat was resurrected on the back of my saddle. I’d only
knocked him out.” It was a good story, and he loved to tell it.
“That bobcat went to clawing and ripping, and Old Kip went
to pitching and bucking. I was caught in the middle, trying to
hang onto my paycheck with one hand and my ride home
with the other. But Kip pitched me into the snow and took off
for home, with the bobcat still aboard.” 

Eliza interrupted him. “I called your Dad that night, to tell
him that you weren’t home. He said you were a damn fool, and
God loves fools. I tried to track you myself. With every step I
cursed you and wished I’d married a respectable chicken
farmer.” 



S U N S T O N E

Henry hadn’t known that. “Well, maybe a dairy farmer,
Eliza. I can’t see you on a chicken farm, the way you hate
birds.” 

“I’d enjoy cutting their heads off.”
“No doubt you would.”
“I was ready to carve you up when I found you.”
“As I recall, you cried when you found me.”
“I was too young to be a widow, and with you gone, I’d have

to feed those pigs myself.”
“Oh Eliza, admit it. You wouldn’t trade me in for a chicken

farmer”
“I’m wiser than I look, and you look wiser than you are,”

Eliza retorted. “People expect you to be full of wisdom, like a
prophet, but you’re still the same young buck chasing bobcats
in the snow, without a lick of common sense. I knew it then,
and I know it now,” she paused and looked at him. “I know
you’re here. I don’t always know, but today I do.” And with
that, she lapsed into silence.

In the hallway, Ruth wiped her wet cheeks. She wanted to
clap. Eliza had found her words. She turned down the dark
hallway toward the nurses’ station. Eliza and Henry would stay
together tonight. She’d see to that.

Henry held Eliza’s hand through the night, until her fingers
grew cold, until the dawn came again, and Ruth appeared at
their door. 
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I know you’re here. I don’t 
always know, but today I do.

Sunstone Award ($400)
“Silver Wings”
Kevin Holdsworth, 
Green River, Wyoming

Starstone Awards ($200 each)
“Nanny Princess”
Johnny Townsend, Seattle, Washington

“Scotoma”
Helynne Hollstein Hansen, 
Gunnison, Colorado

BIT BY BIT UNNOTICED

Something that was ours
is gone. I know it
by its absence, here 
in what had been our home.

What’s missing grows, 
replacing all we had with nothing
that drains the house,
cracks windows;
all heat swept out,
no light gets in.

I’m tired of trying
to warm this old place up,
tired of walls closing in.

Follow me outside. We’ll stand
on the furthest rise behind the house
and fill ourselves:
a slice of drowning sun
flights of evening birds
the mackerel sky, gathering clouds
the sound of our cattle, far away.
Then we’ll try to bring these things
back down the hill.

—MARCIA BUFFINGTON

CCOONNGGRRAATTUULLAATTIIOONNSS  TTOO  TTHHEE  22000077  BBRROOOOKKIIEE  &&  
DD..  KK..  BBRROOWWNN  FFIICCTTIIOONN  CCOONNTTEESSTT  WWIINNNNEERRSS!!


