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Mary, the owner and only cook at Mary’s Cafe
on the old highway, was a prude, plain and simple. No one in Idaho
City, the closest town to the north, would ever think of swearing
or saying anything crude at all in Mary’s. No one who actually knew
Mary was sure just how often she cleaned the place, but bets were
that it was at least three times a day. She always wore a plaid
dress, proper shoes, and a towel tucked into her white apron. Mary
seemed to constantly be wiping her hands on that towel.

People in the valley liked Mary’s place, and
liked Mary, but in the backwoods Idaho valley there just weren’t
that many people. Not anywhere near enough to support a restaurant.
Yet somehow Mary kept open Mary’s Cafe, selling a sandwich or soup
to the occasional tourist who stopped there thinking that the
pristine little place with wooden booths, table cloths, and the
ancient cash register were all just part of some “local mountain
charm.”

When I first met Mary, more than fifteen
years ago now, she was a thin woman, with clear blue eyes, a wide,
welcoming grin, and a temper that flared into a frown and nothing
more. Normally her skin was pale, accentuated by the bright colors
of the plaid dresses she always wore. But when she got angry a
bright red flush took over her face and made her skin splotchy,
like she had some bad sickness.

I was about Mary’s age, pushing the wrong
side of sixty like it was a heavy wheelbarrow too full of my life
to move. Why I thought of her as a friend I’ll never know, but I
did, and she sometimes beamed a little when she saw me. My wife had
died eight years ago of the cancer, and her husband was long gone
and she never mentioned him. Just like me she had had no children,
and considering what a prude she was, that didn’t surprise me.

Up here in the Idaho wilds, where the snow
was six foot deep in the winter and the dust three inches thick in
the summer, we sort of leaned on each other. And to be honest, I
liked that. And I liked her.

The last day of July started out just like
any other day, with the highway running logging trucks off the Sand
Creek section down to the mill below Idaho City. All of the drivers
knew Mary, knew Mary’s place, but just never had the time or the
thought of stopping. Those big trucks, even loaded, roared by at
upwards of forty, leaving large clouds of dust to cover everything
in the narrow valley behind them. After a few weeks of no rain and
dust from the trucks going and coming, everything around Mary’s
placed looked gray.

Even when I went through the front door and
banged it closed, I sent a thin cloud of dust into the air.

Mary during the summer was always in a
constant battle with the dust, and since the logging started, this
summer was even worse. Since there were no cars in the gravel
parking area, I expected her to be madly dusting some part of the
restaurant.

But when I went in Mary was sitting at the
counter, her head down, like it was too heavy for her neck to hold
up right. I moved up beside her and sat down. I hadn’t seen her sit
at the counter in all the years I had known here. Usually when she
rested she sat at the table near the old jukebox, waiting for a
customer to come in, or trying to get up enough energy to clean
something.

She always tried to keep a fresh pot of
coffee going to keep the smell nice in the place, but today the
restaurant just felt hot and dusty.

Mary’s Cafe never felt hot and dusty. I knew
right then that something was wrong.

“You need to kick up the
air conditioning a little,” I said.

She didn’t move or even say anything, so I
asked, “You all right?”

She still didn’t move so I did something
that never would have occurred to me with Mary at any other time. I
touched her shoulder.

She sort of tipped real slowly and went over
sideways.

Now at my age I don’t move real fast, and I
didn’t move fast enough to catch her as she tumbled to the floor,
hitting with a sick thumping sound.

I went to one knee and moved her gently over
so I could see into her face. The moment I touched her I knew it
wouldn’t matter. She was cold and dead, her eyes open and staring
at nothing.

“Shit, Mary,” I said,
swearing in a place that I had never spoken a swear word in before.
“What happened?”

I wasn’t expecting an answer, but I half
expected Mary to sit up and just scold me for using foul
language.

But I think she might even find it in her
heart to excuse my one swear word. I was seeing the only friend I
had in these damn woods laying dead on the old tile floor. The idea
of Mary being dead just sort of took my breath away.
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