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Mitch, of just damn near anything. Sorry you had to be in the middle, is all. But this’ll
wear off.”

“Why’d you pull this?”

“Goddamn it,” Fritz said, his voice losing its rein, “any man’ll tell you an even
three months of wages beats two months and the rest days. It’s like fishing. Filling out
your limit.”

“You didn’t deserve those two days. You were downtown drunk.”

“We’re gonna have to not quite agree on that.” Fritz hoisted his bedroll under one
arm and picked up a battered metal suitcase. He stuck his right hand toward Mitch.

“See you next summer.”

Mitch did not take the hand. He left Fritz Mannion the angry echoes of his crutches
tapping away on the bunkhouse porch.

He knew it didn’t amount to a beanhill, in the range of contentions hurled up by
life. But Fritz’s swiped days stayed with Mitch, smarting on and on, perpetually there at
the edge of how he got along with his father the rest of that autumn. When he was able to
cast off the crutches and begin taking laps around the park, walking and then gingerly
jogging, testing the leg, he would be thinking about something that had happened at school
or what he was going to do on the weekend, and out of nowhere those disputed days

would return. The proof had been right down there in black and whitegMitch had thought
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the daybook was sacred, but evidently something else counted more with Lyle Rozier.

Then came his mother’s car wreck, and that unending winter, the man and the man-size

boy without the woman who had been the lightning rod between them.

That next spring Mitch picked rock on his father’s crew without question until

school let out. Then he went to him with the word back from the Sweetgrass Hills, his

great-uncle’s letter saying yes, there was a summer job for Mitch if his father didn’t care.

Lyle couldn’t help but grin at the clumsy penciling of the letter.

“Rockpicking all summer long? Doesn’t that thick mick know you’re supposed to

stop and put something in the ground sometime?”

“It’s on sod he just plowed up,” Mitch defended. “What he wants is to get the

worst rocks off before he plants winter wheat.”

“Conlon can be kind of a hardbutt to get along with,” Lyle said slowly. Mitch

watched him, lips pressed against saying Takes one to know one. “Sure you want to let

yourself in for a summer of him?”

“Sure I’m sure.”

His father stood there, waiting him out.

“Uncle Alf’ll pay me good,” Mitch resorted to; wages were always a trump card in

this household. “I can buy my own school clothes, that way. And my letterman’s jacket.”
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“You're putting me on the spot, shavetail. I was counting on you to drive the
buckrake now that you’re back in one piece.”

This was news. The buckrake was the race car of the hayfield, a stripped-down
chassis swooping and roaring out after the next load of hay; gunning it across the cropped
fields was always the prize job on the crew.

“You always drive that yourself.”

“Nothing good lasts forever, I hear.” In all its capacity, his father’s face looked
rueful and oddly mischievous at the same time.

“Can’t you put”--Mitch was not going to do Fritz Mannion any favors, ever--"Joe
on the buckrake?”

“Ferragamo’s not haying any more, the prick.”

Mitch blinked, shocked. His father hardly ever swore. Again he was puzzled at
the way this was going, the mixed looks on his father--at the moment, he seemed both
indignant and arr;used at the matchless Ferragamo’s desertion from his haying crew.

Lyle’s expression took on further complication as he gave Mitch a looking-over.
Something shaded in, wanting to be said but somehow unsayable.

Then Lyle Rozier gave a frustrated shrug of his shoulders that no longer quite came

up to his son’s.
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“And next thing, Conlon and his blasted rockpicking job,” he all but spat. “Costing
me my own kid for the summer.”

It took a moment to dawn on Mitch that he had won on this, as surely as he had lost
over the daybook.

He left in the morning for that solo summer. Therefaext to Canada ,Fthe trio of
Sweetgrass Hills, actually small mountains aged down to the size of high-standing buttes,
hovered on the plain like three competing tellings of Treasure Island. The west butte,
whale-backed, Mitch watched make the weather for the area, clouds rising over its broad
hump and letting down veils of silver-gray rain. Those showers would come and lightly
test the thrust of the middle butte, shaped like a young woman’s taut breast, in a way he
would see again years later when he walked in on Marnie, zonked on post-prandial weed
and readying for sex, flat on her back atop the bedspread and bare from the waist up,
brushing her own slow hand over her risen nipple. (Never after would Mitch scoff at
yearning mountain men who dubbed winsome rises of peak “tetons”.) Biggest and last,
the eastern butte, where his mother’s people, the Conlons, farmed on the skirt of soil. East
Butte was the most complicated geographically and the most piratical: up on its circus-
tentlike set of summits, squinty goldstruck miners periodically pecked away at the one
named Devil’s Chimney, and the entire steep-sloped promontory sat like a frontier walled

city elbowing the Canadian boundary. Mitch’s imagination quickly was fueled with the
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fact that on the far side of the butte lay Dead Horse Coulee, boneyard of the done-‘iqv
r‘nounts of the first Mounties trying to make their way from Toronto to frontier Alberta.
Raffish history. For that matter, he knew from hints dropped by his father that there were
likely old reasons, back in bootlegging days, why Alf Conlon lived with his back to the
border.

Here Mitch’s mother had grown up, townless, ward of relatives. As soon as he
arrived to this prairie archipelago he somehow was aware of her life here without much
thinking about it, the same wind blowing on him, the triple islands of earth standing up into
the sky around him just as they had for her, his shadow as virginal on this lonesome
ground as hers. And Alf and Edna Conlon, dried to their roles in life like pressed prairie
flowers, doubtless were much the same as they had been then, too. Mitch really did not
know much about them except that their awkward hearts had rescued his mother time and
again, and now they came through for him. Edna Conlon fed and pampered him in the
auntish way of a woman guessing what a youngster might like. Alf Conlon turned him
loose onto the Sweetgrass summer.

Eighty acres broken from sod, Mitch was to work on. The field newly undressed
by the plow was geological chaos, rocks ranging from the size of grapefruit to as big as
suitcases, a strew as if an avalanche had hurried through. His uncle lined him out with an

elderly John Deere tractor to pull the stoneboat. After the first half hour Mitch shut the
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tractor down, there was such an abundance of rocks to toss or wrestle to the stoneboat that

he could have long periods of silence before he had to pull the equipment ahead another

fifteen feet. His uncle appeared, to make sure the tractor hadn’t quit of its own accord,

then said nothing more all summer about Mitch’s chosen rockpicking system, the brief

stammer of the poppin’ John and then the next radius of rocks.

He picked rock as if determined to rid the earth of it. The first day he believed he

would die on his feet, the stoneboat a hopeless raft in the mocking wake of glaciers. Places

in the field, it was a standoff as to whether there was more soil showing than rocks. The

stone bit at his hands differently from that of the Twin Sulphur Springs country--these

were igneous, fire-formed countless eons ago when the Sweetgrass Hills were dunes of

lava. Gasping loads of air into himself and shedding an equivalent in sweat, Mitch time and

again took a look around at the scattered tons of stone, and went back at it. He

underhanded the football-sized rocks, hefted the larger ones with his hands under either

end as if moving an anvil. His aunt’s provisions saved him, the waterjug wrapped in a wet

gunnysack for coolness of drink and at noon the lunchbox glory of food, two thick

sandwiches and a couple of pieces of fried chicken and a cinnamon roll and an apple. He

ate then and every noon in the shade cast by the high rear tires of the tractor, around him

the first fresh country of his life. As if in rebuke of the plowed ground, the prairie next to

the field bloomed with Indian paintbrush, lupine, and Queen Ann’s lace. And there was
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the sweetgrass, thin golden whipbunches of it, lending its vanilla smell as the sun warmed
it. With the flywheel monotony of the tractor shut down, the sweetgrass made a whigking
rattle as the wind blew through it.

Some weeks of that June and July and August the field threw itself in his face, fine
dirt blowing off the rocks as he lobbed them aboard the stoneboat, six days out of seven.
(The Conlons determinedly rested on Sunday, watching preachers on television from
Canada with the abstract gaze of obligation, and by the second sabbath Mitch was running
the buffalo trails that zigzagged up the butte. Building up his wind for football, he labored
into view after view, now the Rockies a distant low wall in the west, now grain elevators
pegged into the prairie amid the strip farming. At the top of East Butte awaited the reward
of color, everywhere around him from up there the farmed gold of canola, the green of
spring wheat, the blue of flax.) And there were days he worked even though the field was
muddy, the rocks coming up with a sucking sound, his footing slippery, and his memory
on the accident beneath the truck a year ago. But in any weather this was something to get
hold of, to wrestle to a finish even if the result was merely a mound of rocks at the edge of
plowed land.

As that summer deepened, the country around turned tawny, and Mitch along with
it. He had his father’s attribute of effortlessly tanning, and before long he could work with

his shirt off, young cinnamon giant there amid the surprising pinks and blue-grays of the
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rockspill against the greater brown of the soil. He muscled up, thickened at the chest and
thighs, his leg now stronger than new, his arms seriously powerful pulleys. The machine
of his body became faster at the rockpicking. There was an immense coarse beauty to this
season of work, the huge days and the infinite shapes of the rocks, the peninsular solitude
| of the Hills so quietly clocking through him, the earned voyages of the stoneboat to the end
of the field and back again, that he knew he was honing himself against. What he was on
his way to becoming he didn’t know, although he daydreamed version after version--pilot,
Mountie, fullback for the Cleveland Browns. None of it his father’s route, he was
determined on that. But whatever his life turned out to be, the footprints of it started in
these independent hills where the sweetgrass sang its song.
¢ —
Lexa found him in the machine shop, sweating and weeping.

“Sonofabitching death, Lex. You have to cry your guts out at it. Anybody’s.”
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THE DIVIDE
one

Magpies in raucous caucus were trying to draw Rin’s attention from his latest tidbit,
a now defeathered member of their tribe that had poked its beak inquisitively into the
doghouse and been met with teeth. At work there in his little arch of doorway the dog took
a pensive mouthful of fowl, to the survivor flock’s shrill horror.

Lexa clapped her hands like a gunshot, and the huffy birds swam off into the air

and away. Her reproachful gaze at the dog did not faze his dining at all.

LA b

Sfl'pbad‘{gtepped out of the house to stretch her legs and for that matter her capacity
for any more odd jobs. Whew. I'd forgotten. But when our mom went, we didn’t have

to dive right in to keep mountains of stuff from gaining on us. How the past half-week
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had evaporated, none of them could have recounted, but Lyle’s death left in its wake
keme(-hi-rrg’{l& a whirlpool of chores that blindly sucked away time. The deciding on what
Mitch might want to keep--no iron tumbleweed on the mantel in SeattleM-—and what
ought to go to the Teton County Historical Society in Choteau and what ought to be
forthwith lugged to the trash; the wrestle with bales of newsprint; the disheartening daily
discoveries of stashes they hadn’t noticed before; the unending housecleaning--that kitchen,
unbelievable, that kitchen---every time they turned around, some major duty was staring
them in the face. She and Mitch had slaved steadily and Mariah pitched in whenever she
wasn’t inspired to photographically record this or that in the accumulation bought, bartered,
or long-term borrowed by Lyle. But this morning Mariah had bailed out ef-herg early to
scour around the countryside for something fresh to shoot, stuck as usual at this time of
week for the Sunday feature photo she owed the newspaper.

Time we all came up for breath. So, just to be out, hands in the tops of her jeans
pocket and her hat brim leading her on, Lexa strolled around to the open sunshine at the
back of the house. The town was quiet, unattuned to anything except the welcome weather.
Glad as she wl\.slm.g(ﬁm.g.kq beté get back to Seattle and food for hire,):vhenever they could
clear their way out of here, she had to admit Precip City could use a little of this toasty

torpor.
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The clutter that greeted her in the back yard gave her pause, the truck body and the
remains of tractors and three generations of haying equipment that she could recognize all
fanned out across the rear of the property. "What people leave after them tells a lot,”
Mariah had insisted as she clicked away out here. If that was the case, Lyle must be an

4
unabridged edition. Lexa shook-her-head, picking her way past a much weathered
24
stoneboat and steppiﬂé over an automotive axle lying in ambush. He had stayed contrary
to the end, had Lyle. Mitch and she and the recording angel Mariah more than once talked
over the dreaded hospital vigil awaiting them in Great Falls whenever Lyle’s condition
went into final fade. He’d made them promise there would be no tubes, no Jjumper cables
on me, hear? but they fully knew that someone like him, stubborn to the last bone of his
existence, could lie there for weeks as his rugged old body borrowed against itself.
whule

Instead, he checked out of life like an early-rising guest, itch on his way back from
the Coast yet and Mariah,)out prowling the photographable precincts of dawn, so that she,
Lexa, was the one to find him there on his back in bed, the light of morning hitting him full
in the face. To have him so suddenly gone--which she at first thought would be a
somewhat guilty relief, the last tricky chapter of Mitch’s father over and done with--was
not that simplegm& Good, bad, indifferent, better, worse, the confusing truth was she

missed the old antagonist. Of course, about the damnable gravel or any of that, to the very



312
end she still wanted to bat him across the ears. But the way he bit down and didn’t
complain about the leukemia aJ'rd"rtrgnawmg-m-h-l-B{ she had to give him full credit there.
And littler things kept cropping up t-e-hea:.l,«'ﬁn the scatter that was memory. Lyle’s
incredulous bark of laugh, plainly the kind he hadn’t let out in many years, when she once
wised off to him with Aren’t you just more fun than a wet kiss. Then that characteristic
line of his, I feel I can tell you anything, pretty much, which she all along knew was
horseshit but gallantly varnished horseshit. No, there was no quick disposing of Lyle
Rozier.

She wandered on into the rust jungle. A time or two a day Mitch would come out

—

/,

here to stare at this derelict fleet, hands on his hips, then shakes}gt!;j ~head and go back
inside. Lexa had to believe they were beginning to see progress( on the long sorting of the
antique from the antic, but in this situation loose ends seemed to proliferate. She could
hear Mitch’s voice start up again in the house. He had been tooth and nail at desk
dilemmas all morning long.

s —

Right now he was on his third round of tag with Jocelyn’s voicemail, pining

hopelessly for the dear gone days of facemail. (To wish to actually be standing there and
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see the living skin of someone you were trying to talk to, what a dinosaurian concept,

Rozier.)

“Jocelyn, hi, it’s your father again. Just letting you know we’re still at it here.

Done with the funeral home, so at least that’s over. I’m getting to the picture-sorting--

there’s some of your mother and you kids, the time or two you were ever here. Though

maybe you were too little to remember? Anyway, I'll send them. If you’d divide them

with Ritz, that would help. I hope you’re doing okaSI/. @Iow are you liking--" // a5
: [ T\AW /
For the life of him, he could not bring to mind her current phase of employment. | a,o“vﬂ -
3 v
oA
”--the job? Take care.:J et L
<%y

He put down the phone feeling excessively tired between the ears. Picking up after
the last generation was task enough; getting hold of the next seemed to him like trying to
tweeze out slivers in the dark. The E-mail back from Ritz, cyber-regrets instantaneous and
crimped, had begun without a salutation, merely LRozier @Teton.net as if his grandfather
still existed. Jocelyn‘s drawled phone-machine messages sounded just as distant and
denatured. The old story of being so young, momentarily immune to parents, ailments,
death. It occurred to Mitch he had never even heard Ritz’s voice since it passed through

puberty. If his twentysomething version had any of Jocelyn’s conch-shell accent,
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somewhere this minute were Indonesians talking like a Tennesee Williams play. Was this a
confusing world or what.

He sat back from the desk and took stock. Colorful little tongues of paper stuck
out at him from the many heaps that still needed shuffling and winnowing. gome part of
him ought to feel sheepish about slapping stickits all over another person’s lifetime, he
vaguely granted, but how else keep track of any of this scatter? He rubbed his eyes, dry-
scrubbed his temples, tried to put the main thing in proportion. His father, author of this
household strew that went all the way out to the property line in the back yard, that intrinsic
cargo load that was Lyle Rozier now consisted of an approximate cubic foot of ashes. The
biege box sat unmissablgl in front of its weary heir, on the shelf with the daybooks.

Shaking his head at it, quite as if the receptacle had asked to be taken out for a
walk, Mitch pondered family ties and why the quiers were full of attitudes like knots. For
Lyle Rozier, of all people, to have wanted his final act to be a snowy sift across a sylvan
resting place in a Forest Service wilderness, his son still found as galling as it was
mystifying. One more time Mitch was highly glad that in saying he would perform the ash
task up on top of Phantom Woman, he hadn’t said when. (Maybe ballasting a deal with

tricky footnotes was more of an inheritable trait than he had ever supposed.) And he felt

uneasily relieved, if that was possible, that his father hadn’t wanted anyone else to know
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about that carry-me-back-to-the-old-fire-tower conversation. Not that Mitch himself felt it
deserved to be a secret, exactly. It jusL\Qdidn’t need to be told to anyone (Lexa who had
already had to put up with forty kinds of Lyle whims, for instance) until the right time.

[\ However long it to@ éthe smarting scab of his father’s last-minute dickering for a
wilderness place of repose would eventually become only one more scar, he supposed, and
he could deal with the ashes then.

But in the old girl’s eye?

Mitch drew in a deep distasteful sniff which would have done credit to Lyle’s nasal
capabilities, then coughed from it. The smell of cigarette smoke that stained the whole
house while his father was alive was now the stale smell of cigarette smoke. Fresh air,
maybe that’s what the overtaxed filial brain needed, in all this. He got onto his feet and

went outside to hunt up Lexa.

Stalking rocks, Mariah traipsed up yet another hillside. This was one of those days
in a photographer’s life when a desk job didn’t sound nearly so ridiculous. The slopes of
these lesser benchlands south of town were hummocky, covered with diminutive mounds
where tough wiry grass sprouted and not much footing in between. She had been on her

feet for hours out here, trying for some semi-respectable shot to send in for Sunday but at
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the same time hcr-n'm'r(‘ going back over Lyle. After every assignment, every photo
subject, she had to shift gears and go on to the next, but the browy old man was turning
out to be surprisingly hard to pull away from. Her set of photos of him kept ramming into
her thinking even when Mshe had plenty else to think about. Tricky matter,
choosing how to show a person leaving life frame by frame. At least Mitch had worked up
caption notes for her. Despite his less than charitable attitude toward her assignment, she
was all admiration for how he had hunkered down last night and tapped out every needed
word. Craft forgave much. It had been that way when she was married to Riley, who
could get on her nerves just by walking into the room, but whose style when it came to
turning out words, she lapped up. Typical. The guy and I, the only language we both
speak is job.

She stopped and blew for breath. With one thing and another, by now the best
light of the morning was gone, her camera bag weighed on her like a mail pouch on
catalogue day, the wind was starting to blow, and she discovered she had left her close-up
lens in the van. Nor were the damn rocks cooperating.

She was in search of the right rockface. Out in this lower end of the bench country
the glacier leavings were big lone stones called erratic boulders, the size of Volkswagen

Beetles, deposited by the ice sheet when it pushed out of the mountain canyons. Such
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rough old displaced chunks often were rouged with orange lichens, so that they resembled
decorated Gibraltars on the prairie. Shoot the right one from up close against the wavery
horizon of grass, and it would make an effect like crossing Weegee with Van Gogh. She
felt mildly guilty resorting to this. But you could slap anything inanimate on a Sunday
page and readers would think it had more than everyday meaning. So she knew,}u&st‘?

ot 5

kmew, a passable picture existed somewhere out here. She/la(dr;’t found it yet.

Two rocks later, a distant upright shape caught her eye, off on one of the foothills
to the west. More curious than convinced, she half-trotted back down to the van and drove
as close as she could get on a fenceline road. Then she trudged up the hogback hill,
skirting little stands of jackpine and switchbacking against the steep incline. She was going
to be as pissed off as she was leg-weary if the thing up top wasn’t what she hoped.

It was, though. Not one rock but many, a cairn; square-cornered, tapering as it
rose, fitted together like a stack of exceedingly thick jigsaw puzzles from the slate-like
stones of a broken outcropping nearby. Amateur dry-rock masonry, as all these were, but
done with divine patience. Alreadyb.ekpamera wa&to hc{eye, ‘%cﬁ_g/ul on the headhigh
sentinel mound.

It was a sheepherder’s monument. These stood on the ridgelines and the shoulders

of mountain pastures throughout the Two Medicine country where she and Lexa grew up,
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each stone stack the product of boredom or mania or whimsy or the need for a landmark or
a grazing allotment boundary or simply the urge to build something well. Back in the times
when the McCaskill bands of sheep were part of the wool tide in these slopes along the
Rockies, their sheepherder might build one of these in a fevered afternoon to take his mind
off a sudden terrible thirst for the attractions in the skid row bars in Great Falls. Another
might fiddle around all summer erecting one or two, perhaps a puzzle-piece layer a day,
the monument corners exquisitely joined (as on this one) with proper fit as the only
mortar. On one of the camptending trips of their girlhood, their father was inside the
sheepwagon in touchy diplomacy with the herder while she and Lexa proudly tussled up a
sizable rock and crammed it onto the cairn the man had underway nearby. The herder came
ou/} ant\ saw their achievement, and threw a fit. “What’s that doing on there? That’s a bad
leave!” After he quit raving and expelled their rock in favor of a smaller one that chinked
into place more readily, the girls grasped that whenever stones were forced to fit together
the way theirs was jammed in, it left trouble when the next stone had to be inserted. The
‘leave’ was what you left yourself to start again.

I’'m going to cry. I never cry.

There had been a cairn like this at Taiaroa, on the South Island of New Zealand.
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Colin had taken her home to meet his parents, it reached that stage. He and she
drove down from Mount Cook farther and farther south into red fertile hills, every so often
Mariah dandling a hand over to his in ratification of the scenery but also as if to make sure
of his wordless presence. Sheep raisers evolving into bed-and-breakfast providers,
Colin’s folks scrupulously put the two of them in separate bedrooms but adjoining.

Mariah entered into the occasion still having hopes for something lasting, still
shoving the difference in their ages as far to the back of her mind as she could.
Throughout her Fuji year of traveling, there had been the embassy types hitting on her with
invitations to tennis and evening functions. The guides and taxi drivers in twenty countries

_,ﬂ%ﬁfﬂﬁ[& asking, “Your husband is where?” (To which she would look them in the eye

and say, “He is in a business meeting with your secret police.”) Colin with his
mountaineer grooves and his god bod was a more straightforward proposition than any of
those.

A home weekend with him, though, except for his visit in the night, proved to be
quite a length of time. After it dawned on him that Marigh had seen sheep before, and the
fields of giant turnips they fed on were_mz.)‘vgkinteresting for only so long, he took her to

the coast, to a nesting refuge of royal albatrosses. To Taiaroa.
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And there the stupendous birds, yachts of their kind, came swooping in from
Antarctica, constant thousands of miles of glide on the circular air currents to bring food to
their young. Those jumbo youngsters perched on the cliff brinks, like dodoes resolved to
pass the evolution test this time around, lifting their wings over and over again in the

j —-tesﬂﬁ% wind along the New Zealand coast. And in would come another parent albatross

"

\

with its five-foot wing examples, sailing with the South Pole at its back. Mariah was

\// N\ " " e

\e*ci.celé\enchanted, lit up through and through with this spectacle of wingspans beyond
angels’. (If she was remembering her Brit Lit course right, Coleridge had to resort to
serious drugs to reach this point.) To be out of the wind while she got her camera into
action, she tugged Colin down onto a grassy spot behind the marker cairn of purplish
stones on the crest of the headland. (Built by some fallen-to-the-bottom-of-the-world
Scottish sheepherder?) Then she crawled out a little way into the blowing grass and settled
down there in the tussocks, scoping the bearcub-sized chicks through her long lens and
turning her head upward to catch each whispered flight of the elder royals. She watched by
the hour, Colin stoically bored behind her, the wind ruffling no feathers of aspiration on

him.
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Mitch found Lexa around back, where she had hopped up onto the somewhat still
extant stuffed seat of the buckrake, lying back with her legs crossed on a random flange of
the bare ruined chassis, hat down over her eyes as she soaked up sun. “Any luck?” she
asked about his phone try on Jocelyn.

“The usual. Bad.”

@ sympathetic little cluck of her tongue seemed comment enough theré) Mitch came
on over toward the buckrake, passing the dog with its nose down among feathers, dozing
and digesting. He reminded himself to go next door yet today; Matthew over there might
like to have Rin.

“Take five, why don’t you,” Lexa murmured. “Can’t hurt. Could help.”

Wordlessly he agreed and sat on the low lazyboard of the buckrake, his head back
against the seat cushion where she was ensconced. Without disturbing herself under her
hat Lexa reached down and cupped a hand around his shoulder as if he might fall off. He
contemplated the Rozier back yard’s maze of machinery carcasses, but drew no new
conclusion.

“Mitch?” Lexa asked from under the hat. “I keep wondering, that whole thing
yesterday where the funeral home gave you that package.” Plainly they didn’t often hand

out modest contents for urns around here; Twin Sulphur Springs self-evidently had a
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bigger population of burial stones than citizens up walking around. And for that matter,
McCaskills themselves were tombstone types, generations of them interred when their time
came, their epitaphs incised a century deep in the cemetery on the hill outside Gros Ventre.
So it had tantalized her that Lyle, of all people, would spurn a monument for himself and
go the ash route. “How did your dad come around to that?”

“Hell if I know.” Mitch made a wry face. “Cremation always sounded to me like a
perfectly good idea, until he thought of it too.”

“Quite something, though, for him.” She tipped the hat back up away from her
eyes. “Wanting his ashes spread over the Divide that way.”

It startled a look out of Mitch as though she had caught him hiding a lewd item.

Ehe peered down on him from her driver’s seat perch, his eyes turned up toward
her as if trying to read something written under her hat brim:j After some moments he
managed to say:

“He @Billed;-)told you about that, did he.”

the
“Naturally. We were alone here, that last afternoon after@hjg guy got to buy four

whole branding irons, and I guess your dad was all excited oﬁfem-{ha:f. Anyway, next thing

I knew he sat me down and was going strong on --”

Ko ht o
“--the disposing of,(; Mitch finished tiredly. / M
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“You know it.. Made me swear not to let on about it to anybody else, keep his little
last wish between him and you and me. It surprised the strudel out of me, that he’d want
the ‘ashes to ashes, dust to dust’ treatment. But I figured it’d be pushy to ask why.”

Mitch got up off the lazyboard and walked a little circle in the yard@is hand on the
back of his nec@ “Wherever it came from, Lex, I couldn’t get it out of him. He and a
buddy drove some nails into the fire tower up there when they were CCC kids, but he
never had a good word to say for the Forest Service from then on. Asking me to pack his
ashes up there sounded to me like one of his VFW Club jokes, until I saw he really meant

7~
it.| Why couldn’t he have wanted his ashes cast somewhere that meant something to him

from the war?” Mitch allowed himself the brief reverie of shipping the biege box to Ritz to
lug onward to New Guinea. “But no, you would have thought he was right in there with.

Percy B. Shelley, wanting some bonfire to scatter him up to the stars.” Only he wanted to

be scattered precisely in the Bob Marshall Wilderness, in nice near proximity to paths of

N
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|

gravel and drill rigs, didn’t he.
“It’d be a week on the trail, I guess you know.”

The way Lexa said it, he looked around at her.
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“Three days hiking in. Another three out.” She took her hat off, glanced at it, then
back to Mitch. “And we’d want to spend one up there at the fire tower, take life a little easy
for a day.”
We. As relieved as he was to hear that particular word, the others added up to more
than he wanted them to.

“What are we talking in miles?”

“Oh, about ten a day. That’s plenty in up and down country like that.”

He was idly wondering how many hundred football fields that amounted to when

Lexa pressed on with:

“So, then. When?”

The turn of the century, maybe? Deliver my father into the millenium he was
forever trying to get to with his deals? “Ihadn’t decided on the exact, ahm, getting at it.”
He knew she was itchy to head back to Seattle, and that would take care of putting off the
ash chore for this summer. “Sometime when life lets up a little bit we can figure that out,
don’t you think?”
“Acu.ml—l&, zhat I was thinking is tomorrow.” -
Mitch made a little arcing motion with his forefinger as if pressing a dreaded [ g™ N :

; \ Cw .. 5
6':‘ $ \‘j/ 14 SWTL( (H
button. “You mean like/ fomorrow tomorrow?



325

Mmmhmﬂi We’re here handy to the mountains. We could use a break from this
house, that’s for sure.” The way she was reeling off reasons, it seemed to him, she could
have printed up the Lyle Rozier Memorial Hike as a brochure. “The streams are down
some this time of year, when it comes to wading. It could snow up in there, any time
beginning in August. So I figure right away--like tomorrow--makes sense.” She@opped
ap.d]cocked a look at him. “Only a thought.”

It inescapably was mental material, all right. Mitch tried to digest the notion of
starting out up the pyramid slopes of the continent not all that many hours from now. Sixty
miles of fresh air, some of it pretty thin.

“Just like that?”” he objected to her hit-the-trail mode. Looming over him at least as
significantly as those mountains was the fact that the more and more un-ignorable gravel
deal needed/@ dealing with. He kept away from that with Lexa now by indicating
vaguely around the Rozier place. “I mean, there’s still the upstairs to sort, and something
to be done with the ever-popular branding ironsyamﬂ—”

“Mitch, this stuff isn’t going to trot off out of here.”

“Mariah theoretically is. Weren’t you going to get her and her wide world of
belongings moved?”

Lexa didn’t even have to lift her hat to swat that away.
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”N‘Ub'rggitf. She has that museum gig in the Falls she’s been putting off. I’ll tell
her I have to run in there anyway this afternoon, she can get packed up and come along.
That way I can pick up trail gear for us.” She checked Mitch with something like dubious
hope. “Do you have any at all, in everything else there is around here?”
@11 have you know I have--"" he had to think before defensively coming up with
“--boots. And maybe socks.”

Vg
o

“Right, Rambo of the Rockies.” She patted her pockets and then his for something
to start making a list on/l

He provided her with a half-used pad of stickits. Then reached out and cupped her
chin, bringing her face up to let this register. “You’re revved to get into those mountains,
aren’t you.”

To his surprise, she reddened in a shy way. She pushed both hands back through
her hair, the sunlight warming its copper hue. “Really am.” She glanced in the direction of
Phantom Woman and the rest of the spinnaker pinnacles and blocky thrown-dice summits
of the Rockies and spent a moment savoring the skyline congregation. Then laughed a
litt‘;le. “Been a while.” Alaska, and the Exxon Valdez spill, and the crackup with Travis,

and the long mend with Mitch, all had happened since she had been into the mountains of

the Two Medicine country.
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Now she was gazing back at him with open curiosity. Half a dozen years with him
and she still was trying to learn to read between his lines.

“Mitch? You okay with this?” [She indicated to the mountains with the tilt of her
head._j

“Not particularly,” he let it gust out of him. Beyond that he felt it was too
complicated for words: his father’s absence seemed so prominent it was a stand-in for his
presence. As though no inch of territory around Lyle, past or present, could ever be
neutral: either Lyle was going to be hugely there or hugely not there, take your choicg o?
mading&omggga% Mitch felt Lexa’s gaze still on him. The best he could give her was
quirked bemusement with himself and his burden of ashes. “But flinch and bear it, right?”

Lexa’s van entered the driveway with an eager washing-machine roar, Mariah
returning from her photographic scavenger hunt.

“Sis?” Lexa called when the van door slammed decisively. “We’re around back, in
the used-equipment dealership.”

Mari @cked her way to them. “Hi, gang. Another exercise in focus-pocus
accomplished.” She/looked worn down to her socks but persevering. After the long siege

of Lyle’s illness and the emotional drain of being around death, all three of them must look
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something like that, Mitch reflected. He watched her put down her camera bag like a
traveler at the end of an extended journey. @tirred by the thought, he asked::_;./

“When are your pictures of my dad going to run, do you think?”

Mariah gave him an odd look and said, “Some slow week. You know editors.”

“Cover your ears, Lexa, I'm going to say something nice about your sister.”

“Don’t, you’ll spoil the kid,” Lexa warned with a grin.

Her arms crossed, Mariah stood and watched Mitch, looking medium wary.

“I never thought I'd be saying so,” he brought out, “but your pictures are my
father. For better or worse.” Seeing the whole portfolio for the first time last night, he and
Lexa both had exclaimed time and again at Lyle to-the-life: sniffing, sneaking that extra air
in; or pooching out his lower lip, dubious of everything over the horizon; even when he
was at his most parade-ground grand, watching himself go by, her shutter click caught him
against the hard soil of age. Unsparing but heartcatching, Mariah’s camerawork. Mitch
smiled congratulations at her. “You nailed him.”

“Just about.” She gave her head a shake that rattled her cut-glass earrings.

Mitch and Lexa glanced at each other. Her gallery of Lyles, they both figured,
likely outnumbered Matthew Brady’s of the whole Civil War.

“Kind of late to be second-guessing, isn’t it?”” Lexa pointed out, not unkindly.
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@ah, really,” Mitch began, “you bagged him in every conceivable--

“I still need the right shot of you,” Mariah was saying impatiently, “spreading his

ashes on Phantom Woman. That’s what he told me he wanted, you know.”
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two

In an almost cryogenic state of cool at getting to palm the wheel of the rattly retired

Forest Service pickup, Matthew Brainard had driven them to the trailhead next to Agency

Lake earliest that morning, hung around restlessly while they checked over their packs,

“»
then took off back down the one-lane gravel in a road warrior’s plume of dust.
“I hope he knows the meaning of a week,” Mitch said, watching him go.
“Did you when you were sixteen?”” was Mariah’s contribution.
“He’ll be back for us okay,” Lexa said absently, tying on a Sierra cup with a little
length of parachute cord so it would bang on her packframe as a noise against bears. “I
threatened to hack his home page Erld key in ‘Hey, Dudes, Call Me Matt!;’) if he screws up 1«  ’; f :

on the time.” %
Their packs were leaned against old stumps on the lakeshore like bulging creatures

after a meal. They had gear and more gea&/;{mon g the three of theij ice new nylon tents,
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a change of clothing apiece, extra socks, sweatshirts for warmth, rainjackets that would
double as windshells. Caps, dark glasses, sun block, moleskin. Candle lantern and
pencil-sized flashlight. Binoculars, smallest pair possible. Toothbrushes with the handles
sawn on off. Waterproof container with pitch firestarter and matches. Lexa’s sleek little
Bleuet camp stove and sufficient butane cartridges. Food, much food.

When they helped each other heft into their pack straps, Mitch in particular appeared
laden, tirern-me-leak_o.f/A\his long-frame pack threatening to tip him over onto his back like
a beetle. Lexa had had to buy him an extra-large sleeping bag called the Big and Tall model,
and since it was too bulky to ride at the bottom of his packframe it had to be strapped atop
his pack. Now she took an inspecting look at him, top-heavy as a moonwalker, and for the
first time in years had a pang for Travis and his nature-boy fit into the outdoors.

Mariah was going with what she insisted was an absolute basic irreducible
minimum of photographic apparatus, which included a tripod and two spare cameras and
enough film to send Fuji stock up.

» Could be worse, he at least left Lyle’s desk home and she didn’t bring her

S

darkroom," Lexa wrily reviewed her trail troops. Hslsell{ despite her own hefty enough

pack she could have charged off into the mountains at a high trot. This was always a

moment she loved: the pumped readiness as she jockeyed in the saddle before the start of a
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barrel race; the palette of food made by her own hands gloriously ready to meet the
partycomers; the minute before setting boot onto trail. Right this instant she felt something
like a hum of her body, a neural scat melody that seemed to break out into the air when a
redwing blackbird flew from the top of a willow near them, its chevrons bright against the
limestone palisade of Jericho Reef.

She reminded herself to throttle down, there were three days of footsteps ahead to
the Divide,;an? one trail companion who was not exactly a lean whippet of the highlands
and another with about the same attention span as her shutter speed and both standing here
humped with packs. Trying not to make it sound dubious, she asked:

“Ready?”

“Red-aye,” Mitch proclaimed, giving her a game little salute.

“Anytime,” said Mariah, buckling the belt strap of her pack like a gunfighter.

There was a scatter of trails near the lake, delta of footsteps before geography
narrowed the choice. Jericho Reef steadily stood on its head in the lake’s mirror of water,
a perfect unwavering stalactite of itself, as they threaded along the shore, Lexa in the lead

by unspoken vote. Shortly she was pointing left, where the trail turned up Agency Creek,

and that quick they weére into the first of the funneling valleys, the flumes of the continental
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drainage. The top flap pocket of Lexa’s pack held three transparent waterproof packets,
each with a U.S. Geological Survey quadrangle map folded with a day’s traced-in-red
route showing out. Today’s crawl-line of trail angled behind the length of Jericho and led
on into the mountains beyond the north rampart of neighboring Roman Reef, less arduous
than tackling the canyon between the huge shields of stone straight on.

Even this junior valley, however, was so deeply cut that its walls dictated when the
trail would be allowed on one side of the creek or the other. Not more than an hour after
leaving the lake, they had to cross Agency Creek in water uncomfortably far up their
thighs, water swift enough that to stay on their feet they had to lean into the current like
slow, slow prowlers.

Seeing both Lexa and Mariah sit down on the bank, remove their boots and take out
the insoles, take off their socks, then put their boots back on to cross the rockbottomed
creek, Mitch had followed their example.

When they booted up for real again on the opposite bank he felt almost pathetically
grateful for the solace of dry socks and insoles.

Before resuming on the trail the three of them stood and just looked up at the

formationed mountainsides virtually overhead, reefs and deeps like an ocean tipped empty
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and left on its side. Agency Creek, all the creek any of them wanted to have to tackle in
one wading lifetime, skittered between these skyscraping valley walls.
Then the clong of Lexa’s cup in rhythm against her packframe was leading them
onto the narrow table of trail ahead.

+t — —

They forded the obstinate creek twice more that morning, wet blue jeans and

clammy loins convincing them lunch was deserved at the last ford.

Packs were shed gratefully, even by Lexa. Mariah and Mitch chorused that the
cheese and crackers, cherries, and banana chips she passed around were easily the best
food she had ever fixed. There was scenery to munch on, too. Sitﬁﬂg—%hech %rying out on
the creek bank, they could see ahead through the turn of the valley to the mountains that
carry the continent, dividing its waters and halving its scenery into the West and the rest.

Lexa zeroed in on the one that was central on the skyline.
“Phantom Woman,” she said dreamily. “The great goat photo studio; Mariah
McCaskill, girl proprietor.”
@Vith a sly expression Mariah lobbed baclé}Career built on a golden stream, thanks

to you.”

ﬁ‘Ybu’re getting awful,” Lexa declared, laughing and flipping a banana chip at herD
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“Did I miss a hairpin turn in the conversation?”” Mitch asked.

“Sister talk,” Lexa told him as if it were higher physics, a flicker of commiserating
grin coming his way from Mariah. This country was just west of childhood, for them.
Lexa then the tomboy ranch kid and rambunctious big sis Mariah already halfway to
another planet--Mariah maybe was another planet--he indeed figured that there were sibling

times no only child could fathom.

~

“You brought sheep up in here, with your dad?” }’I'{e had been trying to fathom
low-slung wool-laden animals and this creek that was close to hip-deep on him. “How, by
Scotch-taping rubber duckies all over them"”J

“We weren’t in through here,” Lexa took on the explaining, “this was Primitive
Area even before Phantom Woman and the rest ever got set aside and they started calling
the whole thing the Bob Wilderness. No mutton conductors allowed, orders of the Forest
Service. So we trailed in south of here, along Roman Reef, didn’t we, my ridin’-double
sister.”

“Wait a minute. There’s an easier trail?”

“Longer. Not as interesting.”

“For sissies,” Mariah put in with a straight face.
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‘iGee, maybe I qualify,” Mitch began, “how many tender feet does a guy have to
have to——i’)
“Company,” murmured Lexa, sharpest outdoor eyes among them. Mitch was
sitting across from Mariah, and when she went rigidly still at the words he did too.
Fifty yards upstream the four-point buck deer, horns in velvet, stared at them in

poised surprise. Then was gone in dolphin-like leaps into the brush.

By early afternoon the creek was a wistful dabble behind and below them. The
hike now was steadily up, across the shoulder of a high stony ridge. The Overthrust Belt,
this sea of Rockies was called, a vast tectonic slosh that left behind rank after rank of tilted
mountains, like frozen tidal waves aimed east toward the continental beach of plains.
Cross one of these slabs of strata, and your reward was another of the alpine valleys raked
into the geography by glaciers. But first you had to cross it. The three hikers now were
spaced with great unevenness on the hard gray clay trail over the first of these mile-high
upturns.

Mariah had taken the lead, launching off into a headstart so that she would have
time near the top to scope around with her camera. A couple of hundred yards above Lexa

now and letting out anti-bear yodels every so often, she was pushing herself in long
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climbing steps that she would pay for in stiffness by tonight, but Lexa knew that was
simply par for Mariah.

So, Lyle. Lexa allowed herself a little roving of her own. I never would have bet
you had it in you. To pass up a townwide funeral for a procession like the three of us
strung along this mountain. How ever Phantom Woman did it, she got hold of you for
good.

Going up this sharply, Lexa loosened her boot laces a little so her ankles could flex.
That done, she concentrated on matching her breathing with her stride, inhaling when she
lifted her right leg, letting the breath out on the left leg of the next step. How that little
lungful of air within you could give the illusion of lift, she didn’t know, only that it
worked. This high and starkly open section of the trail gave her some of the elevated
feeling of being on horseback. The torso has memory, too. For one sweet selfish and
quite guilty moment she let herself wish she was doing a high lonesome, on this hike.
Solo up here, she could maintain her own pace.

Mitch, though. A hundred yards behind her, and not noticeably keeping up.
Apparently Mitch had not been put on earth to traverse mountains. Even from here she
could see the dark wash of sweat on his shirt. Even as she watchecf too>>he sought a

convenient boulder to sag onto and rest.
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She went back down to where he had plopped.

“Getting your second wind?”’

“I’m already on about my ninth,” he panted.

“You’ll tough<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>