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“Hap, you’re thirty-one years old and you refuse to date anyone without the name Juanita.   It’s a full blown obsession.”


The cool westward wind drifted over them, pregnant with heat to be birthed later in the morning.  A distant rooster sounded startled to crow so late.  Bacon grease congealed in a black skillet, parked in the dirt between them.

 
“Laramie, I’m tryin’ harder this summer to understand than I ever have.  I know one thing, this is my last season of searchin’.  I got to give it my best shot.  That’s the only way I’ll be able to walk away from it.”


“If last night’s any indication, we won’t live another week.  Sometimes it’s like walking the floor with an addict.  I try to keep you upright and moving until this ‘drug’  works out of your system.”


“I sorta figure that last night was progress.”


“Progress?”  Laramie waved his boot like a pointer stick.  “You don’t have a clue whether she lives in the U.S. or Mexico, or whether it’s in Texas, New Mexico, or Colorado.  She could have moved to Cody, Wyoming, by now.  Think of that for irony.”

“We checked out Cody ten years ago.”

“You’ve got to narrow it down some, Hap.  It’s like looking for some particular penguin in Antarctica.  We’re going to find Juanitas all over, but how can we tell the right one?  So far the only site we’ve crossed off the list was that run down cantina in Matamoros.”

 
Hap studied the tanned creases around Laramie’s eyes.  He kept thinking of the old rodeo phrase, “it ain’t the years, boys . . . it’s the miles.”  His voice lowered,  “I eliminated some others last night.  I was layin’ there in my aches and pains tryin’ to think it all through and it dawned on me.  My Juanita is the kind of gal to make somethin’ of herself.  We were lookin’ in the wrong place last night.”


Laramie shook his boot out.  Something dropped to the sand, dug a quick hole, and buried itself.  “What was that?”


“A beetle, I guess.  Now, listen up.  This is huge.  I decided there will be no more searchin’ out cantinas, saloons or casinos.   I’m just sure my Juanita’s teachin’ at a school, nursin’ at a hospital, or runnin’ the soup kitchen at the gospel mission.  We need to be lookin’ on the good side of town.  That’s the kind of woman she is.”


Treeless brown prairie grass stretched north of them.  Laramie gazed at the horizon as if expecting a fox to jump up.   “The Rio Grande’s eighteen-hundred miles long.  That’s not what I’d call narrow.”


Hap stood up slow, unlocking his back as if it were a pair of vise grips.  “We ought to go search a hospital.  Maybe they’d rent us a cheap room for the night.  That would do us the most good.”


Laramie wiggled his toes, then shoved his foot in his boot.  “Hap, I promised you I’d ride the river with you.  And you know I keep every promise.  But that doesn’t mean I comprehend all of this.”

 “Look, if it’s any consolation, I don’t understand me either.  Sometimes this drive feels like a disease.  But I aim to get cured.  And the antidote is somewhere between here and the headwaters of the Rio Grande near Creede, Colorado.  I guarantee, partner, this is the last summer you and me have to put up with this.”

