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It took that pause to make him realize

The mountain he was climbing had the slant

As of a book being held up before his eye
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Book Omne: The Swan

The Swan Range lifts high above Montana’s Swan Valley, its eastern flank
spilling its waters down mto the South Fork of the Flathead River as it begins
its long run for the Columbia. Across the South Fork, other mountains climb
up to the China Wall, where all waters change direction and begin their journey
to the Missouri.

The million acres draiming nto the South Fork provide a home for every
ammal surviving in America’s Northwest—and for a few men as well. This
wilderness 1s now called The Bob, for a man who fell in love with it and found
a way to preserve it but could never make it his home.

But this story is not so much about the man who found the country as it is
about a man the country found. It 1s about Ty Hardin, who began packing into
1t when he was fifteen, moving to still higher country when the Swan grew too
crowded. It s about his living and dying doing what he loved, his heartbeat in
the mountains as surely as other men’s are in their work or their art, their
families or their women.

It is about the life High Country gave him.






Learnming (1937)

“Sometimes in these mountains,” Fenton spoke almost gently now, “you find
yourself learning more than you got time to think about.”
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Baitterroot

Py
W Will Hardin claimed nothing ever had been easy for the
Hardin family, that there’d always been a cloud hanging over them. But
his son wasn’t so sure. From the first Ty could see why his grandfather,
old Eban Hardin, had built the barn where he did, the house. Even if the
corrals needed patching year in and year out, they were good to work in,
had a plan, made sense. Ty thought Eban was probably looking at better
things ahead when the big freeze came in and wiped him out.

The big outfit had the Hardin ranch now. They kept Will Hardin on
to look after the land his father had homesteaded, live in the house his
father had built, teach his sons what the land had taught him. It was a
dark picture he painted. Without Mary Hardin around it would have
been a darker picture his boys saw. But she had a way of finding light—
especially for her boys. She saw that Jimmy understood the big outfit’s
equipment, could drive it in a straight line and fix it when it broke. She
knew Dan had a way with numbers. And it didn’t take her long to see
that Ty had some of old Eban Hardin in him, had a way with animals—
with horses and mules, even with the half-wild range cattle they had to
doctor wherever they found them.

Which is how Ty cut open his head and broke his arm. He was heading
back to the corrals with a half-frozen calf over his saddle when he hit ice
on the same cut bank he’d crossed to rescue the calf, the sun behind the
ridge now, the air snapping cold. They went down hard, the filly tumbling
over Ty and crashing through the ice before plunging up again, wet and
shaking, one hock bloody. Ty waded out to her, knowing something was
wrong with his arm and troubled by an odd warmth on his face. He got
the calf back over the saddle and washed the blood from the filly’s leg.
He wiped to clear his eyes and found blood, blotted it with his sleeve as
he led the filly out of the draw.
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It was almost dark when he came into the corrals, the cow following as
though being led. Blood had crusted on his face; the calf hung limp
across the saddle. Ty was afraid they would lose it. He was thinking about
how to put the mother over an orphaned calf when he heard his father.

“Shit.” Will peered at Ty in the failing light. “Got scratched up. Knew
I’d have to fire up that damn lantern.” Ty heard matches scratching in
the shed, saw the lantern take. He led the filly into the broken barn, the
light casting outsize shadows behind his father and across old gear, broken
and abandoned along the walls.

“Lucky it’s still numb.” His father probed at the wound. “That’ll help
when your mother starts in.”

“That calf could make it.” Ty watched Will ease the calf off the saddle
and carry it under the shed, the cow following, too played out to protest.
But the filly wasn’t played out at all, getting so jumpy when Will came at
her that Ty had to calm her himself. He slid the saddle off with his good
arm, doctored her leg before following the lantern up to the house.

His mother cleaned his wound, pulling the cut together with tape.
She worried over his arm even more, wrapping it and fixing a sling
before telling them what to get in Missoula after they saw the doctor.

“Wish them doctors didn’t cost so,” Will said. “Might save some if we
let the damn calves die.”

“Better than no doctors. Lucky you grew up at all, Will.”

“I was a lot more careful, is what I was. Wouldn’t hurt to practice on
that.” Will got up from the table. “Save money too.” He got out the
makings for a cigarette, surprised Ty was the one who’d gotten hurt.

They left the next morning before the others saddled and got started
for school, needing to get the pickup out while the road was frozen. Ty
was looking forward to a long day in town.

When they left the doctor’s office they went to Horace Adams’s feed
store, Ty with a cast on his arm and shiny white bandages over the
stitches. Will had a list of things to do, but Ty knew he’d want to com-
plain to Horace Adams first. Horace supported half the ranchers in that
country anyway, never expecting much until folks got their hay in and
their calves sold, carrying many even beyond that.

In no time Will and Horace were telling each other how bad things
were. Ty drifted off, feeling unsettled not so much because his arm hurt
as because he didn’t want to hear that kind of talk. He knew ranch people
liked to complain, but he also knew this time they were right. There wasn’t
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enough money to do anything but complain. Or pretend. Sometimes
when he was riding out to check on the cattle he’d start thinking about
the crazy schemes his brothers had, and he’d get so blue he’d ride past
what he needed to do. It made him even sadder to hear his mother. She
was always looking for ways to lighten Will’s dour predictions, which was
getting harder and harder to do. The big outfit didn’t pay much, and
they were down to just a handful of cows of their own. And it always
seemed their calves that were lost each spring, not the big outfit’s.

In one corner of his feed store, Horace kept tack he got from hands
down on their luck. Ty went to look at the saddles, dreaming to have his
own, one that fit him, that he could rig just the way he wanted. A tall,
deep-chested man with the whitest hair Ty had ever seen was holding up a
pannier, checking it for weak spots. He brought it down and looked at Ty.

“See you been chased around by one of them grizzlies,” he said. “Too
bad you wasn’t quick enough to step aside.”

“No, sir,” Ty said, pleased. “I just misread the ground. My horse
rolled on me some.”

“You think these panniers’ll last me two or three seasons if old
Horace don’t want all my money? They ain’t half bad.”

“We only use ours to put out salt.” Ty thought of the ragged panniers
Will kept in a corner of the barn. “They been used pretty hard.”

“I believe you have too.” The man took in the tattered Levi jacket
draped over the cast. “Well, I seen some fellers in worse shape when they
did get out of the way. Runnin’ too fast in my country is near as danger-
ous as wrestlin’ with a damn bear anyhow.” He hooked a finger in the
ears of the panniers, put them over his shoulder, and went over to barter.

Ty went back to the saddles, thinking his father seemed less dis-
couraged in town.

They had a sandwich at the Elkhorn. “Try this.” Will slid a bottle of
beer over to Ty. “Ease your ache.” He took a pull from his. “Might ease
mine too.” The beer seemed to perk Will up. He even began kidding with
some of the men as they came in.

After their errands they came back to the Elkhorn, using up time
before heading for home. Will wanted the meadow frozen solid before he
crossed it. He’d had to harness the mules too many times when Mary
bogged down in the pickup.

Ty didn’t mind. An old-timer got him into a game of checkers. Ty
liked the man’s stories and the way he laughed when he made a run on
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the board. He liked seeing his father there too. He wouldn’t call Will
happy, but with the other men talking about their troubles he didn’t
seem nearly as low as he’d been on the way to town.

Before long the white-haired man from the feed store came in. He
walked directly over to the table where Ty was playing checkers.

“Well, Jasper,” he said to the old-timer. “See you found somebody
broke up enough so you might win.” He looked at the board. “Go easy.
This old boy’s havin’ a hard time. His horse rolled on him, and now
you’re about to chase him off the board.” He took a swallow of Jasper’s
beer and looked atTy. “Don’t get to bettin’ with Jasper Finn. Could hurt
worse than rollin’ around under your filly.” He took another swallow and
headed for the bar, where he started right in talking with Will. It seemed
to Ty the man had a way of having a conversation with people before
they knew they were in one.

“Don’t let Fenton scare you,” Jasper Finn told him. “I ain’t gonna do
no bettin’. Save stealin’ from colts for when I get old.” That made him
laugh so hard he began to cough. Ty whacked him on the back until he
got his breath. Then he watched him sit up, sip his beer, and solemnly
jump every one of Ty’s remaining checkers. Ty was so startled, Jasper got
to laughing and coughing again, drinking more beer to quiet things
down. “Can’t beat age and cunnin’,” he wagged a finger at Ty, “not with
no broke arm.”

The bartender came over with a pitcher of beer.

“From Fenton,” he said. “He’s feelin’ unusual generous.”

Jasper didn’t even offer a thank-you, accepting the beer as though
he’d ordered it himself. He told Ty that Fenton Pardee was a packer who
packed across the Swan Range all the way to the big divide. Ty didn’t
know where the Swan Range was, but he didn’t let on to Jasper, who
was happy explaining that he did a lot of work for Pardee himself, most
often as a cook but sometimes as a wrangler. Once as a guide.

“They was pretty thin for guides that year. But I got them fellers
some elk. Hell, in them days elk would drift into camp for coffee.” He
poured a glass, looking disappointed when Ty refused. “Old Fenton gets
a lot of folks into tight spots.” He drank, watching to make sure Ty was
listening. “But he knows mountains. Slickest packer you ever see. All
them rough places, and he always got me out. Hardly a scratch. Just
frostbit. A little.”

-
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On the way home Will told Ty all he knew about Fenton Pardee. And
Ty listened almost as though he sensed the part Fenton Pardee would play
in his life. He told Ty about Fenton coming up with Tommy Yellowtail to
pick up his own father’s mules, explaining that after the big freeze Eban
Hardin decided on mules, figuring they were tough enough to fight off any
winter and he could always sell them to the army. When the army shipped
up all the mules they needed from Missouri, Eban was stuck with more
than he could handle. He didn’t know what he would have done If Fenton
hadn’t got the Forest Service contract and come to get them.

Will thought about that, rolling a cigarette with one hand, steering
with the other, the truck lurching onto the shoulder as he made his
smoke. Ty cracked the window a little to keep Will awake. He wanted to
hear all of it.

“Pardee’s hair black as a raven, then. But he wasn’t too young to
learn. Your grandfather knew mules. Like you. Got along with all them
four-legged bastards, even the cows he kept to remind him of the
freeze.” He wound down his window, spit, wound it back up.

“One didn’t have no ears. The other lamed up till she died. Feelin’ never
did come back in her leg.” He hunched down as though to warm himself.

“It’s cold as Canada in here.” Will shook himself. “If you’re so handy
with windows, you drive. That cast don’t seem to slow you none.”

“Just a little fresh air. I believe it’s good for you.”

“Not if I'm froze.” He slowed. “You drive. I’ll crank windows.”

Before Will fell asleep he told Ty how Fenton Pardee had trailed the
mules, Tommy Yellowtail ahead with a bell mare, down the Bitterroot to
Missoula, crossing the Blackfoot at the University, following it to the
Clearwater, then up that to Fenton’s meadows below Crippled Elk Lake.

Ty liked hearing about old times, though he was relieved when Will
finally slept and he could enjoy the drive up the Bitterroot. He watched
the moon on the river and thought about families that had to move into
town. He guessed this wasn’t as bad as the big freeze. But almost. You
didn’t have to see your cattle die, just watch as someone took them away.

He’d bounced across the frozen ruts before Will woke. The generator
was going, and Mary used the light to make sure they unloaded everything.
Then she poured a glass of milk for Will and pushed Ty off to bed.

“Glad he got to relax.” She turned back the frayed blanket. “His fretting
won’t fix anything.”
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She sounded so resigned Ty got to feeling low himself, even after all
the excitement of being in town. And he was surprised to hear her talk
that way about his father, about her own fears. He went to sleep thinking
about them, their worries blending into his own.

In the night his arm started to throb. The pills were in Will’s pocket,
and Ty didn’t want to wake him. He tried to forget the throbbing by
thinking about the summer ahead, which didn’t look good. Though
they might save that calf he’d brought in, they’d already lost three. And
the cattle prices were still going down. The only good thing was they
wouldn’t have to work the mules so hard. The big outfit had contracted
the haying out to a company with all the newest equipment, pulled by
their big tractors.

It might cause a lot of racket, but the mules would get a rest.

With his arm in the cast Ty spent most of his time around the barn
and the sagging corrals. Will had made repairs over the years, but the cor-
rals still looked tired. Ty guessed old Eban needed things in a hurry when
he built. Each spring Ty had helped Will brace a post here or string some
wire there. Now he saw places that needed fresh patching—and sections
that needed to be torn out and rebuilt. He couldn’t do either. All he
could do was look, see what ought to be done. There was plenty of that.

Ty did what he could, mostly feeding and some doctoring—when he
could do it with one hand. He couldn’t remember spending so much
time around his mother and father before, or hearing so much talk
between them. It seemed like one long conversation, interrupted by
what had to be done and then picked up again as though never put
down by either. And always the talk was bad. Though the haying con-
tractor would take some burden off the mules, it meant less money from
the big outfit. How to get through the summer until the calves were sold
gnawed at them, and everyone had a part to play. Jimmy had signed on
with the haying contractor. There would be a little money there—unless
Jimmy ran off with the Malone girl. And Mary found a job for Dan at
the Missouri Bar, sweeping and keeping the ice chest full and making
sure the books balanced.

“He’ll learn something,” Mary told Will. “Not much left to learn here.”

Will nodded, rolling a cigarette. The truth was he saw no reason to
learn anything about ranching anymore. To him it was a dead-end trail.

-
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A week before the cast was to come off, Ty came into the kitchen with
a pail of milk to find his mother and father at it again. It seemed to him
all their concerns of the past weeks filled the room. Will went right on
talking, but Mary got up and started fussing with the dishes.

“It ain’t such a big thing,” Will said to her. “Ty knows horses, and the
man has that government contract.”

“You might as well know your father wrote that man up at Crippled
Elk Lake.” Mary was wiping her hands on her apron. “Nothing but a
bedroll all summer and not much more come winter.”

Suddenly the tie on the apron broke. It seemed kind of funny to Ty,
but he knew there was nothing to laugh about. Everything seemed to be
breaking around the place. Mary kept wiping her hands with the loose
apron.

“He thinks you could help with their stock.” She looked at him.

“Who does?”

“Why, your father. We haven’t heard back from that man Pardee.”

It was three more weeks before they did. And Fenton Pardee said all
he needed to say on a penny postcard.

Will—It might work. If he can shoe I can teach him the pack-
ing. He will learn the rest soon enough. When school quits
send him up.

Fenton

When the day came, Ty put what he needed in his grandfather’s old
kit bag. He put on his best Levis and his best shirt and jammed his socks
and underwear into the old saddlebags Will gave him, deciding to wear
Jimmy’s outgrown jacket rather than carry it.

Mary looked to see what he’d left and was surprised to see he had
about everything he owned with him. She gave him some peanut-butter
sandwiches she’d wrapped in brown paper. He put them in the saddle-
bags with his socks. He’d grown tall, but there was still no weight. He
looked much too young to be leaving home.

“You look older.” Mary’s hands were playing at her apron again. “Be
careful. We don’t want you coming home in some new cast.”

He gave her an awkward hug and she felt his leanness through the
jacket, the tightness of his body the only sign he gave her.
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She went into the house after their dust settled, thinking she might
have a cry. But somehow she couldn’t. She took off her apron and found
a needle and set about sewing on the tie. It had broken loose again.

Ty felt hollow on the ride into Missoula. He ate one of the sandwiches,
feeling a little sad about what was behind him, a little worried about what
was ahead. He wasn’t nervous about the work; he was just worried that
Fenton Pardee wouldn’t stand still long enough to answer any questions.
And Will wasn’t much help. He just drove, concentrating on the road as
he smoked. It seemed to Ty his father looked more pessimistic than ever.

His worries grew when they pulled up at the feed store and Horace
Adams explained that Pardee was picking up mules north of Hungry
Horse and couldn’t find anyone to meet Ty.

“Don’t you fret.” Horace looked at Ty. “I’ll ship you out there with
the lumberjacks. Won’t have to test that bad arm hitching.” He looked at
Will. “He’s growed. Up but not out.” His eyes turned back to Ty, the kit
bag, and the ragged jacket. “And you got your gear. That’s good. Gets
cold as a witch tit in that country.”

“Fenton will approve of your boy’s duffle,” Horace said to Will.
“What won’t snug into them saddlebags he can fit in his pockets.” He
led Ty over toward the secondhand tack. “Look at the saddles. Fenton
needs some bad but claims I’m a robber if I want cash money. You best
find one out there that won’t cripple you up if you’re in it for twenty
hours. That’ll be one of the short days.”

Ty saw that one was a Meana rig, broken in just right. He rubbed a
hand along it, tried to focus on it, but his mind drifted. He wondered
how far he had to go. How he’d find Pardee when he finally got close.

After awhile Will came over, looking better after talking with Horace.

“Them lumber boys’ll get you out there,” he said. “Think I’ll slip over
to the Elkhorn and get a bite before I head back. Wanna come along?”

“I got the sandwiches,” Ty said. “Guess I’ll wait. Hope I can find Mr.
Pardee when I get close.”

“You’ll find him. Too goddamned big to miss. There ain’t a man
woman or child up there don’t know who he is. Or has had to listen to
him talk about his mules. Just don’t test that broke arm too soon. And
learn the knots, if he’ll slow down to where you can see how he ties ’em.”

At the Elkhorn Will heard more bad news than he wanted to hear.
And spent more money than he meant to spend. It was late when he
finally left, so he didn’t bother stopping back by the feed store.
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By that time Ty had eaten the other two sandwiches. He’d had plenty
of opportunity to look at the Meana saddle too, which was rigged almost
the way he’d rig one himself. He examined it again and again, looking
up every time anyone came in the door.

It turned out the men from the sawmill didn’t even come into town
until the next day. Ty had to wait three more days before they were ready
to go back to work at their mill below Crippled Elk Lake.

He didn’t see Will and Mary again until after the big Christmas snow.
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One Way to Shoe a Mule

Py
W The lumberjacks were still drunk when they got to the feed
store, which didn’t seem to bother Horace. He threw the Meana saddle
in the pickup, saying if no one had the money to buy it, Fenton might as
well keep it oiled until they did.

“Got somethin’ else too.” He went back in and came out with a blanket-
lined canvas coat.

“Use it.” He tossed it to Ty. “I won’t be in those mountains anyway.
Too busy cheerin’ up all the hands outta work.”

Ty had spent the last three days at the Adams’s house, most of it
working with Smoky Girl, Etta Adams’s filly. Fenton Pardee had started
her under a pack saddle the summer before, and when Etta fell in love
with her, he’d traded her to Horace against his feed bill.

Only Smoky Girl hadn’t worked out the way Fenton said she would.
She was hard to ride right from the start, and over the winter Etta had
given her so many sugar cubes and carrots and little sweet apples that
getting more was all that interested her. She wouldn’t even let Etta get
a foot in the stirrup until Ty got hold of her. He made it so she wanted
to pay attention, but mostly to Ty, who soon saw she was probably more
filly than Etta could handle. He was about to talk with Horace about
that when the lumberjacks came, swearing at each other and putting
him between them in the cab. The man to Ty’s right fell asleep immedi-
ately. The driver turned the heater up and started to doze off himself,
the smell of beer and stale cigarettes getting so strong Ty felt sick. He
was about to ask if he could wind down a window when the driver
bolted upright and slapped himself. Ty was startled to see a man hit
himself that hard.
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“Jesus.” The man’s cheek was red from the blow. “Another dream about
them yellow bears.” He wound his window down, stuck his head out into
the cold. “Bastards.” He pulled his head back in. “Hate that dream.”

But the subject kept him awake. From there until Seeley Lake he
told Ty stories about the bears and their doings with lumberjacks and
Pardee’s packers. He was still telling stories when they pulled up at the
bar at Seeley Lake. A man with a deep scar on his face was waiting. To
Ty he seemed surprisingly good natured, considering the condition of
the two lumberjacks.

“A man could get light headed off these fumes,” he said, opening the
door. “I’ll drive. Don’t say a goddamned word about why you’re late.
Those stories lost their excitement for me.”

The man who had slapped himself got out and surrendered the keys.
Ty climbed out himself, getting into the bed of the truck with the saddle
and his kit bag.

“You the guy Fenton thinks can wrangle his mules?” The man with
the scar looked at Ty. “Between Fenton and his mules you’ll get a com-
pressed education.”

“My name is Ty Hardin.” Ty was surprised to hear his voice crack. “I
look forward to gettin’ started.”

The man looked at Ty more closely.

“Might as well call me Gus Wilson.” He leaned across the bed of the
truck, his hand out. “The rest do. Hell, there’s Wilsons all over this valley.
Won’t hurt to know a few.” The two lumberjacks were swearing at each
other again, this time about who would ride in the middle. “These are some
wilted. But they’ll repair. They perk right up after a few days at the mill.”

Gus Wilson said something persuasive to the men and they piled into
the cab. After a few miles Ty dusted off the window and saw that both
men had fallen asleep. He settled back, feeling better since the man with
the scar had shown up.

He wondered about the scar, thinking it must have come from some
scrape with a grizzly. Gus Wilson, he thought, must be the Wilson you
could count on if you wanted to get somewhere. And more than any-
thing else, Ty wanted to get somewhere. The more people he met the
less sure he was of what he would be doing, even where he was going.
The suspense was a lot worse than the work, no matter what that turned
out to be.

He buttoned Horace Adams’s coat against the wind, watching the
high crest of the mountains rising to the east. He had studied this country
on Horace’s road map and was pretty sure he was looking at the Swan
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Range. He didn’t know what the name of the range was to the west,
but he saw it was almost as high. Snow was still on the ridges, purplish
looking in the cold and the distance. Beyond the Swan Range was the
mystery. He hadn’t seen any roads there until well beyond the Conti-
nental Divide, almost to Great Falls. He wondered what was in between,
what kind of country you would find if you made it over that snow and
rode to where the waters changed direction.

The men woke at the road to Fenton Pardee’s, tumbled out of the cab
stomping and spitting. The one who’d slapped himself took a long pee
while Gus Wilson unloaded Ty’s gear. They all seemed livelier now that
they were closer to home. Ty liked hearing them call out their warnings
about Pardee and his mules, about the back-country.

He shouldered the saddle and started up the road, wondering what it
would be like to live in the shadow of a sawmill with big saws whining
and skinned logs stacked everywhere. He figured if Gus Wilson worked
there, there’d be some plan, some order to it.

Looking out across a little meadow that opened toward the Swan, he
wondered if there were any order ahead for him. He studied the peaks
lifting above the trees and suddenly had questions about everything. He
was sorry he hadn’t learned more from Gus Wilson. He wanted to know
about trails and horseshoeing and schedules, fearing Fenton Pardee
wouldn’t provide many answers. It was getting late, but he was held
there, caught by the sunlight slanting through the trees, deep shadows
on the Swan, snow on the ridges beyond.

He was not yet into his sixteenth year, but he already felt a long way
from home. And he was looking at a country that seemed to pull him
still farther. He felt odd, apart from himself, just as he felt apart from his
new height and the strength he was beginning to know, apart from his
family’s problems—as far behind him now as the Bitterroot Valley. He
wasn’t thinking about what was behind. Everything in him was looking
ahead, up at the Swan Range, across it and into the country beyond.

Fenton didn’t have much faith in the way the Conner boys had
stacked the hay, and they’d only tied the bales down with one lash cinch.
He wasn’t even sure they’d cinched that tight, which was why he was
creeping along at five miles an hour when he saw the boy staring off into
the woods. He was taller than Fenton remembered but thin as a post,
and Cody Jo’s misgivings came back to him. She’d watched him hurry
Buck and Spec out to the barns that morning to shoe the mules. “Strong
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as trees,” she’d laughed, “and about as inventive. They need perfect
directions.” Fenton knew she was right. He also knew he wasn’t very
strong in the direction-giving department.

Which is why he’d sent for Ty, who was supposed to be different. He’d
heard from Horace, who picked up things from people in the Bitterroot,
that the boy had a lot of his grandfather, old Eban Hardin, in him. That
was good enough for Fenton. He thought he might have learned more
from Eban Hardin about mules than he’d learned in his forty years of
packing, and he hadn’t even seen him that often. But what he had seen
of Eban made him know what he needed now: someone to quiet the
stock, not fight it like Buck. And when Spec slipped off into the woods
like the Indian he was, someone to watch the camp, know which way
the horses were drifting, when to get wood, water, how to keep the
bears away. He needed someone who looked after things rather than let
them slide.

In the Elkhorn that night, Will Hardin had finally admitted that Ty was
better than good with the stock—gifted somehow. But Will didn’t linger
on the good. Mostly he talked about how accidents weren’t supposed to
happen to Ty, who was so careful with his stock he never had wrecks. To
Will Ty’s accident proved how sour the Hardin luck had gone. He didn’t
need it verified with a lot of doctor bills.

Fenton thought Will must have been born discouraged. He didn’t pay
nearly as much attention to Will’s complaining as he did to the other, the
part that said it wasn’t the boy’s way to have accidents. Fenton figured
that even if Ty had some of that gloominess that kept dragging Will
down, he had the right training. He’d done about everything there was
to be done on the Hardins’ scratchy little ranch. And he had Eban
Hardin’s blood.

Trouble is, Fenton thought as he slowed the truck, he s just a boy,
which had been Cody Jo’s worry all along. “Boys grow,” he’d told her.
“T’ll take it slow. Make it so he won’t get jumpy—Dbent mean somehow.”

Cody Jo had just smiled, saying she doubted it was in him to take
things slow.

Maybe I am optimistic, Fenton thought, shoving the hay hooks off the
dashboard to stop their rattling. But no serious deaths on my trips . . .
and I never had to kill one mule.

Ty was considering what to say to Fenton Pardee when he realized
the man was already talking, his hat pushed back on his white hair.
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“I see Horace give in and sent me out that Meana saddle. Bet he didn’t
say a goddamned word about how deep he is in my pocket.” Pardee
leaned over and opened the door. “Throw in them things and climb up
on the bales. It’ll ride smoother with some weight up there.”

It wasn’t until the truck was moving that Ty realized he hadn’t said a
word to Fenton Pardee since the feed store. But he didn’t think about
that for long; he was bouncing around so he had to grab the rope to stay
put. He supposed the rope was meant to cinch things down, but it was a
lot looser than he would have it. The road got rougher and he flattened
himself on the bales, holding on to keep from bouncing off.

Fenton was easing the flatbed around a curve when the bales started
going. One popped loose from the second layer, then the bale Ty was on
started to go, Ty scrambling to keep from going with it. But bales came out
from underneath and the whole stack tilted and went, Ty still scrambling
but scrambling now to keep from being buried in bales. He hit the ground
running, still clutching the rope but inside its loop now and running to stay
upright. He fended off bales and got closer to the truck, holding the rope
with one hand and pounding on the door with the other.

Fenton hit the brakes, figuring something had gone wrong with his
gear box. He was surprised to see bales fly past and bounce up the road.
Ty went by as fast as the bales, running until the rope took him down, a
final bale knocking out his wind before bouncing on.

Fenton thought he’d seen something go by with the bales and got out
to check, thinking maybe the trouble wasn’t his gear box after all. He
was surprised to find Ty on the side of the road opening and closing his
mouth as though he wanted to say something.

“Doubted that rope was tight,” Fenton said, looking at the bales
scattered along the road. He reached in the truck for the hay hooks.
“Well, we ain’t got far to go. Lets us load up a few and send Buck and
Spec for the rest. Them boys is cut out for this work.”

Ty managed to suck in just enough air. “Jesus!” he said, wanting to
say more.

“Skip the formalities.” Fenton threw him a hay hook. “Climb up and
T’1l toss up these close ones. And call me Fenton.” The first bale was
already flying onto the truck bed. “Old Jesus never knew his ass from his
elbow when it come to mules.”

Horace Adams claimed Fenton Pardee was well into his sixties, but
the way the man buried his hay hook into bale after bale and swung
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them up made Ty wonder. It was all Ty could do to slide one into place
before the next one came at him. And somehow Fenton talked the
whole time. Ty was finding it harder and harder to heave the bales into
place when suddenly Fenton threw him the lash cinch. “Cinch her down
some,” he said. “Them boys can get the rest. I’'m curious how they done
with those mules.”

He watched Ty cinch down the load. “Hard to beat a tight rope, ain’t
it?” he said, taking the saddle out of the cab and throwing it on the truck
bed with the bales. Ty got in and they drove on to the pack station,
which—Ty had learned while Fenton was throwing the bales at him—
wasn’t even the starting place for their trips into the mountains.

Fenton did most of his packing at the corrals he’d built three miles up
the trail at Crippled Elk Lake. Fenton’s stock trail converged there with
the road, the same that led past the Wilsons’ sawmill. The Pardee pack
station itself was dominated by a log lodge where Fenton and Cody Jo
lived. Cody Jo fed the packers there, making fun of how much they ate
but always ready with more. The rest of the pack station consisted of an
old barn and some ragged outbuildings Fenton had tacked together for
his gear, the outbuildings sprawling along the edge of the big meadow
where he wintered his horses.

“Weren’t we ambitious?” Fenton stopped the truck and studied the
big log building. “Thought those eastern folks couldn’t wait to come out
here to shoot our elk. But they never. Not like we thought. The way
money is now, I doubt they will.” He pushed his hat back. “Cody Jo
would dance up a storm if I was to up and finish this place.” He looked
at Ty, amused. “She loves to dance. But you know this packin’ business.”
He eased the truck on toward the barn. “Little time for dancin’ and a
shit load less for construction.”

They’d rigged a little room off the barn for Ty. They threw Ty’s things
in: Fenton pleased because Buck had done a good job boarding up the
broken window and sweeping out a rat’s nest. Ty because he’d never had
a place all to himself. Dusty tack was hanging in one corner, and he
would need to get a bedroll for the cot. But there were shelves under the
window and two pack boxes he could store things in. It would clean . . .
and it was his.

They saw dust and heard swearing as they went through the barn.
“Bet Buck’s got himself crossways with a mule,” Fenton said. Ty fol-
lowed him, jogging now and then to keep up.
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Over the top rail of the catch corral they watched a slender, dark-haired
man ease a fence pole across a mule’s body, levering up the hog-tied legs.
Another mule, moving back and forth until she seemed to be trotting in
place, was tied to a fence post at the far end of the corral. She had a
white bull’s-eye on her rump, which was tucked down as though waiting
for a blow. A big, flat-nosed man with a torn shirt was lying across the
thrown mule’s head, swearing and gesturing, a blood-soaked rag wrapped
around his hand. The slender man sunk his weight onto the pole and
brought the mule’s feet up. The mule thrashed, bridging up so violently
the big man was thrown into the dirt. The mule jobbed his legs and went
all the way over, flopping down heavily on his other side. He lay there
panting, his hog-tied legs useless, streaks of sweat darkening his neck.
He lifted his head, offering a mournful bray, and the other mule’s rump
dropped even lower.

“That won’t work,” Ty said.

“Not too graceful. But we gotta tack the damn shoes on.”

“Good shoes on a bad mule’s worse than none.”

“Hell, that rope ain’t hurtin’ him.” Fenton was a little startled to hear
the boy talking at all, much less being contrary.

“His body’s not the problem.”

Again Fenton was taken aback. The boy had hardly said a word when
Fenton tipped him over with the bales. And here he was objecting
because they’d had to throw a mule. He grunted and dropped into the
corral. “Buck may be gettin’ downright inadequate,” he said, surprised
to see the boy move past him.

Ty bypassed the downed mule and went to the other, whose eyes
rolled as she pulled back furiously. He eased himself along the fence,
talking quietly, careful not to get trapped against the fence as she swung
about. He got his hand on the tie rope, felt her weight hard against it as
her rump dropped, almost touching the ground. Ty kept talking, moving
along the rope until at last he could touch her, move his hand to brush
at her neck, brushing and calming her until she came forward enough
for him to loose the rope. He kept the dally as he let the rope out, gave
her room as he kept touching her. He stepped away to shuck his Levi jacket,
moved back to touch her with it, rub it along her neck and shoulders,
waiting for the wild look to leave her eyes.

Finally she calmed, tolerating that steady voice, the hands that kept
moving and moving across her neck, her shoulders. Fenton opened the
gate, easing it wide and stepping away. Ty loosed the lead and walked the
mule in tight circles before taking her through, ready for her when she
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tried to bolt, holding the rope short and bringing her head around until
she was facing where she didn’t want to be—the sweat and noise and the
downed mule. He turned her again, led her around the corner of the
barn and tied her to a bendy limb, rubbed her, talked to her, touched
her with his jacket, let her get the smell of him.

“Stick that hand in a badger hole, Buck?” Fenton asked the flat-
nosed man. “You was in trouble even if you could convince that mule
to hold his feet up. Who was gonna shoe? You couldn’t. Not with that
hand. And nobody but Cody Jo to set on the mule’s head if you was
whole.” He shook his head. “Cody Jo’s never been too keen about sittin’
on a mule’s head.”

“Got skinned some, ropin’ that mule.” Buck studied his hand. “Got
down to me or the damn mule. Looks like that mule’s gettin’ ahead too.
Sure ain’t gonna be much help with this fuckin’ hand.”

“Comes from using that rawhide rope. My people can handle them.
Yours can’t.” The dark-haired man had dropped his pole and was exam-
ining Buck’s hand. “Didn’t lose no fingers. For a minute I thought you
might of.”

“I was so goddamned mad at him I throwed the rope out there. It was
more a warning. If I thought I'd of caught him I would of got myself ready.”

“I’m sure Spec was cheerin’ you on.” Fenton looked at the mule, who
seemed to be saving his strength for his next protest.

“I’m a hunter, not a damn blacksmith.” Spec looked at Buck. “That
mule did hit that rope! Dragged you some t00.”

“It come as a surprise.” Buck slapped some dust out of his pants with
his good hand. “But I stopped the mule.”

“Not till you took the dally on the post, you didn’t. Near lost your
fingers doin’ that.” Spec turned to Fenton. “Mule hit that rope so hard
old Buck’s lucky he’s still intact. Got his shirt. Pinched some skin off
him too. You and that boy hadn’t arrived, that mule might of skinned
Buck’s upper half.”

“Good you picked a seat where you wouldn’t miss no details.” Fenton
handed the long fence pole to Spec. “Let’s tack these shoes on while
Buck’s still alive. Then maybe we can doctor him.”

Before they could get started, Ty came back into the corral with his
Levi jacket. He hunched over the hog-tied mule, wiped at the dust
streaks on his neck, rubbed him with the jacket, working it up toward
the mule’s head.
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“Stretchin’ those legs out might help,” he said.

Fenton got a lash rope, looped it around the mule’s legs, pulling them
straight before tying it off to a fence post. The mule struggled, but with
nowhere to go he quieted.

Ty kept rubbing the jacket along the mule’s neck, across his face. He
pulled the sleeves of his jacket through the halter and knotted them, fash-
ioning a blindfold. He rubbed at the mule’s ears a little, then lowered
himself into the dirt, folding one of the mule’s ears over and biting down
on it, a good half of the ear in his mouth.

Fenton turned to Spec. “Stick the goddamned pole under them feet
and get ’em up. Buck, get me that shoein’ kit. Let’s get it done.”

“Ty,” he said, after Buck came back with the shoeing box. “These
here are Buck and Spec. You’ll be workin’ with them.”

Ty looked up and nodded a hello, the mule’s ear still between his
teeth. Fenton began rasping a hoof, fitting a shoe. He looked at the boy
from time to time, shaking his head, taking advantage of the quiet.
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Dancing

Py
W After the shoeing Ty went back to the cottontail, working
with her until supper time, rubbing her with his jacket until he found a
brush, then brushing until she began to like it. She got edgy when he
brushed down her legs, but he kept going back to them, getting closer
and closer to a hoof before she would fidget, stutter-step away.

They would let Ty try to shoe her his way. They liked the solemn
way he talked, laughing at him, asking about his mule magic. But they
didn’t laugh too hard. There was the practical side. The shoeing had to
be done; if his way didn’t work, they could still use theirs. And if his
way did, they were ahead. Packing these mules would be problem
enough.

“Them mules is green broke and then some,” the man had told
Fenton at Hungry Horse, carving a chew from Buck’s plug and counting
the money. “Not likely to jump through no hoops. But they could walk
through. You show the way.” Not owning a saddle horse, he had walked
the mules in, leaving the fields he had no reason to plant, the house he
had patched into a home, covering the thirteen miles in five hours.
Fenton was impressed. The mules’ coats were shiny, their bellies full.
But there was something driven about the man. Fenton didn’t think
he’d stopped once on that long, hot walk.

He’d looked at the man’s family, waiting in a battered truck loaded
with mattresses and buckets and bedsprings. The children, pinched
and flat eyed, watched him. Fenton suspected they hadn’t eaten as well
as the mules, but he knew that wasn’t unusual for these country people
drifting through, searching for a place they could take hold.
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“Not tryin’ to make money.” The man folded the bills, tucked them
in his shirt pocket. “Just get back some of what they took.” Fenton’s
ease seemed to anger him. “The bank’s what beat me. Not your damn
country.”

“New start ain’t always a bad thing.” As shrewd a trader as Fenton
was, he began to wonder if he shouldn’t pay the man a little more.
“What now? Where you headed?”

“Them mines in Anaconda. They pay a salary. With a paycheck a man
might make it.” He climbed into the truck, the woman and children
looking at Fenton with eyes empty, beyond curious. “I’ll try that,” he
fired the engine, “or some other damn thing.”

Fenton watched them leave through the gray-black exhaust. He
shook his head and turned to the mules, thinking the Anaconda mines
might not be the best place to recover from a hurt.

What was green broke to the man didn’t seem like green broke to
Buck and Spec. It had taken an hour to load them in the trailer, and
though Fenton claimed they’d come right along once he got them on the
trail, Buck and Spec weren’t convinced. It seemed the longer you fought
these mules on one thing the longer you had to fight them on the next,
which is why they were happy Ty wanted to shoe the cottontail. They just
doubted he could.

Ty worked with her until he heard the bell, only then realizing how
hungry he was. He left her tied between two posts in the barn and
went to wash up at the sink behind the house. Buck was there, looking
blue, his right hand bandaged so it hardly had any definition.

“Wish Angie was here. Cody Jo’s got me so wrapped I’d need a third
arm to pack.” He looked darkly at the bandages. “Spec had to load
them bales himself. I could scarcely drive the truck.” He threw Ty a
towel and they went in through the kitchen door. “Doubt I can handle
a dern spoon.”

The kitchen was a wide alcove opening onto the biggest room Ty had
ever seen in a house. But it seemed only half finished. There were log
beams with Indian blankets thrown across them and a stone fireplace
with braces, but no mantel. Beyond the fireplace makeshift stairs went
up from the unfinished floor. There were no cupboards in the kitchen,
just shelves nailed up. Log planks on sawhorses fashioned a long table,
benches along either side. At one end was a chair. Five places were set
there, with glasses and a big pitcher of something cold. At the far end of
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the table was a wind-up phonograph, a stack of records next to it. There
was a walk-in pantry next to the kitchen. They heard dishes being moved.

“You there, Cody Jo?” Buck’s voice seemed different, cautious. “Ty’s
here. He’s been helpin’ us get shoes on that mule.”

“I bet he’s thirsty, poor thing.” The voice seemed filled with life. “All
that mule hair! Drink some lemonade, Ty. We’re having my aunt’s recipe.
And somewhere . . . ,” more dishes rattled, “is what I need to serve it.”

Buck poured some lemonade and Ty drank it—cold and tart. Buck
poured him more.

“Ain’t she somethin’!” Buck said, his voice low. “Full of shit as a
Christmas turkey. Watch her dance with Fenton. . ..”

Ty drank the second glass, looking at Buck over the rim, noticing again
the flatness of his nose, the bridge wide just where it should have shape.

“Well, Ty.” Cody Jo came from the pantry with a big serving dish.
“I’'m Cody Jo.”

She took in his long frame, his hair wet from the washing, the big hat
set carefully on the counter. She put her hand out and he was surprised
by her grip, long fingers wrapped around his. He was surprised by
everything about her. “I didn’t think you’d be this tall,” she said. “Or
such a handsome young man.”

She stepped back, pleased. Ty was afraid he might start sweating
through his forehead the way he had when Etta Adams praised him
about Smoky Girl. He was relieved when she turned away, still talking,
as though telling people what they looked like was something she did
every day.

She started dishing noodles into the serving dish, adding a cream
sauce with lots of meat in it. “Elk Stroganoff,” she said. “Spec says it’ll
win out over beef.” She handed Ty the platter. “We’ll see. You sit right
down next to me and tell us how you knew to bite that mule’s ear.
What a thing! You’ll be the thirstiest packer in these mountains.” Ty’s
attention was on her so completely, he was surprised to see that Fenton
and Spec had joined Buck at the table. They watched as Ty brought the
platter over, Cody Jo coming behind him with noodles and vegetables
in another dish.

Before he knew it he was sitting at the table eating the best food he’d
ever tasted and talking much more than he meant to. He’d only taken a
bite or two before he found himself saying that he’d actually never
bitten a mule’s ear before, or any other ear for that matter. But he knew
that if you got a mule’s attention in one place, the mule might overlook
what was happening in another. It was something his grandfather had

"”
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learned from a Nez Perce, who claimed when nothing else worked,
biting an ear would. His grandfather said a strong buck with good teeth
could practically hypnotize a mule—if he clamped down hard enough.
That was why the Nez Perce could handle the stock they stole so much
better than the tribes they stole from, even when they had to sneak in
the night and take a horse staked right outside a lodge.

So, Ty explained, when he saw the mule lying there braying and
sweating and getting edgier, he figured it was time to try ear biting. He
knew the mule was going to fight them until he couldn’t fight any
more anyway, and he didn’t think a mule ready to fight you until he
was exhausted would be much good. The blindfold, he confessed, was
mostly a diversion, a way to keep the mule from knowing what had
him by the ear.

He heard his voice stop, felt sweat on his forehead, saw a faint smile
on Cody Jo’s face. Suddenly he realized how quiet they all were, hardly
eating, just looking at him—as though he might start in speaking
again.

Finally Fenton spoke. “Well, ’'m damned. If Eban Hardin believed
that’s the way to get a mule’s attention, it likely is.” He looked at
Spec and Buck. “I’ve told you boys Eban Hardin forgot more about
mules than most get to know. Bitin’ that ear today sure as hell quieted
things down.”

“That’s true.” The thought seemed to come to Buck suddenly. He
changed his fork to his left hand the better to manage it. “That mule
was pretty loco until Ty bit the ear. Sure stilled him.”

“Could of exhausted himself watchin’ you roll in the dirt,” Spec said.
“Ain’t pleasant to see a grown man deposit blood all over a corral.”

“Loco wouldn’t be a bad name for that mule,” Fenton said. “He’s
likely to earn it trying to recover. What would you name that one
you’re workin’ on?” he asked Ty. “Those folks at Hungry Horse were
so discouraged, they never got around to naming their mules.”

“Cottontail?” asked Ty, surprised. “Isn’t that her name?” “By God,
it is now.” Fenton started in to eat again. “That concludes the naming.
And this is a damn fine way to eat elk, Cody Jo. That Chicago aunt
may be walleyed, but she knows food.”

“She isn’t walleyed. And I still can’t get those people out of my mind.
Or people like them. No crops worth planting. Cattle prices down to
nothing. The banks moving in. What are they going to do?”

“I’d mistrust those mines. If a cave-in or a union man don’t get you,
a strike breaker will.”
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“It isn’t right.” Cody Jo had stopped eating. “Men with good lives
one month, homeless the next. Of course they do desperate things.”
She spoke so intently Ty could feel the words run through him. “Who
wouldn’t?”

They talked on and on, disagreeing and agreeing about things Ty’s
parents had never mentioned. Even Buck and Spec chimed in. Ty was
taken by it, his embarrassment fading as he watched, listened.

He’d always thought the problem was the cattle prices, which to him
centered in the Bitterroot. Now it seemed Will and Mary’s problems
were only shadows of troubles plaguing people all over. They talked
about Roosevelt and the unions and government subsidies. They talked
about the drought and the winds and the WPA. They talked about
displaced farmers, ranchers, factory workers—arguing about whether
the government was helping or ruining them.

“A man should grow what he wants, hunt when he needs to,” Buck
was saying. “It ain’t American to tell a man what to do.”

“Farmers shouldn’t hunt and hunters shouldn’t farm,” Spec said.
“Mixes things up. Thinkin’ you can own the land is where the trouble
starts, tearin’ away grass that’s meant to be grazed.” He looked at
Buck, getting angry. “Them government people don’t know their ass
from a moose. If them know-nothings can tell my tribe what to do,
why shouldn’t they tell you? We can fight the bastards together.”

“Each of us has a point if you look at it careful from a certain
place.” Fenton took his plate into the kitchen. “Truth is it ain’t easy to
stand up an empty sack.”

“You can’t,” Buck said. “But if you got a little grain left and tie off
the neck down where the grain’s at, what’s left’ll stand up pretty good.”

“Oh, Buck,” Cody Jo said. “There’s no grain left for them. Nothing.
Not a sack. No string to tie with.”

Ty was taking a last bite when Fenton leaned over him. “I believe
Buck’s been slowin’ down ever since that mule flattened his nose down
Lost Bird Canyon.”

Buck kept chewing, considering Cody Jo’s meaning. “Don’t you
dwell on it, Buck.” Fenton took Ty’s plate. “There’s times Cody Jo
leaves me behind too. What we got to do now is teach you to eat with
that left hand so we can start with Cody Jo’s lesson. Gonna join in?
Cody Jo says you and Angie could win a contest.”

“Ain’t my kind of dancing,” Spec said, carrying dishes into the
kitchen. “And cleanin’ up ain’t my line of work. I’m doin’ this cause of
Cody Jo’s elk.”
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“Just the beginning.” Cody Jo was cranking the handle on the
phonograph. “We’re a team. Keep the elk coming. I’ll go to Chicago for
recipes. I like their music.”

She was humming with the record now, doing a little step as she
came into the kitchen. Ty was holding a plate, watching her.

“Try rubbing.” She took the towel, dried the plate while he held it,
gave him back the towel. “Things go faster.”

Ty felt the sweat break out again. He put the dish on the stack and
stood with the dish towel, surprised to be working in a kitchen with
these men. The Hardin men never did anything in Mary’s kitchen.

“You do shoot tasty ones, Spec. Could be you know something I
don’t.” Fenton dried his hands on the towel Ty was holding. “Which
I doubt. But if you get Buck to stop being so drear about that hand, I
might reconsider.”

He looked at Buck’s bandaged hand. “Get Angie to perk you up.
You’ll be drivin’ all over hell and gone while we’re in the mountains.
When Ty here comes to, I’ll tell him he has to fill in. Might not know
hitches but he knows to tight a rope. And he ain’t encumbered by a
pillow on his fist.”

The day was long. There was still light enough for Ty to grain the
mule, get her comfortable with the feed bag, call her Cottontail. He
brushed her again, brushing lower and lower on her legs, humming
bits of the song.

He kept at it until it was dark and he needed to go back for a
lantern. He was surprised to hear the song still playing, Cody Jo and
Fenton dancing to it, easy with each other and the music.

The dancing didn’t surprise him. Ranch people traveled long distances
to go to dances. What surprised him was how much fun Fenton and
Cody Jo were having all by themselves. He’d never seen anyone like Cody
Jo—the beat of the music seemed to be inside her. He couldn’t take his
eyes from her and was relieved to realize Fenton liked to watch her just as
much as he did.

“More fun with a live partner,” Cody Jo told Fenton, letting her
long body go out and away so Fenton could pull her back. They came
together perfectly as the song ended. “Don’t be shy, Ty. Later we’ll
teach you some steps.” She stood there, a little out of breath, looking at
him. “But first the packing. With Fenton it’s always ‘first the packing.’”



HIGH COUNTRY 31

“Dancing makes me want to change priorities.” Fenton tipped her
against him. “You do teach an old dog new tricks.”

“You haven’t shown me all yours yet.” Cody Jo rested her head on
his shoulder, looking at Ty. “I’m a little jealous. Leave me here while
you go into the mountains and pass them along to Ty.”

“There’s a ways to go first. Shoes to get on that cottontail.”

“Oh yes! Then packs to get on her and on that crazy one.” Cody Jo
smiled at Ty. “Rest up for tomorrow. Fenton keeps us all on the run.”

She hugged Fenton and handed Ty the lantern. “Here. And take my
bedroll. It’s yours to use.”

Ty spread the bedroll on the cot, put barley in the nosebag, and
went through the barn to Cottontail. He put the lantern to the side
and held out the feed bag. This time she didn’t hesitate, nosing deep,
wanting it all. She rubbed her head against his jacket as he untied her,
led her out to the corral where Loco trotted up, nosed at her, relieved
to have some company. Ty held a hand out and watched Loco move to
the off side of Cottontail, not trusting him. Not yet.

“Maybe you won’t be so loco after awhile.” Ty ran his hand along
Cottontail’s back, letting Loco see it didn’t hurt. “You got reasons,” he
said. “I know you do.”

He slid between the blankets of the bedroll, folded and laced so you
could undo it and air it out. He imagined that was the way Cody Jo did
most things, tidy but without much fuss. He couldn’t get her off his
mind—her dancing, her laughing, her worries about people losing their
homes, drifting with their families in search of what couldn’t be found.

He pictured those people gathered in lamp-lit kitchens, knowing
they had to move on but not knowing where, how. It unsettled him:
lost homes, families hungry, fathers so beaten they couldn’t stay—took
to the rails, disappeared.

He tossed and worried in the bedroll until the song came to him
again, the dancing. That was a relief. He was glad to be here at last,
liking these people who treated him as if he’d been here always.

Just before he slept the name of the song came to him. He’d looked
at the record there on the kitchen table. “It Don’t Mean a Thing,” the
label read. The bandleader was Fletcher Henderson.
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Another Way to Shoe a Mule

i? Ig Ty took the feed bag into the corral, squatted, rattled the

barley. Cottontail came closer. He scooped some into his hand,
showing her. She nibbled and followed his hand into the nose bag. He
waited until she settled before easing it from her, holding it out for
Loco, who snorted and danced away. Ty watched him come closer the
second time, stretching his neck before his nostrils flared and he slid
away again, liking the smell but not the looks of the mysterious bag—
the bony boy crouched there holding it.

It took almost an hour to get Loco to nibble barley from his hand,
Ty looking away, disassociating himself from the hand, steady and
tempting before the big mule. After that it wasn’t long before Loco
followed that hand into the feed bag, the sides rolled down now, the
grain revealed.

He’d been working at it since he’d stumbled from his bedroll,
shivering in the first light. Shoeing the cottontail had gnawed at him.
But he knew what to do first, considered it as he stuffed his shirt into
his pants and pulled on his boots. He wanted those mules married to
the feed bag.

And he knew that getting things right now could save hours later. It
was a relief when he got a halter on Loco without roping him. He fed
him more barley, tied him there, ran his hands along his neck, talked to
him as he looked out across the meadow, watched the early mist give
way to sun. He could see the rest now, grazing out there, the Swan
Range lifting beyond, its bright ridges sparkling in the early sun.

“See you didn’t have to rope him.” The big voice startled him.
“Might depress Buck. He don’t feel warmed up till he’s gone a round
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or two with a mule.” Fenton was chewing a straw as though he’d been
there for an hour. He might have been for all Ty knew.

“Got plans to shoe, you might go light on the romance and heavier
on the foot liftin’. That’s still where they tack them things on.” Fenton
threw the straw away and started for the house. “Food could help. We
got some.”

Jasper Finn hummed as he made pancakes, putting a stack and
some bacon on a plate and handing it to Ty. “Eat up, high pockets.” He
poured coffee into Ty’s cup. “Them bones might poke a hole in your
britches.”

Ty saw Spec was there too.

“Where’s Buck?”

“Off with Cody Jo to get the dudes.”

“Buck’s already forgot about his hand,” Fenton said, sitting down
with them. “Like a pig in a wallow with that Buick car. I’ll fit them
saddles before we push everything up to Crippled Elk.” He looked at
Ty. “You and Spec shoe the cottontail.” It seemed to Ty that Fenton
poured half the syrup bottle on his pancakes. “One way or the other.”

“You watch too,” Spec said. “Ty might get kicked from here to
Texas.” Spec poured syrup over a fried egg. “We got them saddles fit
perfect last season.”

“What fit Sugar then won’t now. Not after this spring feed. She goes
up and down like a balloon. And she ain’t the worst. Just the
greediest.”

“Father claims she’s had a fix on feed ever since you left her down
Lost Bird Canyon,” Spec said. “She was abandon.”

“She wasn’t abandon, goddamn it. Your father may know mountains
but he’s a liability with history. I did what had to be done.” He stood,
ending it. “Still packin’ her ain’t we?”

Ty had sweat through his shirt and his legs were soaked under the
shoeing apron, but he had Cottontail’s leg up. If he could keep her
quiet through this last shoe, he’d have her ready.

“We still got to pack her,” Spec reminded him. “That won’t be no
picnic.” Spec kept taut a cotton rope Ty had tied around Cottontail’s
hind leg and thrown over a rafter. She was tied with two halter ropes,
one running to the right, the other to the left. With Spec holding her
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leg she was pretty much immobilized. But Ty wanted her to think
things were her idea. Each time she moved against the rope he had
Spec loosen it, held her leg himself, pulled it back up when she was
ready, motioning to tighten the rope, talking to the mule, starting in
again, patient, steady—dripping sweat.

“If you don’t wash away, I believe you’ll outlast her,” Spec said.
“Might beat Buck’s system.”

“What would that be?”

“He would go at it more direct.”

“Throw her right off?”

“Or bulldog her. To Buck commotion equals progress.”

“When it cripples him up?”

“That comes with it. If there’s no blood, he’s inclined to think he
ain’t done his work.”

Ty clenched off the nails. “Makes your tools slippy.” He motioned to
Spec to let the rope out, lowered the leg to the ground himself. He
stood, wiping sweat off his face with his hand, drying it on Cottontail.
“Doesn’t sound too efficient.”

“Efficiency ain’t Buck’s style.”

The rest of the morning they fitted pack saddles, Fenton pleased to
see how quickly the boy saw what needed doing. Most were cross
bucks, but there were some Deckers too. Ty moved easily from one
task to another, loosening a breeching here, a breast collar there.
Adjusting the quarter straps, the latigos.

Jasper brought out a jar of peanut butter and a warm loaf of bread.
They sat in the shade drinking Cody Jo’s lemonade and eating, Fenton
and Spec considering the personalities of Cottontail and Loco. Ty was
back at work first, easing the Decker saddles onto the mules, adjusting
the straps.

“Don’t you trust them bastards,” Fenton warned. “They’ll likely go
sky high when we pack.”

“Might pack them light the first day,” Ty said. “Ease into things.”

“No such thing as packin’ light on Fenton’s first day.” Spec was up
helping Ty now. “He makes promises, but it don’t come to jack shit.”

“If these people don’t bring a trunk load of clothes we might could,”
Fenton said. “Though that ain’t likely. They bring everything.” He
seemed resigned. “Never see that a mule’s only human.”
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“See?” Spec jabbed Ty. “Only crazy bastards pack. Don’t let him
talk you into taking over a string. You’ll wind up in a wreck to make
you sick.”

Horace and Etta Adams pulled up, a horse trailer behind their
pickup. The bed of the truck was filled with bedrolls and dunnage
bags. Ty saw some saddles under all the gear.

“Came out to make sure you weren’t working that boy too hard,”
Horace said. “And I got some saddles. Cut rate for you.”

“We brought Smoky Girl,” Etta said. “Horace thinks she needs
more time with Ty.”

“Sweet Jesus.” Fenton looked at the gear in the truck. “We brought
this boy out to pack mules, not to teach Etta’s horse to go fetch.”

Spec went to unload Smoky Girl. She kicked the trailer door as he
opened it, scrabbling backward to be free of the trailer before spinning
away, Spec barely able to hang on.

“Spunky.” Fenton walked around her. “Ain’t she ridable?”

“Let’s say she’s not the rockin’ horse you advertised,” Horace said.
“Even if we could get up on her.”

“Be fine if she got rode each day.” Fenton admired the spooky little
mare. “But dudes like to start off on one that has been, not one that
needs to be.”

Horace decided to play the rest of his cards. “You can use the
saddles for a spell,” Horace said. “No one has money to buy ’em.
Might get you over the hump while Smoky’s gettin’ to where she don’t
object to Etta so much.”

“Smoky does know trails.” Fenton went over to look at the saddles.
“Packed her considerable last season.”

“Told Etta you rode her.”

“Did.” The filly was spinning again, pulling Spec with her. “After
she’d been packed some.”

“You mean night and day.”

“I mean not grained up so she thinks she’s hung the moon.”

“Optimistic, ain’t he?” Spec said to Ty, who came over to help.

“Beats bein’ sour all the time.” Ty was already calming Smoky.

“That’s because he’s crazy. Father says he never had a idea he didn’t
try.”

“Must be good ones. He’s still here.”

“Like to kill everyone tryin’ them out too.”

“Who’d he kill?”
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“Like to,” I said. Don’t you be the first.”

Fenton was looking at the duffle, hoping this was all of it.

“Don’t worry. There’s more,” Horace said. “With Buck.”

“Ain’t that the way? Always more.” Fenton held a saddle up. “These
could help.” He looked at Horace. “We’ll see what we can do with the
Smoky horse, wound up as she is.” He started taking the saddles out of
the truck. “Might put Ty back on her.”

-

Spec and Ty hazed them along the trail to Crippled Elk Lake, the
horses farting and kicking after all the spring feed. Ty had a hard time
holding Smoky in. He was thankful Spec kept crossing in front of him
on his big dun.

Smoky had quieted when Ty got her into the corral, Horace and Etta
watching and Fenton coming out of the barn with the Meana saddle.

“Truth is,” he said, “Fred Mueller sent me a saddle from Denver. Made
for a rancher who died in it. Qutlasted him and it’ll outlast me. Try this, T¥.
Just don’t pretend it’s yours.” Ty didn’t think Fenton minded if Horace
heard him. “Ole Horace’ll have you bareback by sundown.”

“Shit.” Horace looked at Etta. “He’s at it again.”

“You hardly get here before you’re talking just like Fenton. That
language isn’t doing Ty any favors.”

“That’s a truth,” Horace said. “Iry to do Ty a favor and Fenton
grabs it anyway. It’s enough to make your minister swear.”

Ty hardly heard them. He had the Meana on Smoky and was on her
before they settled into their argument. He worked her around the
corral, stopped her, backed her, moved her right and left, eased her
into a low lope.

“Told you, Etta,” Fenton said, watching Ty. “She’s like a lamb. And
don’t that rig fit the boy about right?”

“Hell.” Horace pushed Etta back into the pickup. “Let’s go before
he has the whole damn feed store.”

Ty tried to keep track of Cottontail and Loco as they scrambled up
the trail, but it was hard to keep Smoky calm. He knew it wasn’t doing
her much good trailing after skittery horses. She was only partly settled
herself. But Fenton wouldn’t have it any other way. Working under a
saddle was what she needed, he claimed—the sooner started the better
finished.
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Ty wasn’t so sure. He liked calm when he worked a horse. But the
temptation of getting back in that Meana saddle had been too much
for him. And he wanted to see the corrals at Crippled EIk, the
mountains. They would start in the morning, and there was still much
to know.

The trail finally merged with the road. They saw Fenton’s truck at
the corrals, loaded with pack saddles and panniers. Fenton had opened
the corral gate and was talking with a worried-looking man in a Forest
Service shirt. Smoky wanted to follow the others into the corral, but Ty
brought her to the side, stood down to close the gate, surprised to see
other horses already there.

“Someone’s horses got away,” Spec said, watching them back away
from all the new commotion. “Bet we’re spread out like Cheyenne
come dawn.”

“Bob Ring is in there with a broke leg,” Fenton said to them, as if to
verify it. “Horses run out on him. His number one man too, looks
like.”

“There was no other way to get the horses,” the ranger said, his
mouth barely moving as he spoke. “If I can borrow a saddle, I’ll take
them back.” He looked exhausted to Ty, his shirt wet with sweat.

“Then we’ll have another goddamned broke leg,” Fenton said. “You
can work with that snow up there, but you can’t fight it. It’ll be mush
by now. You’ll drop a horse through sure. We’ll wait till morning.”

“His daughter is alone with him,” the ranger said.

“And he’s lucky to have her. We’ll wait.”

“Shit,” Spec said, disgusted. “There goes our sleep.”

-

Bernard Strait was dog tired. He’d been so worried about Ring’s leg
the night before, he’d hardly rested. That morning he’d moved around
their camp in widening circles before he realized the horses had gone
up a draw and come high onto the trail, finding sun there as well as the
way home.

He hadn’t been far behind, finding their droppings still steaming.
But he’d seen them only once, high above, looking down before
hurrying on. He’d crossed the switchbacks then, trying to come onto
the trail ahead of them, dropping his feed bag and his ropes as he
swung himself upward. But when he regained the trail, winded and
shirt-torn, they were still ahead. He’d started to run then, running until
he could run no more, then walking until he could run again, walking
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and running until he reached the broad snowfield hugging the pass.
He’d jogged over the firm sun pockets to the bench where they’d rolled,
where he’d heard them, the faint, insistent bell far below, telling him
they were going down. Going out.

He’d thought of turning back, doing what he could with the leg,
hoping some packer would find them, pull them out. But he knew
what Bob Ring would think of that. And the girl.

“Get them,” Wilma Ring had said, none of the boy-girl sassiness in
her voice. “I’ll make him comfortable here.”

“If she doesn’t fuss me to death she will,” Bob Ring had answered,
embarrassed and a little worried about Bernard too. “Just track those
devils down. I can tell you what to do, even if I’'m too damned crippled
to help.”

Fenton read it all in the way Bernard looked: the Forest Service hat
pulled straight across his brow, his face sweat streaked, his ranger shirt
dirty and torn—everything about him exhausted and determined.
“You done everything you could, Bernard. Get you some rest. We got
work to do come first light.”

He turned to unload the truck. “You know Spec, Bernard. This
other one is Ty. He’s new.” He handed a saddle to Bernard. “Keep a
light handy. Gets pretty dark before dawn.”



5

Twice across the Pass

i;ig There was moon enough for Ty to see Bernard, stiff and

determined as he led Apple, Wilma Ring’s little mare. Fenton rode
ahead of Bernard. In the open places Ty could see him too, turned
almost backward on Easter, watching the long string of Forest Service
horses, tail-tied, using the halters Fenton and Ty would bring back. If
everything worked.

The first matter was Bob Ring. Ty saw how closely Fenton focused on
his task. He’d come back at dusk with food, waking Bernard to make
him eat, Fenton himself half-angry and half-amused to tell them that
Buck had come back from Missoula without the tents, which needed
more patching. Rather than stay to see it done, Buck had picked up the
guests and driven back to tell Fenton.

“Maybe he thought I could hold back the rain.” Fenton handed
Spec a plate. “Your people ever try that? Dance to hold back the rain?”

“We don’t fool with what ain’t changeable. You shouldn’t fool with
no ranger’s leg. Let the government pull his ass out. They put him in.”

“Hell, Spec, you know Bob Ring. You’d pull him out too.”

“I ain’t pleased with where he gets his paycheck,” Spec said. “Which
don’t help me warm to your plans.”

Spec was against it from the first, but Ty didn’t see what else Fenton
could do. Jasper and Spec would take the guests in over the north pass
without tents, while Buck went back to Missoula to get them. Fenton
and Ty would take Bernard’s horses in to the south, find a way to bring
Ring out, then pack up the tents and catch up with Spec.

Fenton guessed they’d be a day and a half behind, that he’d catch
them at their second camp. Spec had the kitchen fly if it rained, and
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Jasper’s good cooking. The only thing missing, as far as Ty could see,
was sleep. And Fenton acted as though he’d forgotten what that was.

He’d kept talking and organizing gear until dark, then he’d gone
back to the big house to reassure the guests, who were getting edgy
about starting without Fenton to tell them what to do. In the middle of
the night he’d come back to the corrals, gotten Ty up, caught up the
Forest Service horses, and had them all on the trail before Bernard was
all the way awake.

Now he hardly stopped Easter for a breather, not until the snowfield.
Ty got his first look back at the country from there, Crippled Elk Lake
far below, above it spare cliffs, broken rocks and boulders jumbled at
their base. He could see the stream they’d crossed and recrossed boiling
down, jumping and foaming before settling back into its course.

Fenton stood down and climbed onto the snow, which pitched
steeply before easing into the milder grade of the snowfield beyond.
There was no wind, just the icebox cold lifting from the snow.

“Slick,” he called down. “Hard to stay upright.” He slid back and
climbed onto Easter. “Gotta get back here before it gets mushy.”

Easter was already moving across the snow, the string trailing behind,
slipping and skidding but coaxed along by Fenton and Easter as they
worked their way up the snowfield.

Ty held Smoky in as Bernard struggled up the bank, his horse
slipping and scrambling for footing so vigorously that Bernard dropped
Apple’s lead and grabbed his saddle horn. Apple turned and bolted,
trying to pass Smoky on the low side of the narrow trail. Ty grabbed the
lead and managed a dally just as the little mare went knee deep into the
scree above the cliffs.

It was all new for Smoky, but she saw nowhere to go but onto the
snow, away from the unpleasant drag. She spun Apple back from the
cliff’s edge, and before Ty knew it they were pulling her up onto the snow.

“Saved, by god!” Fenton had watched it as he angled Easter across
the snowfield. “That’s why I’ll take a mule, boys. A mule never would
come that close to suicide. Willie will be thankful.”

“Wilma,” Bernard spoke up now, the color coming back into his
face, “seemed to know everything to do about that broken leg.”

“She is a pistol.” Fenton looked ahead to find the trail emerging
from the snow. “Won’t be long now before Bob has to dust off his
shotgun.”
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They saw the smoke as they came into the meadow. They forded the
creek and there was Bob Ring, his leg wrapped and elevated, his toes
bluish.

“Not sure Wilma’s too interested in your circulation, Robert.” Fenton
dismounted and threw his lead-line toward Ty.

“I knew it.” Bob Ring was propped up against a wadded canvas manty.
“Break my leg and now I got to listen to you. Don’t know which is worse.”

“We’ll have you out before you decide it’s me.” Fenton reached into
his saddlebag and pulled out a bottle. “Enjoy this while you think on
it.” He handed Ring the bottle. “I’ll loosen up this rescue work.”

“I didn’t want him to bend it.” Wilma came up from the creek with
water, tall and thin, her eyes so sharply blue they made Ty look again.
“He tosses s0.” She let Bernard take the bucket.

“You done fine, Willie.” Fenton got the first knot undone. “Tidier than
what I’d of done. And I been the doctor in here more than I like. Drink
up, Robert. Ty’ll have things packed before the sun hits the meadow.”

Ty wasn’t sure Fenton remembered the only thing he’d ever packed
was salt, in rotted old panniers with no hitch to tie. He knew enough
to balance the loads, which he did as best he could. Fenton kept
checking, jamming something deeper into a pannier now and then to
give Ty the idea. But he never stopped his conversation with Bob Ring.

“Throbbing might slow if you concentrate on that bottle. Soon as
these boys get lined out, I might have a sip myself.”

“Time they get lined out it might be gone,” Bob Ring wiped at his
mouth. “It’s some better than your usual.”

There were beads of sweat on Ring’s face, lines of dampness showing
through his shirt.

“Drink lots. We’ll get you out. It just ain’t gonna be pleasant.”

“T’ll do that.” Ring took another pull on the bottle. “Stop your
morbid forecast and I might even save you some.”

“Stirrup sip’s all I need.” Fenton was looking at saddle pads. “Help
yourself. I’ll ready that leg after we pack.”

Fenton packed the first horses so fast Ty couldn’t follow it. He just
pulled rope where Fenton pointed, watched a perfect diamond appear.

“Pack this last one.” He handed Ty a lash cinch. “I’ll look at that leg.”

Ty tightened the cinches and hung balanced panniers on the cross
bucks. He tucked a bedroll over the top and threw a manty over all of
it, snugging it tight. That was as far as he could go.
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“Can you tie a hitch?” he asked Bernard. “He went too fast for me.”

Bernard shook his head. “He was teaching me. I think she knows.”

“I know some.” The girl looked to see that her father was all right,
then pointed at this rope and that, telling them when to pull, how to
tighten. She was serious and precise and now and then a little unsure.
But when Ty pulled the last rope taut, a lopsided diamond appeared.

“Doubt I could do it again.” He tied the rope off, surprised.

“You will. He’ll show you. Just make him as careful with my father
as he is with his mules.” She went to Fenton, crouched over her
father’s leg.

“Need it straighter before I splint it.” Fenton seemed to be speaking
as much to himself as to Bob Ring, who held the bottle and watched.

“Doubted you would be so generous with this just for pleasure.”
Bob Ring looked at his daughter. “Hang on to my upper half while
Fenton straightens my lower. That lump doesn’t want to be there.”

“Ty,” Fenton called. “Come hold this leg steady.” He touched the
bump again. “Save on the bleeding in there if things is more in place.”

Bob Ring lifted up into his daughter’s arms, sweat dripping from his
face. Ty and Bernard held the leg steady as Fenton pulled, Ty queasy as
he felt the thigh muscles tense, Ring fighting against Fenton’s pull.

“Not sure I got you drunk enough, Robert. You ain’t exactly
relaxed.” Fenton ran his hand across the blue place on the side of Bob
Ring’s calf, the lump diminished. “It’s near in line. Drink more. I’ll
hustle us up a splint.”

He pulled the torn pant leg back down, wrapped the leg in a saddle
pad, then opened a length of bark from a lodgepole, fit it over the pad.
He tied the bark closed with strips of canvas, padding the top and
bottom and making sure the splint locked Ring’s foot, stretching the
leg. He wrapped a manty around all of it, tied it firmly with canvas
strips.

“Drink,” he said. “You’ve rode drunker than this and still got
home.”

“Not with a leg this fat. Or this broke.”

The color had gone from Ring’s face. Fenton saw circles of sweat
soaking through his shirt. “Don’t see how to make it ride better, Bob.”
Fenton massaged Ring’s toes. “It’ll bleed in there. But less. It’s mostly
in place.”

“Mostly’ll have to do.”

“That leg won’t kill you. I ain’t as confident about the splint.”

Ty got Ring to his feet. He saw that the girl was crying.
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“Get me on and lead me out.” Ring looked at Ty belligerently. “And
leave me that goddamned bottle . . . I got plans.”

Bob Ring’s parents had been Pentecostal preachers. It wasn’t long
before he began singing hymns. He knew all the verses, each verse more
vigorous than the last. He was singing loudly when they climbed onto
the snow, Fenton leading with the pack horses and looking back to see if
Ty and Ring were all right. The snow was softer now, a worry to Ty. Ring
hadn’t been all that steady, singing and drinking and flopping around in
his saddle, trying to get comfortable. It would be rougher crossing the
snow. He looked back at the girl, leading Apple now, her face as white as
Ring’s when Fenton set the bone. Bernard followed, grim faced as he
listened to the hymns.

Fenton circled his string and dismounted.

“Bet we’re on ten feet of snow here,” he said. “But solid. Good place
to have a look at that leg. It won’t like the downhill.”

“I have no plans to complain.” Bob Ring was casting around for
what hymn to sing next. “It’s not the Christian way.”

“The Christian way won’t keep you from bleeding all over your
saddle if that splint rubs you wrong.” Fenton added his kerchief to the
padding.

““The meek shall inherit the fuckin’ earth.’ That’s what He said.”
Ring offered Fenton the bottle.

“Forget about who’s gonna inherit what till we get to the doctors.”
Fenton saw something was left in the bottle and handed it back. “By
the looks of that leg you won’t want a meek doc.”

They slipped and slid their way down the softening snowfield, finally
dropping back onto the trail, Bob Ring rolling around in his saddle
more than Ty wanted him to. Ring’s face was drained of blood again
and Ty heard him begin swearing, quietly at first, then tilting the bottle
up, draining it and smashing it onto the rocks.

“Fuck ’em,” he shouted. “All of ’em. Fuck ’em all. . . .”

“Oh!” Wilma was off Apple, looking for broken glass. “Oh Father!”
Ring’s, eyes were glassy. He kept swearing in bursts, Ty finding himself
as lost for what to do as the girl, knowing only to keep following
Fenton.

He didn’t look back much after that, concentrating solely on keeping
Ring from being jarred. The trail switched back in long traverses,
fording the stream again and again, the final crossing just below the
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waterfall he’d barely seen as they’d climbed in darkness, the country
invisible and unknown. Now he felt it more than saw it, all of him
concentrating on Ring.

By the time they came to the corrals the swearing was over. Ty wasn’t
even sure Ring was conscious. His eyes had been closed for the last
mile, and he was slumped in the saddle, the splinted leg, grotesque,
protruding like a growth.

Buck was there with the tents, mantied and waiting to be packed.
Cody Jo was there too, with two coolers of fresh meat they would pack
in for Jasper. Fenton pulled the unconscious Ring from the saddle,
holding the wrapped leg steady with his great strength. Ty watched as
Cody Jo cut the pant leg off. Blood had soaked through the saddle pad,
the splint cutting through the muscle of Ring’s thigh.

“Never said a word.” Fenton unscrewed the cap on a bottle of
peroxide. “Just sang and swore.” He poured peroxide into the wound,
the foam hissing and whitening. Ty turned away and saw Wilma crying
as she dug through the packs looking for something, anything, that
would help.

“Make sure that don’t infect,” Fenton said to Cody Jo. “He’ll claw it
when he wakes. He’s got himself pretty drunk.”

“T’ll go with him,” Cody Jo said. “I’ll have Wilma. Buck can drive.”

“Willie’s done herself proud.” Fenton turned and looked at the girl,
weeping quietly now in the pile of duffle. “This ain’t been no picnic.”

After they left Fenton took the truck to get more hay. Ty sponged
the sweat marks from Smoky and looked around to see what Spec and
Jasper had left them to pack, counting five mules and one pack horse.
He pulled his bedroll from the the pile of duffle, spread it out to get
some sleep.

But sleep didn’t come. He lay there, thinking about his first day of
packing. Or was it two days? He wasn’t sure knowing was important as
he wondered about what was still to come. They would start in soon
after Fenton got back, going over the north pass this time and riding
steadily until they caught up with Spec. Fenton had said they’d be a day
and a half behind. Ty thought it might be longer.

He guessed Spec was right: Fenton was optimistic. But he did what
he had to do. Bob Ring had needed him. Ty didn’t see how any of it
could be helped.
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He got out the neat’s-foot oil and began to oil the Meana saddle,
wondering if Bob Ring and Willie were all right. He wasn’t sure if he
was more concerned about Bob Ring or the girl, knowing only that he
was very tired, that there was a lot of riding still to come.

He was worried about the packing too. Two of the mules Spec had
left were Cottontail and Loco.



6
Across the South Fork

Py
/W The sun was dropping by the time Fenton returned, and still Ty
hadn’t slept. After oiling the saddle he’d started weighing out panniers
and mantying up Decker loads, laying out things for Fenton to change.

But Fenton didn’t change anything, just nudged the packs with his
foot and began. Ty asked no questions, tightening the ropes Fenton
pointed to, hoping answers would surface. They packed the mules with
sawbucks first—then Turkey, the only horse Fenton packed. He blew up
against his cinch. Fenton jobbed him in the belly and cinched him tight.

“Lazy bastard,” he said. “Won’t make a move till dinner . . . or when
I crank on his latigo.”

“Might be scared. You were to tighten my latigo, I'd catch air too.”

“Nothin’ wrong with a tight cinch.” Fenton was amused by T¥’s
solemn ways. “A tight everything. Start packs riding right, they’ll ride
all day . . . all night too.”

When Turkey was packed, Ty led him away and returned with
Cottontail, snubbing her to the post in the middle of the corral.
“These here Decker saddles make balancing some easier.” Fenton
undid the sling ropes, actually explaining something. “Packs gotta
balance, of course, but if one side rides up on your Decker, just lower
it by loosing up one of these loops. Evens things out.” He picked a
mantied pack and gave it to Ty. It was so heavy Ty’s knees buckled.
“These two match.” Fenton held the second pack with one hand,
gesturing with the other. “Put yours up against the saddle and pull that
loop over.”

Ty tried to get the pack high enough to brace it, work the loop
across. But it was too heavy and came down hard against Cottontail.
She jumped, scuttling toward Fenton, who cracked her rump with his
free hand. She reversed direction, skittered back. Ty dropped the pack
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and tried to calm her, but she saw she was astraddle the pack and went
up, the tie-rope yanking her back to her knees.

“Keep this up she’ll be crazy as LLoco.” Ty pulled the pack away and
skipped free of her hooves.

“No time to romance her.” Fenton still held the pack. “And Loco
sure won’t be an improvement. Never warmed to his shoes at all.”

“One crazy mule’s enough. Let’s put these heavy ones on Loco.”

Fenton put the pack down and watched as Ty calmed Cottontail
and led her away, tying her out of sight. Fenton had watched Ty shoe a
bronc mule, quiet Smoky, pull a runaway off the cliffs, ease Bob Ring
down the switchbacks with a gentleness he could hardly manage with
Easter. Late as it was, he decided to let Ty do this his way. He wanted
him comfortable with the long ride ahead.

Ty snubbed Loco to the post and tied a blindfold on him. Fenton
watched as the boy fashioned a bowline around Loco’s neck, ran the
rope around a hind leg and back through the the bowline collar,
pulleying the hoof up until it was almost touching LLoco’s chest.

“Thought we’d come to that,” Fenton said. “Only later—given your
tender heart. Now let’s pack. You can learn that Decker lesson on the
job.”

Ty heaved up the heavy pack and gave it to Fenton, who took it
effortlessly and turned to Loco. Loco couldn’t see what was coming,
but he sensed something bad when Fenton got close. He kicked out
with his untied leg and spun around the post on three legs until the
tied one came free. They watched through the dust as he reared back
against the lead-line then tried to charge by the post, the lead yanking
him back. He tried again and was spun back, the post cracking this
time, then breaking free as Loco backed away, his lead dragging the
post through the dust. He turned, ran from it, the post relentless
behind him, toppling and rolling as he circled the corral at a run.
Finally he backed from it, backed until he was cornered, stood
quivering and dripping, the blindfold hanging useless from his halter.

“Lucky we didn’t tie this on.” Fenton still held the heavy pack.
“Would have played hell with my jelly jars.”

Ty hardly heard it. He was talking to Loco already, freeing the big
mule from the spooky post, touching him, rubbing his legs until the
quivering stopped. He led him around the corral in circles, then in
figure eights.

“If you can pack him,” Ty spoke in the same low voice that had
quieted the mule, “I’ll hold him. He’s gainin’ his confidence back.”
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“He drags you around like that post, it’s you who’ll need the
confidence.” Fenton separated the packs so the mule could pass
between. Ty led Loco through, turned and led him through again.

“That post didn’t help,” Ty said quietly. “It might be a spell before
he stops trying to uproot every tree we tie him to.”

“Better he uproot a goddamned tree than you.” Fenton eased a pack
against Loco’s saddle, kept the weight off the mule until he got the
loop across the pack, pulled it tight, and tied it off. Ty held the mule,
calmed him as Fenton let the weight down.

When he felt the weight, Loco went up like a shot, front legs striking
out as Ty tried to keep him from going over. Fenton managed to release
the knot and let the pack drop as Ty was pulled through the dust by the
big mule, who fought back from the pack, the big man, even the boy
until at last he stood, calmed by the voice, the relentless hands reaching
to touch him.

“He quieted,” Fenton said, surprised. “And neither of you hurt.”

“He’ll tire.” Ty moved Loco around the corral again, circling it twice
before bringing him to the packs.

“If he don’t kill you first,” Fenton said, readying the packs again.

For an hour the mule fought off the packs—once when Fenton was
almost finished with the last knot.

“Maybe Spec’s right. We need to build a packing platform.” Fenton’s
shirt was soggy with sweat and dust and mule hair. “He just won’t wear
down.” He moved the packs back into place. “Determined bastard.”

Ty thought panicked was more like it. He hated what they were
doing—but saw no choice. Again he circled the mule before bringing
him back between the packs. Fenton eased the first pack against his side
and again Loco went up, pulling Ty beneath the flailing feet. Fenton
kicked the pack aside and grabbed the rope to help. Together they
fought Loco down only to have him go up even harder, pulling them
under him as he staggered backward for balance.

“Let him go.” Fenton knocked Ty into the dirt with a sweep of his
arm and dropped the lead. With no weight to check him, Loco went all
the way over, his head cracking against the broken post, the big body
suddenly limp.

“Maybe we killed him,” Fenton panted. “Or is he just slowed?”

“Might of killed himself.” Ty got up from the dirt.

“Suicide, you mean?”
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“No. Suicide takes being thoughtful.” Ty walked over to the fallen
mule. “Maybe he panicked himself to death.”

“Thoughtful folks can panic to death too.” Fenton nudged the mule
with his boot. “Just more rare.”

Ty was trying to figure out what Fenton meant when the mule stirred,
rolled to get his feet under him, came partway up, went back down.

“Think he’s all right?” Ty asked.

“Maybe. Might be knocked a little walleyed.”

Loco was up now, legs splayed, head low, seeking balance.

“Quick.” Fenton was already moving. “Let’s pack him.”

“Pack him? Those packs could knock him back down.”

“Could. But he might concentrate so hard on stayin’ upright he won’t
know he’s packed.” Ty braced himself for the pack Fenton pushed at
him. “Hurry—he might improve. Don’t want his complete attention.”

-

They crossed the pass in darkness, Loco moving in a trance behind
Cottontail, who had caused no trouble after seeing Loco serene under
his packs. The climb had been fast, the Mission Range growing purple
before dropping into night. Now there was only the crunch of snow,
the creak of leather, the click of a shoe on rock as they regained the
trail.

The moon lifted and gave Ty a ghostly picture of the country
below—the high lakes making darker stains above where the timber
began. They rode down, crossing the lake-drainage just as a coyote
lifted a cry from high above. Others answered, calling and yipping,
making such a racket that the first voice was lost. Ty guessed it was the
moon. That’s when their calls lifted in the Bitterroot. He doubted these
were different. Except that lone coyote who started it. He must have
seen something the others didn’t.

The Bitterroot was almost forgotten as Ty rode into this new life
with these new people. He felt the chill lifting from the stream and
shouldered into his Levi jacket, the trail flattening to work its way
through wet meadows, dark stands of timber. He liked moving along in
quiet, the only sound packs in motion, a horse blowing, coyotes calling
intermittently—as though tracing their progress from some wild route
above.

He watched Fenton and slowed where he did, easing into darkness,
and climbing back into moonlight at the same pace. He led Turkey, who
would doze before snorting and farting as Ty yanked him awake. After



50 WILLARD WYMAN

Turkey came Cottontail, then Loco. Ty kept watching the big mule,
worrying about how he would act when it came to him he was packed.

Toward dawn they skirted a long lake, the trail sometimes dropping to
its bank but for the most part staying high, dipping into dark woods to
cross drainages, the lake continuing on. There seemed no end to it.

He might have been asleep when he heard hooves on wood, saw
Fenton’s mules crossing a walkway where a spring surfaced. Smoky
and Turkey weren’t bothered, but Cottontail paused before bolting
forward, yanking L.oco onto clattery logs he didn’t like. He stepped off,
away from the racket, and sank hock-deep in ooze before scrambling
back, the sucking sound of his hooves coming free making him crowd
the others. They settled as soon as they were back on the trail, but Ty
saw Loco was awake, his trance gone.

They dipped into the woods once more. Ty heard water before he
saw Fenton’s mules on the bridge. They were in shadow, then back
into moonlight, the two pack strings almost opposite as Fenton came
out of the draw.

“Take it slow!” Fenton called above the water. “It’s narrow.”

Ty eased Smoky and Turkey onto the bridge. Cottontail hesitated,
then hurried onto the planks after them. Loco didn’t like the clatter.
His rump went down and he scrambled backward just as Turkey
heaved forward, snatching Cottontail from the bridge and into the
creek. She struggled up only to be pulled down farther, going over
again and then again, her packs finally wedging into the V of the
stream, her ropes running taut to Turkey and Loco, each struggling to
stay upright, eyes flashing white in the moonlight.

“Why don’t the damned pigtails give!” Fenton was making his way
back to Turkey. “Buck must of used bailing wire.” Ty was already in the
stream, crawling over Cottontail, his knife out as he reached to find the
loop behind the mule’s saddle.

“Pigtail’s buried!” Fenton yelled. “Cut the lead-line.”

Ty sawed through it, watched Loco spring free, fall, struggle to his
feet, disappear up the trail. Fenton, somehow managing to unsnap
Turkey’s line, was suddenly down in the streambed with him.

“Hustle. Mules ain’t happy on their backs . . . Any broke legs?”

“She isn’t kicking.”

“Crawl a tad further. Undo them cinches. She might roll free
without the saddle.”

Ty pushed across Cottontail’s belly to reach the latigos, fearing her
hooves but having no other choice.
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The mule made no move as Ty struggled with the swollen leather.
He got the latigos free and inched himself back, joined Fenton to pull
Cottontail’s lead, stretching her head back across her body to make her
fight them. She kicked up, struggled against them and found she was
free of the saddle. She fought it too, fought the packs and the creek
bed and came up, testing her legs, scrambling up the bank to the safety
of the trail, shaking and blowing.

“Get Loco.” Fenton tied Cottontail to a lodgepole and slid back into
the creek. “I’ll snag her packs. They’ll be full of water.”

Ty found Loco stopped where the walkway began, unwilling to go
farther. He crossed through the mud to head him off, caught the
frayed lead, and led him back, Loco nosing at the trail now, more
interested in it than the packs on his back. He nosed at Cottontail too,
rubbed his neck on her rump, so happy to see her he calmed.

“No damage.” Fenton’s voice rose above the stream. He had the
saddle and packs across the creek. “But I don’t like the looks of them
clouds.” Ty saw darkness to the south, a scrim already crossing the
moon. “Bring her over. Let’s saddle and scoot. Gotta get those folks
under canvas.”

Ty didn’t know what to do with Loco, but the big mule seemed so
happy rubbing at Cottontail he left him there, leading Cottontail back
toward to the bridge, which she bolted across.

“She don’t want to go in the creek again,” Fenton said. “Another
story with Loco, unless he gets lonely. Let’s stay out of sight while we
saddle.”

Ty followed Fenton up the trail with Cottontail and began brushing
debris from her back. Lightning came suddenly, followed by deep
thunder.

“It does like to rain when we camp at White River.” Fenton watched
Ty saddle. “Tents are on them first two mules.” He spoke as though he’d
resolved something. “Let’s get Loco over that bridge. I’ll slip on into
camp before this rain. You pack up and follow.”

“I don’t know where to go.” Ty looked at him across Cottontail. “I
never been there . . . I never been here.”

“You can track, can’t you?” Fenton checked Cottontail’s cinch.

“Not in the dark, I can’t.”

“Won’t be dark long. I'd worry more about the rain washin’ them
tracks out. Let’s get Loco. Bet he’s lonely.”

He was right about that. LLoco was so anxious to get to Cottontail he
hardly noticed the bridge.
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Fenton tied him near the packs, tightened Easter’s cinch, and
mounted. “Your Loco mule might civilize after all.”

“I don’t know where to go.” Ty looked at the packs and then at
Fenton. “Without the moon I won’t see a track at all.”

“No turnoffs before the South Fork. Hit the big river, turn up it
four miles. Be light by then. Look for tracks to the river. Good ford.
Cross and climb them benches. You’re in camp.” Fenton started Easter
up the trail. “I’ll have coffee.”

“Rain could wash those tracks away!” It came to Ty why Spec was
wary of packing. He felt a little sick.

Fenton stood down and got something from his saddlebag. He came
back and handed Ty some strips of jerked elk. Lightning flashed,
thunder close behind.

“Sugar here ain’t carrying any tents.” Fenton untied his last mule.
“T’ll leave her. Ride up the big river a ways and then put Sugar and
Turkey out in front. They’ll bring you in.”

“How will they know?” It made no sense to Ty.

“Turkey knows where there’s grain, and Sugar goes for White River
like a homing pigeon. Smart mule and a greedy horse’ll bring you in
every time.”

Fenton watched Ty chew as lightning flashed again.

“Sometimes in these mountains,” he said, his voice almost tender,
“you find yourself learnin’ more than you got time to consider.”

Ty bit off more jerky, wondering what he was supposed to consider.
He chewed, watching Fenton ride off into darkness.

It seemed to Ty he had horses and mules tied everywhere, but it was
Cottontail’s packs that worried him. They were so water soaked he
could barely lift them, and he was afraid if he got one on it would pull
the saddle over before he could get the other in place. He found a high
bank down the trail, wrestled one up, tied it off, and rested it there as
he fought the other into place.

He lined the string out, Sugar in the rear to encourage Loco.
Lightning was almost their only light now. When they left the lake and
entered the woods, there was no way he could see at all. He gave
Smoky her head and hoped the packs would ride, finally dozing in the
saddle until a rumble too steady to be thunder told him they’d found
the river. Smoky turned up against it, paralleling the noise, which lifted
and faded and lifted again. At dawn he saw they were on a faint trail
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crossing low benches and going through stands of timber that opened
into meadows. Across the meadows he could see the river, swollen and
gray with silt.

The rain was starting in as they crossed a bog, the sucking sound of
hooves too much for Loco. Ty was thankful Fenton had fashioned a new
pigtail. It gave way as Loco fought back, his knotted lead hanging
useless as he stood with Sugar, watched Ty cross with the others. Ty tied
up and made his way back. He released Sugar, who hurried across to
join Turkey, flinging mud on Ty in her haste. LLoco wouldn’t follow. Ty
stroked him, leaned against him, dozed as he talked and calmed him.
But it was no good. Each time he led him to the crossing, he balked, set
his weight, scrabbled back.

Ty knew Loco wasn’t crazy this time, just scared. He also knew he
was too tired to fight him. He took the lead-line and slopped his way
through the mud to Smoky, mounted her to ride into a country he’d
never seen. He’d come back for Loco when he found out where he
was, if he ever did.

Turkey and Sugar were free now—both of them unconcerned as Ty
led Cottontail and tried to pick up tracks. But the trail was everywhere
awash—and he was having trouble staying awake. He stopped when he
saw a faint trace leading off toward the river, the animals so tired they
made no protest. Turkey drifted off to graze, but Sugar nosed along the
trail until she passed him, moved down the trace, and turned through
timber toward the river. Ty followed, seeing what they were on hadn’t
been used for years and knowing he should turn back—if his body
would respond. Then Sugar, well ahead now, went belly-deep into the
river, quartering upstream against the current. Smoky followed her, the
rain settling in hard now but Ty too weary to think about his slicker.
He looked back, thankful Turkey was following so closely, and thought
he saw something along the bank. There was too much rain to be sure.
And he was tired, coming alert only as they pitched steeply out of the
river, climbed up and still up again to a broad bench, an opening in the
timber. In the clearing was Fenton, standing under the big kitchen fly,
the wall tents already up against the rain. Spec and Jasper were there
too, all of them looking at him, calling out to him.

He got off Smoky, relieved his legs didn’t buckle, tied Cottontail to
the log where the saddles were stacked.

“Had to leave Loco.” He looked at Fenton, standing under the ridge
beam of the cook tent with his coffee. “But we made it. Sugar brought
us in.”
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“You ain’t the first to be rescued by a mule.” Fenton was smiling.

Ty saw the others were were smiling too. He looked down at the mud
on his pants, his shirt—mud everywhere from his struggles in the creek
bed and with the packing and through the muddy crossing.

“It ain’t the mud,” Jasper said. “We was wondering about the
waterproofed trousers. Is that to keep you dry when you wade the
river?”

Ty looked, saw that the neat’s-foot oil had stained and darkened his
pants everywhere.

“Guess I oiled too much. Wanted to protect the saddle.”

“That oil’s done its work,” Fenton said. “You have too. Come in
here and get you some coffee.”

“Gotta unsaddle. Then I’ll slip back for Loco.”

Spec put his slicker on and went out to help. Fenton held his cup
out to Jasper, who was waiting with a steaming cup for Ty. Jasper
poured it into Fenton’s cup instead.

“Jasper,” Fenton said, sipping the hot coffee. “I believe we’ve found
us a packer.”



Fenton (1927)

There are some who stll say Fenton Pardee is where Ty Hardin really
started.






7
The Packer

Py
W Fenton Pardee and Cody Jo Taylor were married in 1927.
Fenton was fifty-five years old, Cody Jo twenty-six. But their union
aroused people’s interest for larger reasons. Fenton had enjoyed being
single for so many years it was hard to predict what would happen
when he wasn’t. The mountains always seemed to answer his spiritual
needs, The Bar of Justice his physical ones. Though it was clear the tall
schoolteacher with the wonderful smile could make even Fenton
change his priorities, none predicted she would be the one who did the
convincing, not the other way around. Half the bachelors in the valley
had vied for her hand. It shocked them to see Fenton wind up with it,
looking a little shocked himself.

But it wasn’t such a shock to the others. They’d enjoyed watching
Cody Jo find such humor in Fenton’s doubts, find humor in her efforts to
dispel them too. She seemed to take pleasure in his apprehension. They
would shake their heads, puzzled over why a man like Fenton Pardee
would be skeptical about such a sparkling woman. Some thought it his
age, some his general contrariness, others his deep wariness. None saw it
had less to do with what they could see than with what they couldn’t:
Fenton’s love of his mountains, his fear that this wonderful girl would
keep him from them.

What was clear to all of them from the day Cody Jo arrived was that
she made things better, bringing more life to the Swan Valley
schoolhouse than it had ever known. Children liked her, mothers
believed in her, cowboys and lumberjacks lined up to dance with her at
the schoolhouse socials. There wasn’t a man not pleased to tip his hat
to her, a woman who didn’t like to visit with her: the women liking her



58 WILLARD WYMAN

because she got things done with so little fuss, the men because she
kept them so off-balance they couldn’t tell whether she was laughing at
them or with them. All they knew was that when she was happy, things
were livelier. They were thankful for whatever triggered it.

And Fenton made her happy. It was a mystery that only added to one
already alive in the Swan: how Fenton Pardee could be the shrewdest,
most relentless trader in the country when he was out of the mountains;
the most selfless and charitable packer in the range when in them.

But all talk of how frugal Fenton could be, how unconventional the
courtship, was put aside for the important day. No banter was exchanged,
no jokes delivered by forsaken suitors. And if someone smiled because
for once they were seeing Fenton manipulated, no one minded. What
interested them most as they drank and laughed at the big wedding on
the edge of Fenton’s pasture was that they had never seen Fenton
Pardee as happy—or as grateful. At least not when he was out of his
mountains.

-

They all knew about Fenton, but only Fenton knew about Cody Jo.
She had told him everything, looking at him steadily, going through it
carefully—as though their future depended on his seeing all of it. As she
talked he became so full of admiration for her she could have told him
anything. Her candor left him queasy and dry-mouthed, every doubt he
had vanishing. It was like jumping off a cliff into a South Fork pool.
After you stepped off, you left behind everything that had held you back.

He had met Cody Jo at the fall dance in the schoolhouse. “The tall
one,” she’d said. “White on top, like your mountains.” Then she was off
with one of the Wilson brothers, swinging out among the couples on
the dance floor. He could see she was a marvelous dancer, liked it that
she gave him a wave or a smile as she went by.

He enjoyed watching the young men circling her for their chance,
watching them drift outside to drink and talk about everything but the
schoolteacher before they came back in to try again. He watched her
encourage them too, laugh with them, help even the clumsiest come
more alive when they moved around the floor.

“That bell mare the new teacher?” Jasper was beside him, not yet
too full of drink to watch the dancers.

“She is,” Fenton said.

“She does have them eatin’ from her hand.” Jasper looked at Fenton
as though an idea had just hit him. “Let’s get us a drink.”
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Jasper had some liquor out in his truck, which surprised Fenton.
Usually he spent his time angling for someone else’s. Out in the lot
they found Buck Conner arguing with a cowboy who had danced too
long with Angie, the Murphys’ new hired girl. Buck’s face was getting
red, but Fenton stepped in with his big voice and his big body and got
them laughing. It was as easy for him as separating two nipping horses.
Jasper watched Buck and the cowboy head off together to find Angie
and got out his bottle. They warmed there, drinking and talking about
Fenton’s mountains.

Fenton thought of the schoolteacher off and on during that winter
but didn’t see her again until spring, when he stopped for coffee at
Murphy’s all-purpose store, his truck so loaded with gear he wasn’t
sure he’d unload by dark. Angie got him coffee, and when he turned to
leave he almost knocked Cody Jo over. She clutched at her groceries as
if to protect them.

“The big one,” she laughed, her face coloring. “I remember you
because you’re the only one I haven’t seen at the recitals.”

Fenton waited, not knowing how to answer.

“Come now.” She enjoyed his confusion. “Culture won’t hurt this
valley. They even claim you,” she tapped him with a long finger, “are a very
cultured man.” She seemed to like how uncomfortable she made him.

“But you’re in luck. There’s one more.” She shifted her bag to the
other arm. “T’ll save a seat. Seven tonight. Cookies. Entertainment.” She
turned and left but poked her head right back in. “I’ll hold your ticket.”

Fenton, who hadn’t been able to think of anything to say while she
stood there making fun of him, still couldn’t think of anything to say.

“Better go,” Dan Murphy advised. “She’s got that ticket for you.”

“I got gear to unload. . . .You goin’?”

“Yep. Better than hearin’ her tell me why I should of.” Murphy
wiped at his counter. “She arranged a season ticket for me.”

There were dark clouds over the Missions by the time Fenton
unloaded. He washed up and before he’d thought much about it was
back on the road headed for the schoolhouse. The sky was black. He
knew a wind would kick up soon, the rain not far behind.

It was blowing hard when he pulled into the lot, the sky so dark he
wasn’t surprised to see only a few cars. When he was given the little
program he saw the reason wasn’t just the weather. Four performances
were scheduled: a reading of “Invictus,” the singing of “My Buddy”
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accompanied by violin, a recitation of “The Cremation of Sam McGee,”
and a piano recital of “The Parade of the Wooden Soldiers.”

Bump Conner was scheduled to sing “My Buddy,” which explained
why all the Conners were there, Buck and the Murphys with them.
Other parents were there too, but not many. Fenton thought the idea
of a ticket must have been one of Cody Jo’s amusements.

He found a chair by a screen they’d set up and was listening to people
move around behind it, when a clap of thunder rifled through and made
everyone jump. The lights blinked, held, blinked again, stayed on.

Fenton decided to get his slicker. By the time he got to his truck the
rain had started. He put the slicker on and got out a lantern. When he
got back to the porch, the rain settled in to stay. He took the slicker off
and went back inside, putting it by the wall with his lantern. He heard
the rain ease for a minute before starting in even harder.

When the lights began to blink, Cody Jo came from behind the
screen, not nearly as cheerful as she’d been that afternoon.

“Might rain,” Fenton said.

“You found your seat.” Her eyes were wide. “We saved it.”

“Have to fight off many people?” Sheets of rain were hitting the
windows.

“I have cookies.”

“Could sog up in this weather.”

The lights blinked and went. Fenton scratched matches and got his
lantern going. He held it up, peered around for Buck.

“Should I get them?” Cody Jo’s eyes were round in the uncertain light.

“Hard to pass ’em in this dark.” Buck appeared in the circle of light.

“Who told me this place has a generator?” Fenton asked him.

“I told you this place has a generator. If someone hasn’t thought
they knew better, it’s right where I set it up in the first place.”

“Hope you remember. Not much help out there in that dark.”

They went out into the rain, leaving the room in darkness. Cody Jo
knew she should do something, but the rain made it hard to think.

Rosie Murphy began to sing “Ten Thousand Goddamned Cattle,”
about a cowboy whose sweetheart leaves him for “a son-of-a-bitch
from Ioway.” It was the song Buck’s mother sang when she was
putting her children to sleep, so all the Conners joined right in. When
it ended someone started another. They were on “The Zebra Dun”
when the generator kicked in and they had light. They finished the last
verse anyway, liking the singing and wishing someone had a bottle so
they could keep going.
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Fenton and Buck stomped and shook off water on the porch.
“Where’s your slicker?” Fenton asked. “You could get wet.”

“I am wet.” Buck looked out at the rain. “I don’t see the sense of
puttin’ a slicker on now so I can keep all this water inside it.”

“Which means you didn’t bring one in the first place. Trainin’ you is
like relearnin’ a mule.” Fenton took Buck’s hat and poured the water
from the brim. “Let’s go listen to that music. I hear they got cookies.”

As they left the porch the rain became hail.

Cody Jo had to play chords on the piano to let people know Sue
Jamison was going to recite. The hail sounded like hammers across the
roof. It was easy to see Sue was scared. Fenton wasn’t sure whether she
was scared of the hail or of having to stand up and speak.

“Out of the night that covers me.” She tried to lift her voice above
the sound. Hailstones were hitting the window so hard Fenton was
afraid it would break. He stood and flattened his back against the
glass to keep it from shattering. The girl smiled as though she finally
understood the meaning of the words. “Black as the Pit from pole to
pole.” Fenton still had his slicker on, which might have kept him from
getting cut up when a big hailstone shattered the pane and splashed
glass across the room.

“Shit goddamn,” Buck said as people and chairs moved this way
and that to avoid the glass. Fenton spread his slicker wide and backed
into the opening, nodding to the girl to continue.

The hailstones were as big as golf balls now, seeming even bigger to
Fenton, who thought some might be giving him bruises. “Under the

bludgeoning of chance . . .” The girl smiled at Fenton, her face going
blank as she searched for the words.
“My head is bloody . . .” They heard Cody Jo’s prompting even

above the hail, and everyone laughed. Sue finished with no more
trouble, though Fenton had to take that on faith. The hail was hitting
his slicker so hard he could only hear a word here and there until “I
am the master of my fate: I am the captain of my soul.”

“I sure as hell ain’t the captain of my fate.” Dan Murphy was beside
him even before the little round of applause ended.

“You mean you didn’t arrange this hail?” Fenton was thinking of a
way to get free of the window.

“You’ll have to bring Cody Jo back. I gotta make tracks. This could
wreck my store.” Others were getting up now, Buck protesting, saying he
wanted to hear Bump sing “My Buddy.” Fenton called him over.

“You’re still damp.” He patted Buck on his soggy shoulder. “Won’t

2

hurt to stand here. I gotta fix somethin’.
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He had Buck in the window before Buck could think up an
argument. Fenton took an old bulletin board, held a geography book
over his head and went out through the hail to get a hammer and some
nails from his truck. Pushing Buck inside enough to get the board flat,
he tacked it over the broken window, then went back inside with the
hammer and nails, sure something else would break any minute.

“Them hailstones smart.” Buck was dripping water again.

“Which is why you need your slicker.” Fenton got him into Bump’s,
and they found a sheet of plywood, lifted it high over their heads to ferry
the Jamisons out to their car. They got others out too, then began covering
the most exposed windows, working until the hail began to let up.

Buck went out to check his truck for broken windows, finding some
dents but no serious damage. He came back across a yard white with
hailstones. Only Fenton and Cody Jo and Bump were left.

“You best get in this,” Buck said to his brother, taking off the
slicker. “Don’t want to ruin your fine tenor voice.”

“I’m glad for the hail.” Bump took the coat. “Singin’ that song
wasn’t my idea.”

“Don’t worry.” Cody Jo put her hand on Buck’s arm, startled by
how soaked he was. “You can hear him next time.”

“With the violin?” Buck asked. “That violin’s important.”

“If she can get him to sing,” Fenton said, “she’ll get the violin to
squeak along t0o.”

“I have cookies,” Cody Jo said to Buck. “You and Bump must be
hungry. . . . And you need dry clothes.”

“Don’t you worry.” Fenton saw that Cody Jo was worn out. “Buck’s
like a duck. I doubt he knows he’s wet.”

“I’m bruised some.” Buck rubbed at his back.

“Let’s shut things down.” Fenton looked around. “Won’t be all that
easy gettin’ home through this hail.”

Buck and Bump went out and moved their truck so its headlights
were on the generator. Fenton got Cody Jo into his truck before
crunching across the hail, shutting the generator off. Cody Jo saw his
shadow on the schoolhouse growing bigger and more crooked and
then he was in the truck beside her, Buck’s headlights still on the hail,
which looked ghostly in the last misty rain.

“Bring your slicker next time,” Fenton called to Buck. “Keep you
from gettin’ crippled up.”

“I ain’t crippled. Just stung some.” Buck waited until Fenton got his
engine started. “I’d repair quicker if Angie could rub me.” He wound
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up his window and headed north toward the Conners.

Fenton eased his truck south toward Murphy’s store, the road a strip
of white, his headlights making a tunnel of the trees. He drove slowly,
hunched forward in his slicker, careful not to get into a slide.

“Glad you brought us some culture.” He looked over at Cody Jo.
“Don’t know how we got by so long without it.”

“That wasn’t at all what you expected, was it? That poem . ..

“Didn’t know what to expect. I sure didn’t think we’d get a storm
like this. I believe we’d have done better in my tents.”

“You seemed to know just what to do.”

“Not that many choices. . . . How many people you roped into these
‘cultural’ events?” He enjoyed the way she sat so straight on the seat.

She felt his big presence waiting for her to answer.

“Have a cookie,” she said, holding out the plate. Somehow she’d
gotten the cookies out to the truck without getting them wet or
crumbled or even very broken. She handed him one.

“You do beat all.” He took a bite. “And they hold right up. Unless
I’m so hungry I can’t tell. I slid right past dinner tonight.”

“No wonder you looked so anxious in that window. Can’t be captain
of your fate on an empty stomach.” She smiled and held up the plate
of cookies again. “You were good with little Sue.”

“Not a cheerful poem.” He took two more. “She needed a little
encouragement. Suppose you could make some of these up in the
mountains?”

Fenton was always on the lookout for cooks for his pack trips. He
couldn’t help playing with the idea now, even though he was pretty
sure that was the wrong thing for Cody Jo.

“Oh yes. The big packer. That can’t be too hard. Put everything on
those poor mules and loaf around all summer in the mountains.”

“It gets more complicated.” He looked at her. She realized again how
much there was of him, how focused and uncluttered he was. He was
about to say something when Dan Murphy appeared in their
headlights. He was waving at them with a shovel, his little Ford tilted
almost on its side in the ditch behind him. Rosie Murphy tried to climb
out, but the pitch was too steep and she dropped back in.

“See you been practicin’ your trick drivin’,” Fenton said.

“This stuff is slick.” Dan opened Fenton’s door. “We was all right
until Rosie got edgy. I overcorrected.”

Fenton got the lantern going again. “You done fine, Daniel. Hardly
anyone else could of tilted her so tidy.”

>
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“Buck put them store windows in. Had his eyes on Angie so much I
believe he only partly did his work. Bet we’re knee deep in hail balls.”

The Murphys had hired Angie off a ranch outside of Whitefish. She
was the hardest worker they’d ever had, and the spunkiest. Everyone
knew Buck was courting her. And everyone knew he wasn’t doing very
well—not since he’d made a scene at the schoolhouse dance. She’d even
refused to come to the recital because she’d heard Buck would be there.

“Buck ain’t my problem right now,” Fenton said. “You are.” He
hauled Rosie up out of the Ford and she gave him a little hug.

Fenton rummaged around in the bed of his truck for a lash rope.
“Pull you free, maybe you won’t charge so much for what you call
coffee.” Cody Jo was holding the lantern and trying to calm Rosie.
Fenton tied the lash rope onto the bumper so fast Dan Murphy didn’t
realize it was done. He pulled his truck ahead, getting the rope taut.

“Buck just needs to get Angie off his mind when he wants to hit a
nail. Pop her into gear, Daniel. Help me snake you out.”

The moon came out, reflecting off the white road. Fenton’s truck
pulled the Ford along in the ditch for a way, the Ford’s wheels spinning
as it tried for a purchase. Finally the front wheels came up, the car
sliding along almost sideways before the rest of it bounced up onto the
road. Rosie trotted alongside it the whole way, shouting encouragement
as though she were driving a team.

“Damned if them lash ropes don’t come in handy,” Dan Murphy
said. “I been doubtin’ you on that.”

“Just don’t drive so fast we got to tie onto you again. Wet is tough on
knots. And we might twang Rosie into next week.” Fenton looked at
her. “Never told me you was a mule skinner, Rosie.”

They decided Cody Jo would go on with the Murphys so Fenton
wouldn’t have to drive to the store and back out again. Cody Jo got her
things and came over to say good-bye, saying that maybe packing was
useful, if packers could tie knots like that. She said she was leaving the
cookies for him so he could be “captain of his fate.”

Fenton drove home and started the fire, doing some chores before
eating a cold supper. Then he started in on the cookies, wondering what
it was in the schoolteacher’s voice that touched him so.
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Lost Bird Canyon

B
Fenton saw the schoolteacher only a few more times that

year, meeting when they were moving so fast in different directions
that he simply avoided thinking about it—as though something were
wrong with enjoying that look on her face just before she started to
laugh.

Then just before Fenton’s big August trip, Jasper nearly severed his
thumb with his cleaver and was out for the season. When Rosie
Murphy heard Fenton planned to use Buck and Bump as cooks, she
threw up her hands and volunteered, if Fenton would keep Buck on as
wrangler. She knew Angie would be a lot more help to Dan if Buck
were elsewhere.

The next thing she did was talk Cody Jo into helping her. Before he
knew it Fenton found himself riding toward the pass with seventeen pack
animals, two green cooks, and a lovesick wrangler. He had Tommy
Yellowtail to help with the mules, but if Gus Wilson hadn’t agreed to
come, he didn’t know what he would have done. That was before Gus
got the big chunk torn from his face. And with the unexpected turn the
trip took, Fenton felt lucky to have him.

Three Chicago grain traders had brought their families out to look at
the country Fenton had shown them the year before. They’d come for
elk, but the country was what won them over, the country and the big
packer who handled their horses, kept them fed and dry, found elk for
them in the thin light of morning. Now they wanted to show it to their
families, acting like old-timers themselves, talking with Fenton about
routes, helping saddle, herding their families around as though they’d
done this all their lives.

Except for the trouble in Lost Bird Canyon—and nearly drowning
Goose in the South Fork—the trip went the way Fenton’s trips always
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did. But there was nothing ordinary about any of it to Cody Jo. It
seemed to her she learned something new every step of the way, a
matter she wouldn’t admit at first, even to Rosie. She insisted on riding
her flat saddle, but it took only a day of watching Fenton tie her slicker
onto other peoples’ saddles to see she’d been wrong. She wouldn’t
admit that either, just as she wouldn’t admit how much she wanted to
stay in her bedroll when Rosie prodded her awake the first morning.

“Time to make coffee,” Rosie said. “They’re saddling.”

“What’s the matter with them?” Cody Jo looked out at the night.
“They can make their own coffee.”

“They look for tracks.” Rosie nudged her again. “Our job is to send
them out happy so they won’t be discouraged when there aren’t any.”

“What?” Cody Jo was up now, shivering. “Will the horses run away?”

“Maybe.” Rosie lit the kindling. “But the sooner they find tracks the
less likely it is.”

An hour later they heard the bells and saw the horses. It was lovely
to watch as Fenton and Tommy Yellowtail eased the herd into the
meadow so they wouldn’t run through and out the other side. Cody Jo
watched them feinting and kicking at one another before circling
around Gus Wilson, out in the frosty meadow moving among them
with a nose bag. She saw Buck and Tommy Yellowtail begin to catch
them up, taking the gentle ones first, sometimes moving too quickly
and spooking one off. There were over forty head to take care of; it
took time.

Rosie took pancakes to the men when they started saddling, Tommy
putting his on a log and eating as he saddled. Fenton, troubled by all
the talk the night before, came into the cook tent to talk with the
traders.

One of the men had convinced everyone they should go down Lost
Bird Canyon to the White River camp. Fenton had made it through the
canyon years ago, which he’d made the mistake of admitting when he
took that same man to the head of the canyon looking for elk the year
before. It was the shortest way, that was true. But Fenton couldn’t
remember how he’d done it then and was pretty sure no one had done
it since. What worried him was that he’d enjoyed sipping their bourbon
and looking at Cody Jo so much the night before that he might have
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given the impression he’d try, which in the morning light he knew was
a bad idea. There would be undergrowth everywhere, deadfall, and
bogs—often the only way through the thick timber—that could play
hell with his mules.

He got some coffee and went through it all again, surprised that his
reservations made everyone even more interested. If they had to turn
back, they said, the adventure would make up for lost time. They felt
lucky Fenton knew the canyon. They called it “challenging,” trusted
Fenton to “meet the challenge.” Rosie and Cody Jo just made things
worse.

“When do we start?” Rosie asked. “Kitchen’s packed and mantied.”

“Just the way you said it would be.” Cody Jo’s smile warmed everyone.
“High country under a Montana sky. You the hero.” She patted Fenton’s
arm. “I like you as the hero.”

Fenton raised a few more objections before going off to saddle. He
felt undone again by Cody Jo. He’d been so taken by her confidence in
something she knew nothing about, he’d lost his own. He grabbed a
saddle and shook his head, thinking about the way she’d looked in the
firelight the night before.

-

They were well into the canyon by midmorning. Old Babe, the
horse he’d ridden before Easter, kept finding the remnants of a trail,
but after awhile it didn’t seem important. The sky was clear. They
moved easily through meadows and open timber, watching game and
stopping once to watch a black bear and her cubs scurry up the bluffs,
the sow looking them over before disappearing.

They had lunch in a high meadow. Below them the canyon
narrowed and flattened, the timber heavy. After that it eased down to
the South Fork, across the stream’s broad alluvial fan. Fenton knew
that part would be easy, a gentle ride through open woods to the South
Fork ford. Getting through the heavy timber was the problem. Even
watching Cody Jo couldn’t keep him from worrying about that.

Tommy Yellowtail rode Pinto ahead to scout out a route while
Fenton let the mules graze. He sat with Gus and Buck, apart from the
rest, eating and talking about what was ahead. They could hear Rosie
and Cody Jo bantering with the children, getting the littlest to help
make sandwiches.

After lunch it seemed no time at all before they were at the edge of
the deep woods, Fenton deciding to loose-herd his mules. He’d just
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finished breaking up the strings when Tommy appeared, coming from
the other side of the stream and shaking his head.

“Got our full hands. Like bear shit in there. Wet.”

Fenton didn’t waste any time. He sent Tommy back into the woods to
try again, told Rosie and Buck where he’d spotted a likely campsite and
sent them back to find flat ground for the tents. He didn’t even string
the mules back together, handing their lead ropes to the best riders,
giving Cody Jo one too. But her mule pulled back, and without a saddle
horn she couldn’t hold him. Fenton led him up the canyon himself.

It was a good place for a camp, backed up against aspen with grazing
on the slides above. Fenton trimmed a deadfall so they could stack the
saddles. Gus got lodgepoles for the A-frames and put Buck to work
cutting them to size as he unpacked the canvas. Fenton belled two
mares, saved out a third bell for Babe and pushed the stock out of
camp. Then he got Gus and rode back with axes and the handsaw,
tracking Tommy into the woods. It wasn’t long before they heard Pinto
nicker. They tied up there and went ahead on foot.

It got darker in the woods, the stream slowed, drifting across the floor
of the canyon to form bogs, the stream and the bogs murky looking. The
wetness pushed them closer to the canyon walls, where they found
Tommy, high on some deadfall, looking discouraged.

“Rat’s nest,” he complained. “Logs all over. Bad shit.”

It looked even worse to Fenton—the forest dark, the ground spongy,
the stream spreading and uprooting trees, laying claim to the whole
canyon. Tommy said the other side looked no better, the stream running
close under the walls, a bog going almost to the cliffs. But it seemed to
Fenton that’s how he’d made it years before, never sure of a trail, just
scrambling through, clinging to the hem of the canyon. It had been later
in the year, drier. But he’d made it. He didn’t want to give up now.

They worked their way across the canyon and found the bog,
looking just as bottomless as Tommy predicted.

“I’'m goddamned.” Fenton looked at Tommy. “Got through once.
Can’t see how. You think it was that much drier?”

“Shit yes. Best is just before snow. That’s when my people traveled.
Down. Always down for winter.”

“Yes, and in spring they came up,” Fenton said. “They couldn’t go
down if they didn’t come up. How the hell did they get up?”

“Same way everyone does. But them horse soldiers.” Tommy enjoyed
seeing Fenton swatting at mosquitoes. Mosquitoes didn’t bother him.
“Stayed high.” He looked up at the cliffs. “What’s up there?”
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“Straight up, is what’s up there.”

“Not up top it ain’t.” Tommy was already starting. “There’s other
ways to get on top a cliff. Up there we maybe find a smart way.” He
swung himself up over the ledges, moving easily for such a big man.

“Im thinkin’ we’re whipped.” Gus knocked limbs off a deadfall to
see what kind of ground was under it. “You must of come through
before these trees plugged it up.” His shirt was wet with sweat, spattered
with mud.

Tommy’s call was welcome. They wanted to get above the bugs. By
the time they climbed up to find him, Tommy was convinced.

“See? Didn’t move nothing. Used the country. My people.”

They were on a shelf. For thirty feet to either side there was a clear
way, like a good game trail. Across some shale Tommy found more.
Then it was gone again. They combed back and forth, picking it up in
bits—narrow, dropping or climbing to intersect other shelves, but there.
They worked toward the South Fork, staying high until they found a
clear trace that angled down to meet the broad alluvial fan. They
marked it, followed it back, lost it entirely until it came to them that it
switched back against itself, dropped into the canyon down a rough
chute, cutting into the woods above the big bog. It crossed the canyon
there, skirting a water-soaked meadow, and climbed the other side,
found another shelf before dropping back, returning to the canyon floor
just above their horses.

Fenton considered it as he rode up the darkening valley toward
camp.

No trail, but there was a way. If he had to bring Tommy and Gus
through with a few mules, he could make it. There would be steps to
dig in the chutes, footing to hack into the shale, but it could be done.
It was a different matter to bring a whole party through, most green as
grass.

“No good for them people.” Tommy spoke as if he heard Fenton’s
thinking. “Don’t see the no good places.” Tommy always worried about
people from the city. They didn’t seem to know what could happen to
them in the mountains.

Fenton understood Tommy’s objections, but they were so close. It
might take three more days if they turned back, four if the weather
changed. He was about to ask Gus what he thought when they heard bells
high on the grassy slide. Babe whinnied, the bells pausing as if in answer.

They came into camp just after dark. Fenton belled Babe and
pushed her out toward the others, knowing the feed would hold them.
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He knew too that this was a good camp: the sleeping flies taut, water
close by, lots of room around the fire, where everyone seemed to have
gathered. He went to the creek to wash. When he came back they were
huddled around Gus and Tommy, asking questions. Rosie gave him a
bowl of thick stew and he moved away, letting the tiredness wash
through him, hearing the talk without listening to it. There was so
much to think about that he hardly realized they all had gone quiet,
waiting for him.

He turned back to them, thinking things through. He told them
about looking for the trail, the logs choking the canyon, only Tommy
Yellowtail knowing they should look high. Cody Jo’s eyes were on him
as he talked, her face still.

“We’ve come this far,” he heard himself saying. “We’re awful close to
White River. Guess it wouldn’t hurt to give it a try.” There was a
murmur of approval. Subdued, not at all like the night before. They’d
heard enough from Gus and Tommy to know this was a gamble.

Fenton squatted, drew a map in the dirt, feeling Cody Jo’s eyes on
him still. He told them how they could help, saying even if things went
well it would take the morning to get the route ready. He hoped they
could be on their way by early afternoon. That way, barring a wreck,
they could be across the big river and camped on the White River
benches by dinner.

Cody Jo and Rosie started putting things away as people drifted
from the fire, talking among themselves. Fenton answered a few more
questions, then slipped away. He had more thinking to do before he
went to sleep. He’d been surprised by some of the things he’d said
himself. He went past the saddles and looked at the stars as he took a
long pee.

“You piss like a moose.” A voice lifted from the darkness.

“Should of spoke up.” Fenton knew Tommy slept by the saddles,
watching the weather and keeping the porcupines away, but the
disembodied voice gave him a start. “Might of pissed right on you.”

“You done that already.”

“Not ’cause I didn’t know you were there, if that’s what you mean.”

“I mean you didn’t have no idea what was gonna come out when
you started sweet-talkin’ them people. Me and Gus sure didn’t. We just
didn’t count on you bullshittin’ yourself.”

“Truth is I didn’t know. I was so occupied by how I got through
there in the first place, I wasn’t ready. Still don’t see how I done it.”
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“Maybe you was so green you didn’t know it couldn’t be done.
Most of us was that way once. It’s best to disremember.”

“Well, I made it. That’s the thing.”

“The wrong thing. And you went the wrong way. You was strong and
dumb and lucky. Luck don’t come that often. Don’t pay to ask for it
twice. Now you’re gonna take these people through what you don’t
remember back when you didn’t know no better than to try.”

Fenton was startled to get such a long speech from Tommy. “Let’s
think how we will, not why we shouldn’t. I might of chose wrong, but I
chose. We just got to do it.”

“Horse shit,” Tommy grunted. “Even Spec would know better.”

Special Hands, Tommy’s son, was barely ten but already known for
his skill as a hunter and skinner and woodsman. Fenton liked it when
Tommy talked about Special Hands. He stood there waiting for more,
looking up at the Big Dipper and listening to the creek. Tommy started
to snore just as the cold came in. Fenton went back to his bedroll,
moved around until he was comfortable and could concentrate on the
day ahead. There was much truth in what Tommy had said. There were
cliffs and bogs and snags all over the place. Something told him it was
too big a bite to take, but something stronger told him to take it. He
hadn’t come all this way just to turn back.

They were up early. Rosie had a big breakfast ready at daybreak,
pancakes and eggs and lots of bacon and coffee. Fenton sipped his
coffee, watching Cody Jo turn pancakes and stack them on the corner
of the stove while she did eggs to order in a big skillet. She moved
easily about her work, a quality in her movements so graceful and sure
he found it hard to start in on his day’s work.

Buck and Gus were already at work, catching up the horses they
needed, pushing the rest out for more feed, saddling fast. Despite his
lingering, Fenton found himself heading down the canyon before the
sun reached the valley floor. Behind him came everyone he thought he
could use—and some he couldn’t. There was so much talk in camp, he
had little choice. Everyone wanted to help.

Fenton put Buck and Gus to work cutting away limbs and moving
deadfall. He sent Tommy up on the cliffs with some of the teenagers,
digging a path across the shale and cutting rough steps in the chutes.
He dropped down to check where the route crossed the canyon,
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worried about how soft the ground might get after the first horses
broke through.

Rosie organized things in camp, setting aside a lunch, taking the stove
down, getting the kitchen tent ready for the packers. Cody Jo, still
unsettled by the way Fenton had watched her, wasn’t much help.

“Take this and go.” Rosie handed her a sack of apples and a wedge
of cheese. “Not much use to me, and you’ll be a big hit with them.”

Cody Jo brightened at the idea. She needed something to do. All the
talk about cliffs and bogs worried her.

“Should I give tips on trailblazing?”

“Stick with the food. It digests,” Rosie said.

They had the way open almost to the first chute when she found
them. One log, still to be moved, had poles jammed under it. She
stayed back as they tried to slide it, their bodies straining, faces red.

“Do better if you got her unstuck.” Fenton’s big voice came down
off the chute. Then he was there with Gus, grabbing the longest pole,
finding purchase for it under the log as Gus kicked a chunk of deadfall
underneath for a fulcrum. Fenton levered down; the log came up. He
braced it as they got other poles under it, slid it a few feet. They did it
again, everyone falling in behind Fenton’s strength and directions,
moving the fulcrum, lifting and sliding the log until there was room for
the mules.

“A short horse soon curried.” Fenton tossed the pole aside. “What
worries me is the damn bog. Might not have any bottom at all.” Cody Jo
watched him take his hat off and wipe his face, which seemed an even
deeper brown against his white hair. Mud was splattered on him
everywhere, drying and browning in the sun. There was a tear in his shirt.
He looked big and strong and capable—yet somehow vulnerable too.

“Something to eat might help,” she said, enjoying their surprise.
They were happy she was there, telling her what they’d done, blaming
and congratulating each other, pleased with themselves, the day, with
Fenton—who made sure everyone had food before taking some himself.

“I believe you’re our Florence Nightingale.” He cut off a chunk of
cheese and snapped his knife shut. “But I got this feeling she wasn’t
near so good to look at.” The words came out of him so earnestly he
was surprised himself, his throat tightening around them.

“I...” She felt her face warm. “Aren’t there others ahead?”

“There are.” Fenton cleared his throat. “Let’s go find ’em.”
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Cody Jo was shocked by where he took her. She had to use her hands
to get up the chute, cross the ledges and slides. They dropped and
crossed the canyon to reach the others, the canyon magical to Cody Jo,
sunlight filtering down to make the little meadow look rich, verdant.
Tommy was on the other side, finishing up the chute they would have
to climb.

“Ain’t gonna do much better.” Tommy popped a chunk of cheese
into his mouth. “Test it with Babe. We’ll patch where there’s trouble.”

Fenton put Cody Jo in front of him as they went back for Babe. He
was embarrassed by how mud-spattered and dirty he was. They talked
little, even when she hesitated crossing a chute.

“There’s room,” he said. “And the cliffs aren’t what bother me.”

“And the mules aren’t what bother me.” Cody Jo tipped a little. He
reached out, gave her balance.

Gus and Buck had the horses ready for everyone to go back to pack
up. They watched Fenton ride back again into the dark canyon, leading
Tommy’s pinto behind Babe.

“That Tommy, he can find a way through anything,” Gus declared.

“And Fenton can clear the damn way.” Buck was tired. “That man
like to worked me into next week.” He started up the trail. “Sure was
determined. And by God he won.”

Babe and Pinto handled the route with little trouble. Tommy met
Fenton at the first chute and walked behind, shoring up the route,
both worrying not so much about these horses as the others, especially
the mules who might hit something and tip their loads off balance.
Fenton grew more worried when Babe went up to her pasterns edging
along the meadow.

On their way back the pinto went in still deeper, but there was
nothing to be done. Jumbled deadfall forced them to skirt the meadow.
All they could do was hope there was a bottom to it.

They were underway by early afternoon. Fenton noticed clouds but
didn’t make much of them. There could be buildups for days before a
storm. He saw no sense in worrying about tomorrow with so much
trouble ahead today, which came where he feared it would. Sugar, a
little Tennessee mule Fenton favored, tried to climb above the mud,
ramming her pack into a log that forced her back out into the meadow.
She went down, tried to lunge up, went down again, rolling out over
her packs, which kept her from sinking but now held her there, her
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struggles only miring her more deeply. She struggled a final time
before giving up—her packs, off balance now, holding her fast.

Gus had already taken the guests through, each walking to lighten
the horses. Tommy had followed, leading Babe, the mare the mules
followed without fail. Fenton and Buck, alert for trouble, came last.
Fenton was already pushing the other mules toward the stream when
Sugar went down. He hurried the rest across, turning back just as
Sugar lifted a mournful bray, which encouraged Fenton. If I can calm
her, he thought, get her saddle off, she might fight free to catch up
with the others.

When he got back to the meadow, he saw that Sugar’s bray might
have come from confusion as much as loneliness. Buck had worked
some deadfall out onto the bog so he could stay on top of the mud. He
was out there on the logs himself now. Fenton watched him reach across
the mule and down into the mud, searching for the lash cinch.

Fenton saw Buck was off balance, but before he could call a warning
Buck was catching himself on the pack, sinking Sugar still deeper.
Buck’s body lurched forward just as Sugar jerked her head up, hitting
Buck’s head like a maul on a wedge. He saw Buck go backward onto
the muddy green, his face crooked, the blood coming so quickly he
thought Buck’s head had been split entirely.

He took off his boots, tied a lead-line to a tree, and started out
through the mud. When he looked up, he saw that Buck was upright,
blood streaming from his face as he balanced himself with one hand on
a log, fishing around under the muck with the other.

“I see you come back for me. This mule has made my nose bleed.
And I believe I’ve lost a boot in this murk.”

“You ain’t thinkin’ straight.” Fenton could barely see Buck’s face
through all the blood. “Let’s get you unstuck. Worry about the damn
boot later.”

Fenton held the line as he went out but found the mud had a
bottom after all. He used the rope anyway, hauling Buck out as Buck
clutched at the boot he’d somehow found.

“Leggo that boot and I'll look at your nose.” Fenton splashed
muddy water on Buck’s face. “It’s moved some.”

Buck felt Fenton’s big hands on either side of his head and thought
he felt something move, though he couldn’t be sure.

“It’s back near the middle.” Fenton wiped his hands on his pants.
“T’ll cut them ropes now. Get the packs off our mule.”
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“If I knowed you was gonna cut rope, I wouldn’t be in such a bad
state.” Buck scooped mud and water out of his boot, tilting his head
and trying to clear his vision. “You told me never to cut rope.”

“And I meant it. Unless you were gonna lose a whole mule. I was
figurin’ on you usin’ some initiative when an entire mule come up.”

“Initiative is what got me out there.” Buck was struggling to pull his
boot on. “I believe.”

“Gotta study up on your brand,” Fenton said, starting back toward
Sugar.

-

Cody Jo led her gelding until they crossed the last of the shale. Then
she sent him on behind the others, turning and seeing Tommy leading
Babe, Gus and the mules following. She saw no sign of Buck or Fenton.

She hurried back, sliding down the chute and crossing the stream
on a log. She saw them then, watched Fenton peer down at Buck as
though after something in his eye, saw Fenton’s boots thrown aside.
Only then did she see the blood covering Buck’s shirt and running
down onto his pants. And not until Fenton started back through the
mud did she see Sugar, realize how ripped and broken the meadow
was around her.

“He’s gonna cut them ropes,” Buck said to her. “He told me never
to do that.” He wiped his eyes. “He may get them packs, but I doubt
he’ll get Sugar. Pure sog out there.”

Fenton waved a hand at Cody Jo. “Glad you showed up.” He heaved
a pack free and up onto the logs. “Buck got chunked.” Somehow he
got the pack saddle free as well, got all the gear to the edge of the
meadow, stacking it there where it could dry.

“Wash his face up in the creek.” He started back out toward the
mule. “Just go easy around that nose. Pretty mushy.”

Cody Jo saw Fenton pull Sugar’s head this way and that. No matter
which way he pulled, the little mule stayed put, her neck stretching out
but the rest of her fixed deep in the mud of the disrupted meadow.

It grew darker, the mosquitoes thicker as they made their way to the
ford. When they reached it Buck waded straight in, splashing water on
his face before suddenly going down, his blood clouding the water.
Cody Jo waded in after him, helped him back to the bank and cleaned
his face with her kerchief. His nose was already purple across the
bridge, a puffiness setting in around his eyes.
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Fenton came and put Cody Jo in front, leading Buck across the
stream and along the trail until they met Tommy. He was riding toward
them on Pinto and leading Goose, the gentlest horse in Fenton’s string.

“I wouldn’t have hurried so if I'd knowed Buck was gonna wash
up—in his clothes too,” Tommy said, looking up at the dark sky.
“Maybe this shower bath’ll clean that blood off.” Fenton was startled
by how black the sky was getting.

“Buck here got banged up.” Cody Jo was surprised by the urgency in
Fenton’s voice. “Slip him up on Pinto and get him back to the others.
I’1l take Goose back for them packs.”

Tommy said not a word, boosting Buck onto Pinto and starting
back before Cody Jo could collect herself.

“Go.” Fenton pushed Cody Jo along behind Tommy. “When the
lightning starts, them folks’ll need some Cody Jo talk.” Lightning ripped
through the sky, thunder following so closely the pinto jumped.

“Maybe that’ll scare our mule out of the sog.” Buck was having a
hard time staying in the saddle. “It sure got Pinto’s attention.”

“Maybe,” Fenton called back. “And maybe there’s gonna be so
damn much water we’ll lose her altogether.”
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Ramn

Tommy put Cody Jo behind Buck to keep him in the saddle.
They moved quickly after that, finding the others huddled under trees,

eyes on the black sky, rain gear on. That morning Cody Jo, not wanting to
tie her slicker on anyone’s saddle, had stuffed hers into her duffle. Now
Gus would either have to unpack the mules to find it or give her his,
getting soaked for the kindness. Big drops were already starting to fall.

“T’ll take Babe back.” She climbed onto her gelding, not wanting
anyone to see how miserable she looked. “We need Fenton.”

Gus started to protest, but Tommy, ignoring a clap of thunder,
handed her Babe’s lead. “Gotta get him back before we cross.” The
rain was settling in now. “River could rise.”

Cody Jo pushed them hard, sliding them off the trail once and
clamboring back. The rain was steady, the trail soft. They slid down the
chute into the canyon to find Fenton, all Sugar’s gear tied onto Goose.

“Where’s Sugar? We can’t leave her.”

“No choice. If this don’t drive her out, nothin’ will.”

“But . .. “ Suddenly Cody Jo found herself crying.

“Where’s your slicker? You’ll be soaked.” Fenton pulled his own
slicker from behind Babe’s saddle and put it on her. She was shaking so
hard her hands couldn’t fasten the snaps. Fenton reached up and did it
for her.

“Bet you gave yours to one of the kids,” he shouted through the
downpour. He reached into his saddlebag and pulled out a scrunched-
up child’s poncho. “Got this for an emergency.” He put it on and
mounted Babe, the poncho barely reaching his saddle. Cody Jo opened
her mouth, but nothing came. Fenton pulled his hat down, water
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running off it like a waterfall. “Stick close behind old Goose,” he
shouted.

It seemed impossible, but the rain came harder. Fenton shouted
something she couldn’t hear and forced Babe up the chute, the shale
blue-black and slick now, Babe struggling as she hauled Goose onto
the thin trail above. The gelding, afraid of being left, scrambled behind,
going onto his haunches once, Cody Jo clinging to his mane with eyes
closed—Ieaving everything to her horse, to Fenton.

She couldn’t believe how calm he was, how careful. She watched
him ease past the slick places, riding slowly along ledges high above the
canyon floor, the rain blowing so she thought the little poncho would
be ripped from him—or he would be torn away himself. The shakes
abated as she fought to stay in the saddle, but when they left the ledges
and met the others, they came again, harder.

No one noticed, huddled as they were at the base of the ponderosas.
Fenton was shouting directions before they knew he was there. In
minutes he had them moving, checking cinches, mounting up. He tied
his mules in strings of three, making sure a steady one was first.

Cody Jo did what she could to help, the shaking not as bad when
she was in motion. Before she knew it they were following Fenton
toward the river, riders with mules first. Even Buck led a string. Gus,
leading Goose, rode behind him, the boy who’d been riding Goose
clinging to his waist.

They wound through open timber, pushing against the rain until
they heard the river and suddenly saw it: swift, brown with silt, the
opposite bank lost behind sheets of rain. By the time Cody Jo got to
the bank Fenton was half way across, water above his stirrups, Babe
quartering upstream to take advantage of some hidden bar, the mules
lurching under packs as they followed, crossing deeper water near the
bank to reach the bar Fenton followed. He was turned in his saddle,
watching not the mules he was leading but the ones behind, free now
and floundering into the river as Gus set them loose to trail after him,
the saddle horses waiting until the mules found the safest route.

Fenton hadn’t had time to get anyone stationed in the river to steer
them clear of the deep holes, keep them from turning back. All he
could do was hope the storm would make them afraid to try anything
on their own. It was a chance he had to take—the water rising, the
downfall torrential.

Everything in him was concentrating on getting into camp, getting
people dry—which is why he was startled to see Gus release Goose,



HIGH COUNTRY 79

shoo him into the river behind the mules. As faithful as Goose was,
there was nothing to convince Fenton he would follow a string of mules
through this river, not with every horse but Babe behind him, waiting
on the bank—or still winding through the timber toward the river.

Goose reached the rocky bar and was pushing his way against the
current when he saw no horses ahead. He looked back, turned toward
the horses and slipped off into deeper water, the full force of the river
rising to his packs, taking him deeper into the ominously smooth water
that cut under the bank, exposing roots and boulders. His packs went
under first, then he was gone, slipping beneath the water as if pulled.
Fenton cursed himself for how tightly he’d tied on the packs as Babe
turned toward the shore, made her way through the last wide rapids
and up the steep banks toward the White River benches.

Tommy was checking the crossing for the others when he saw
Goose slide under. He motioned the rest to cross, shouting through
the downpour for Gus and Cody Jo to lead, hurrying others in behind,
all of them too numb with wet and cold to fear the crossing as their
horses stumbled, caught themselves, pushed their way through the
swollen river.

Behind them Tommy saw what he’d wanted to see. Goose’s nose
came up first, the current pushing him against the shelf Fenton had
used to reach the rocky bar. Tommy watched the force of the water lift
Goose until his feet were under him, watched him scramble onto the
shelf, staggering under the packs. Goose blew streams of water from
his nostrils and stumbled as Tommy forced Pinto into him, Tommy
cursing so fiercely it startled Goose upright. The other horses were
fading through the rain, but Tommy was counting on them to pull
Goose along. Goose lurched forward, water pouring from his packs as
Tommy cursed him again, watched him go down only to fight his way
upright, desperate to reach the others, the safety of the shore.

-

Fenton rode through sheets of water into the big opening where
White River slowed before sliding over a slab and dropping down into
the South Fork. He tied Babe, his mules finding their own shelter
under trees, then dropped the packs with the big canvas flies, rolled
out the tarps as Gus found the lodgepoles they’d stashed there. Buck
tried to help, but he was too confused and weakened. When Goose
trotted into camp, Buck was so startled he backed away and fell.
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“The drowned horse,” he said. “He’s come back.”

Fenton paid no attention. “Get them candles and help Gus start a
fire.” He continued to roll out the tarp. “Tommy must of swum down
and cut rope. “Damn, I hate cuttin’ rope.”

Then Tommy was there himself, lashing the poles into two big A-
frames. Together they heaved the tarp over a center beam, raised it and
tightened lines to form a high, open shelter. Fenton got everyone
under it as Gus and Tommy snapped twigs from the base of trees,
hacked chunks of pitch from their trunks. They sheltered a candle until
Tommy got a flame then covered it with the twigs and pitch, a fire
finally lifting up against the rain.

Buck fed it until it had a life of its own as Gus caught up the mules,
leading one after the other under a second high tarp where Tommy and
Fenton unpacked. They worked fast, storing duffle and bedrolls,
stacking saddles under manties.

When the rain slacked, people drifted out from under the tarps to
warm themselves, clothes steaming from the sudden heat, saying little
as they watched the men work, the camp growing out of nothing.

Before dark everything was established: stock belled and turned out,
tents up, wet gear and clothing hung on lines around the fire and along
the walls of the cook tent. People were eating by the fire or huddled in
the cook tent with Rosie and Cody Jo.

Buck’s face was swelling fast, the puffy skin turning purple. But he had
worked hard, all of them had, not warming themselves at the fire, not
asking for coffee, accepting only a swallow of the soup Rosie produced.
Now they took spoonfuls of hot stew, eating as they worked—tightening
lines, bringing in wood, covering saddles, digging drainages.

“Best I don’t go in by that fire,” Fenton said, thanking one of the men
who showed concern. “Might warm too much from the outside. Then
these hands wouldn’t be worth a damn.” He snapped a rope taut and
tied it off. “Warming from the inside. A body tolerates that.”

Cody Jo kept returning to the door of the cook tent to watch. Each
time she looked, more had been done. Fenton never stopped: shaking
out gear, stacking rope, giving directions. But the camp was subdued.
And it went beyond losing Sugar. The bench they were on was not so
high above the big river that they couldn’t hear its steady rumble,
boulders lifted from the river bottom and cracking into one another.
The rain had diminished to a mist, but it had come with such power
that Gus thought a foot had fallen. No one argued. Wherever they
stepped there was water. They hardly needed the sound of the runaway
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waters to be reminded of what they had crossed—it seemed everywhere
around them.

“You’d think I’d sleep tonight.” Fenton took a plate from Cody Jo.
“And I might, if this ground would drain and the river went down and
Sugar’d come alive.” He looked at her. “And Buck would heal.”

“He turned to the man who’d wanted him to come in to the fire. “If
you offered me some of that brandy, I just might accept.”

The man was happy to dig out his brandy for the big packer. Cody
Jo watched as Fenton poured some into his cup and passed the bottle
on. It went around the fire, the teenagers getting approval to have
some, the boy who’d ridden behind Gus tasting it and making a face,
the others taking healthy portions, sipping, looking at the sky, pointing
to a patch of blue opening to the west.

Tommy went into the woods and came back dragging part of a big
stump. Fenton helped him lift it onto the fire, the pitch sending flames
high into the air, startling everyone with its sudden heat. Cody Jo
listened to the talk picking up, the laughter. She watched the patch of
blue grow bigger, darker, the long day folding into night.

When she looked around, Fenton was gone, his plate clean, his
brandy untouched. She found him with Rosie over near the saddles.
They were putting out Buck’s bedroll, covering it with a dried tarp.
She took off Fenton’s slicker and went over to them in the fading light.

Fenton held a bucket of water. Rosie was wetting a towel in it,
holding it to Buck’s face. “That’ll help,” Fenton said. “If we had snow,
I’d use that. Can’t be cold enough for what you need.”

“How’s a man supposed to sleep? Get up ever’ hour and freeze my
face. Don’t warm before you ice me again.”

“If we don’t slow the swelling,” Rosie said, “you won’t find your bed
anyway. LLose sleep now so you can see to find it later.”

“Couldn’t have found it now if Fenton hadn’t rolled it out. I been
trippin’ all evenin’ long.”

“Gettin’ dark,” Fenton said. “I’ll slip off and do things. Keep that
cold on, Rosie. He’s like a bronc mule. Gotta trick him into good
sense.”

Cody Jo held out his slicker, but he just smiled and waved it off.

“He is one crazy bastard,” Buck said from under his cold towel. “I
doubt he knows he’s tired.”

Cody Jo knelt down, wringing out another towel, handing it to
Rosie. “Will his eyes swell closed?”

“Close to,” Rosie said. “He’s gonna look like a rainbow trout.”
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“A froze one,” Buck complained as she spread the towel over his
face. “Wish Angie was here to warm me.”

A moon—just past full—lifted above trees and scattered clouds.
Cody Jo went to her duffle for her jacket, pulling her slicker free as she
did. She put on her jacket, took the water bucket and walked out to the
big rock that slanted down into the currents of White River.

The water shimmered with moonlight as it slid over the rock. She
filled the bucket, suddenly startled by Fenton’s voice. He was high up
on the rock, his hat off, his white hair combed.

“Tried for a bath before dark. Missed though. Not sure I’m made
for this moonlight bathing.”

Cody Jo walked up the slanting rock and sat. Fenton had on dry
clothes, his wet ones wrapped in the torn poncho.

“I don’t think anyone in the world could have done what you did
today. And I had your slicker. You were soaking. I . . . mine was in my
duffle.”

“Don’t things like that make you want to throw a fit?” Fenton
smiled at her. “There was one time . . .” He watched her, his voice
quieting. “But hell, that’s another story . . . for another place.”

“You got us here. Alive, except for poor Sugar. For a while I didn’t
think there was any way you could do that.”

“Lot of guys could of done that. You see what’s got to be done and
you do it. There ain’t a lot of choices.”

“The choice was not to come down that canyon. Not to listen to us . . .
Not to come into this country at all. It has so many ways to get you.”

“People might get you,” Fenton said. “But not these mountains.
They don’t want to get you or anybody else.” They watched the water
slide across the big rock, spilling down toward the rapids. “This high
country, it’s too big to care.” He stood. “That’s why I like it. You make
do with what it offers. It took Sugar, but it let us cross the river. Make
this camp. Things balance out.”

Cody Jo was standing too. She took her hands out of her pockets
and gave him a hug, a thanks for what he’d done, support for what
was ahead. He found himself giving her a hug too. Then everything
changed. He felt her breath on his neck, the curve of her stomach, the
long warmth of her body, felt her words coming up through them.

“...I could be good to you,” she breathed into his ear, her body
rocking just perceptively into his. “Do you . . .” She looked up at him.
“Do you want me?”
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Fenton’s voice went thick. “What man wouldn’t?” The words were
scratchy, telling.

“Oh, dear.” She pressed herself to him, her mouth wet and alive on
his neck. Then she was backing away, looking up at him, her face torn.
She left, almost running, scooping up the bucket and disappearing
into the shadows toward camp.

Fenton was stopped there in the moonlight, which seemed more
alive to him than the river moving beneath it. Finally the chill of the
long day moved in and he shivered, made his way back to camp.

The root had burned low. Tommy was watching it, his world deep in
the flames. Fenton found his brandy and sat.

“I have a need of this now. A bath out there gets brisk.”

“I ain’t dirty enough yet,” Tommy said. “To freeze in that river or to
drink that shit. Plays hell with my people.”

“Pretty good to me when my day’s work is done. Except for a mule
Mother Nature buried for me,” Fenton savored the brandy, “this day’s is.”

“Might surprise you.” Tommy threw some pinecones on the fire,
watched them flare. “Mules is tough.”

“A duck couldn’t swim out of there now. Likely sunk out of sight.”
Fenton warmed himself. “Just tell me,” he sipped at his brandy, watching
Tommy, “how in hell you got Goose off the bottom of that river.”

Tommy watched the fire.

“Waited,” he said finally. “Your people never understand. Wait.
Good things can happen.”
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Sugar and the Bear

‘? H Fenton hated waiting, but the big river gave him no choice.

He watched the water and paced and watched the water, the surging
river going down much too slowly for his needs.

He’d gone to sleep thinking about Cody Jo, her lips wet on his neck,
her slenderness arching into him. And with his confusion too—how
much he wanted her, how troubled that made him. He’d tossed and
turned with it until a deep sleep drove all thoughts away. Then in the
night he’d heard it: the clear, lonely cry of a mule. He’d sat up,
straining to hear more. But there was nothing—no bells, no movement
in the night, no other hint of that mournful bray. The deep rush of the
river was so constant he thought no cry could rise above it. But he’d
heard what he’d heard. He slept little after that, thoughts of Cody Jo
and the lone call tangled in his mind, pulling him back from rest
whenever it crept closer.

He told Tommy Yellowtail about it as they tracked the horses,
following them easily across sandy benches under water just hours
before.

“A sign,” Tommy said. “Sugar. Talkin’ at you.”

“Not a mule in the world could clear that bog after all this water,”
Fenton said. “Even if she did, we’d never hear her above the river.”

“That’s right. You wouldn’t. A fuckin’ sign.”

They heard the bells on a side hill and climbed to get the horses,
Fenton shifting the feed bag to his other shoulder.

“Probably just a dream. They can get pretty real.”

“Fuckin’ sign,” Tommy said. “Telling you.”

“What in hell is a mule going to tell me, dead or alive?” Fenton
shook the feed bag to get Babe interested. “That we broke the rain
record?”
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“Fuck them records. Wait. Some signs ain’t all bad.”

Tommy had a way of knowing things. If Sugar had died some
grotesque death, Fenton needed to know it for himself. He hated to
give up on things, but he’d given up on the little mule. With all that
water washing down the canyon, the bog would be underwater; most of
her would be too, if a bear hadn’t got that part already. He wondered if
he should have shot her, given up at the outset. But that was wrong
t00. Who could predict such rain?

He took his gun belt out of his saddlebags and strapped it on. The trail
would be gone. He’d have to walk. He wanted the Smith and Wesson with
him, not Babe. Where there were dead mules, there were bears.

He spent the morning going down to watch the river then climbing
back to watch Buck fumble around repairing the breeching on a pack
saddle. Buck’s face was mostly purple, with yellow around the edges. He
had to hold his head at an angle to see.

“Leastways you didn’t lose your teeth,” Fenton said. “Those loose
ones’ll tighten. Takes time.”

“I might could lose this thumb if I don’t do better bangin’ at these
rivets. Ever’ time you come back from that river I hit it. If you’d stay
down or stay up, it might still be attached when I get done.” Buck tilted
his head to bring Fenton into view. “What is keepin’ you so jumpy?”

“You’re a sight,” Fenton snorted. “Surprised you can see the damn
saddle. . . . Cody Jo showed up yet?”

“Rosie and her took a walk. Let me rest up from the towels.” He
cocked his head to see better. “River’s a noisy bastard, ain’t it?”

“Must of poured up at the flats. River’s hardly dropped at all.”

“Slip on down for another look. I have better luck when you ain’t
leerin’ at me.” He craned his head back to see Fenton. But Fenton was
gone again.

In the afternoon the river began to drop. Fenton saddled Babe and
waited, resigned to getting wet as he crossed. But it went down fast, and by
four it looked almost normal. He was mounted and ready to go when
Cody Jo showed up, leading her gelding with Buck’s saddle on it.

“I’ve decided to help,” she said. “And I have my slicker tied on this
saddle. Which is much too heavy for such a simple purpose.”

“A slicker’s sure useful on a sunny day. But it won’t keep you dry in
that river, or in that bog. You’d be lot more comfortable right here in
camp.”
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“You men,” she smiled. “Helpless when you don’t get our help;
confused when you do.”

Fenton felt the blood lift into his face. This wasn’t the same girl
who’d come to him in the moonlight, left him sleepless and twisting
with want. But then he didn’t know who that girl was either.

“I may even rescue you a few times before we get back,” she added.

“Let’s go then.” Fenton didn’t know what else to say. “Iry to get
back before supper. That’s when I Iike bein’ rescued most.”

-

The trail was slick but the crossing wasn’t bad, the rapids running
harder but the rocks firm, the horses negotiating them with little
trouble. The currents had fashioned a giant eddy in the pool where
Goose went under, the water dropping gravel and small rocks onto the
shelf Fenton had used to get his mules into the river. They crossed it
easily, the water barely up to their stirrups.

The timbered flat leading to the canyon was swept clean by the rain.
It was quiet, churchlike, long aisles opening through the woods where
the sun slanted down in shafts. Fenton hardly saw it, pushing ahead
hard, moving Babe into a trot. When they hit the first slide he saw what
he’d feared: The trace was all but gone. They tied up and walked, the
route difficult, shale washed away from the gullies, exposing the bedrock.
Fenton had to reach back to pull Cody Jo across the dangerous places.

The ford was not the one they had crossed either, if you could call it a
ford. Deadfall had clogged the course of the stream, forming new
channels everywhere. They crossed on logs and ridges of silt and twigs.
In the fresh mud on the other side Fenton found the track he didn’t
want to see, claw marks extended, pressed deep into the new earth. He
hurried Cody Jo past it, his voice growing louder in the still woods. Cody
Jo, gloomier and gloomier as she thought about Sugar, was relieved
when they reached a tall fir, the ground dry and solid around its roots.

“That meadow’s just ahead,” Fenton said. “Probably as underwater as
Sugar. I’ll take a look.” He clicked the safety on the big Smith and Wesson
and started to walk away, then stopped almost immediately, studying the
ground ahead.

“What is it?”

“Mule track.” Fenton looked off into the woods. Then he called,
lifting his voice in a long “Come-on,” the lingering call he used when he
brought feed to his animals. It broke clear through the quiet woods.
Then a deeper quiet. Not even a whisper of wind. Silence.
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“Maybe he scared her out of that bog when we couldn’t.” His
meaning was lost on Cody Jo. All she could think of was that the mule
could be alive. He lifted his voice again, the call haunting in the
hushed woods. Again he listened, as much now for something moving
off as for a mule coming near.

“We’ll track her,” he said. “She’ll be downright relieved to see us.”

They followed the tracks for almost an hour, looping and back-
tracking and angling under logs no mule should be able to get under,
the tracks leading them closer and closer to the big river but never
crossing the log-jammed drainage of Lost Bird Creek. Fenton was
worried. The river was still more than a mile away, and darkness would
be on them soon. He stopped, resting against a big deadfall, pleased
that Cody Jo had kept up. He was about to say so when Sugar’s bray
lifted so close to them it made them jump. She was not twenty feet
away, blending into the willows. They watched her lift her head again,
offering an even more anguished cry.

Cody Jo began to laugh. Fenton had to as well, a pressure lifting
from them both as they went to the mule, calmed her as she quivered
and whimpered and paced in place, liking it as their searching hands
moved over her, brushed at the mud, smoothed and cleaned her.

“You are a sneaky one,” Fenton said. “Scared too.” He got her free
of the willows and let her nuzzle him. “And lucky.” He pulled the belt
of his trousers free, the heavy gun belt still in place. He threaded his
belt through her halter and turned to lead her, weaving his way back
toward the crossing.

They moved quickly. The long day was ending and Fenton knew
he’d pushed Cody Jo hard, would have to push her still harder to clear
the canyon by dark. He put her in front and when they came to the big
fir she stopped, breathless, leaning against the tree and watching
Fenton lead Sugar toward the crossing, which was dark and murky
looking. It stopped Sugar as suddenly as she’d cried out minutes
before. Her haunches dropped; she scrambled back, almost pulling the
belt from Fenton’s hand.

Fenton saw it right away. “Mud.” He spoke as much to the erupted
streambed as to Cody Jo. “Gotta get Babe.”

“Hold her.” He handed Cody Jo the makeshift lead and crossed the
streambed in big, loping strides. Just as quickly he was back, looking
down at her, taking her by the arm.

“Take it.” He unholstered the big Smith and Wesson. “She’s cocked,
so leave that trigger alone. Unless you get downright serious. Then just
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shoot it in the air and hang onto Sugar. I’ll be back before she drags
you anywhere spooky.” He was across the stream and gone.

“Why spooky?” she called after him. “We have Sugar.”

“Never know,” his voice called back. She heard rocks tumbling as he
went up the washed-out chute. Then nothing.

Quiet came in again. Cody Jo put the heavy revolver on a log,
rubbed her hand along Sugar’s neck, talked to her, calmed her—
pleased to have some time with the little mule. Sugar shivered, pulled
away. Cody Jo stepped after her, across the heavy roots of the tree.
They were well away from the mud, but still the mule shook. Cody Jo
eased after her, soothing away the tension with gentle strokes along her
neck, her flanks.

The shafts of light slanted in almost flat now, the greens of the forest
deepened before Cody Jo saw it: the fresh scar on the fir—claw marks
higher than Fenton could reach, gouges deep and even and repeated,
sap oozing up like blood lifting from a fresh wound.

Cody Jo squatted, a sickness washing through her as it all came to
her: Fenton’s voice, big and constant. The pistol. Sugar’s fear. The deep
quiet. She gathered strength to lift herself, ease forward so she could get
the revolver.

And there was the track. If she rocked forward, her knee would be in
it. It was just as they’d said it would be but bigger, toed inward, the pad
wide as it was long, claws reaching far beyond the thick toes. She
watched water trickle into it, felt vomit come into her throat.

She swallowed it back, shivering, the fear in her mouth acrid. She
stood up, leaned against the quivering mule, saw willow branches
moving. She tried to fix on them, but the light was low. Her mind was
wild. She’d even forgotten the revolver, only feet away.

Then there was Fenton’s big voice urging Babe along. She heard the
rumble of rocks dropping from the ledges. There was a crashing in the
willows. “There he goes,” Fenton called. “Scared by our big pistol, no
doubt.” And then he was with her, taking in her fear, talking to Sugar
and Babe at once as he snapped a lead on Sugar, tied the stirrups across
Babe’s saddle, ran the lead through the stirrup strap to keep it up.

“Mr. Bear’s on his way. And we are t0o,” he said to Cody Jo. “I believe,”
he holstered the revolver, “we’ll scramble out with no trouble. Babe’s our
leader. You follow. Sugar might need encouragement.”

“I...Iwant to go with you.”

“And you will.” Fenton started across the streambed in the fading
light. “Just two animals back.” He let Babe pick her way. Sugar followed



HIGH COUNTRY 89

like a colt, trusting Babe to find firm ground, stepping where Babe
stepped, anxious to be free of that place at last.

They wove their way across the stream in minutes, Cody Jo’s legs
shaking as she passed the willows. Sugar went up the chute, more goat
than mule, charging into Babe’s rump and leaving Cody Jo scrambling
to keep up. When they came to the steep gullies, Fenton unsnapped
the lead-line and let Sugar make her own way.

The steady pace drove Cody Jo’s fear away. She pushed herself to
keep up, Fenton’s big voice soothing her as they moved into the
timber. The gelding nickered as they grew close, rubbed his nose on
Fenton as he tightened cinches.

“Them grizzlies! Won’t take a grown elk or a horse or anything big
unless he’s hurt, out of commission some way.” He looked at Cody Jo
in the last light. “Or if one’s dead and got ripe. They like that.”

“Did you see him?” Cody Jo asked. “Was he therer?”

“He was.”

“Was he huge? On the tree . .. he clawed it . . .”

“Bigger’n average. Red-coated. Maybe young. Curious, I guess.”

She looked at Fenton, his face in shadow but the shape of him, the
size, and his ease with his horses and his own place in these woods
offering safety, even comfort.

“Fenton Pardee,” her voice was low as she turned to him, grasped
his open Levi jacket, her face barely visible in the shadowy light. “We
are going to make love. . . .” It was as though the words came with her
breath. “I know. . . . You know.”

She climbed up on the gelding, looked down at him, her voice level
now, conclusive. “We will. . . .”

They rode back along the new routes made by the rain, Babe sure of
her way. The moon, just clear of the horizon, leaving swatches of light
dancing on the river.

Babe didn’t hesitate, plunging directly in, Sugar and the gelding
happy to follow. The crossing was deep but easy, the horses turning the
water into new moonlight as they splashed through.

“Tole you some signs is good,” Tommy said, looking solemnly and
without surprise at Sugar. He took the lead-line and started away. Then
he turned back. “All I know is you didn’t hear zAzs mule last night.”

Rosie gave them food and they sat by the fire, answering questions,
everyone astonished that Sugar had made it through the storm. They
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laughed, inventing stories about how Sugar had outsmarted the red-
coated bear, extolling Fenton’s skill as a tracker, making the bear bigger
and redder—more dangerous. And they asked questions. It seemed to
Fenton he was answering the same questions over and over again.

But they kept coming. After awhile Cody Jo took his plate away,
smiling and whispering, “Afraid to tell them about us?”

She came back with a steaming cup of coffee, and Fenton watched as
one of the men laced it with brandy. “Maybe,” she whispered, passing it
to Fenton, smiling and looking as though she were talking about the
weather, “this will give you courage.”

She watched the fire then turned back again, poured more brandy
into his cup. Amused.

“I like courage,” she said.



11
Fenton and Cody Fo

ﬁ i! After that day of sun the clouds closed in and stayed. No

more big rain, but each day it was there or threatening, misting or
drizzling, starting and stopping. They seemed to live in their slickers.
When they moved camp Fenton packed under the big fly, keeping
water off the gear. But the dampness was everywhere. They were
clammy when they rode, clammy in their tents, even clammy around
the fire. Only the fishing got better, the wranglers eating so much trout
that Gus went to Tommy to complain.

“Take them where the trout ain’t. I’'m about to grow fins.” “Keeps
’em happy,” Tommy said. “Don’t mind the wet when they wade in it.
When there’s big cutthroats.”

Gus saw it was no use, watching glumly as one of the men came into
camp, his creel full of two-pounders. Gus figured he’d steer clear of the
kitchen, let Tommy and Buck do the eating. They were harder to fill.

Fenton was busy keeping people as dry as he could, and as happy.
And watching his horses. That’s when he could think about Cody Jo—
following clear tracks up some draw to find the horses quiet under a
stand of timber, their bellies full, their tails to the weather as they
waited out another rain.

One day he had to go far up the South Fork, picking up tracks early,
following them through wet duff and across soaking meadows, thinking
about Cody Jo: the way she touched him as she passed, brushed against
him; the way she sat by him with her coffee, organizing the children for
another day of dodging the rain, inventing games to play in the tents.

No matter the age, everyone looked to Cody Jo for diversion. She
offered awards at the close of each day, got the children to put on skits,
tricked Gus and Buck into telling their stories, even worked up a play
that had everyone—even the actors—guessing who the villain was. And
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as they clamored around her she would look at Fenton, her gaze
steady.

Her directness unsettled him. He was even more unsettled by how
full of her he was. He would watch her with the children, sometimes
his throat going so dry he dared not meet her eyes. He would turn
away then, move on to more chores, gathering wood, checking tents,
doctoring people—keeping his equipment covered, the bedrolls dry.

The weather broke two days before they would go out. Everyone
took baths and dried out clothes, became excited all over again by the
big country they’d traveled, climbing high on the canyon walls to look
back at it, studying the maps, talking about where they would go the
next time, and the next.

The last day they rode out under a cloudless sky, the Mission Range
rising up across Swan Valley like a postcard. Cody Jo pulled away from
the others and rode ahead of Fenton, Fenton leading his string, light-
loaded now and easy to manage. She was a graceful rider, and he
watched her movements with a concentration that made him ache.

He was scheduled to take another party in when this one got out.
He would pick up the guests, turn the stock around, and climb back
over the pass the next morning. But for the first time in his life he
began to doubt why he did it, wonder if he had anything left to give
these new people.

Cody Jo didn’t have any doubt at all, chiding him about his devotion
to his mountains, her voice amused. Not until they were in the corrals
sorting through the piles of duffle did she talk to him as she had at
White River.

“You are going back into your mountains. Now I know why.” She
looked up at him, her face smudged from helping Buck lift packs from
the mules, her voice halting—as though it were hard to find just the
right words. “Maybe I will be with you a little bit—in the night.” Her
smile was crooked, uncertain. She reached out, straightening his collar,
touching him. “I know you, Fenton.” She gave up on the smile, seemed
to surrender everything. “I need you . . . to know me.”

Fenton got his kerchief from his pocket and wiped at the smudge on
her face, wanting to say something, too full of her to try.

Then they were calling her for their pictures. Fenton watched her
go, wondering if there were any Kodak made that could catch the
things he’d seen in her face.

-
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It was a full summer for Fenton, and the fall just as busy, fishing and
hunting parties overlapping seamlessly with his Forest Service packing.
He seemed always in his saddle, or in his camps, or saying farewell to one
party as he greeted the next. He didn’t pull his hunting camp out until
late October, the snow falling hard then and this time staying. Even the
pack station was covered when he finally reached it, unsaddled in the
half-light of a gray afternoon, spreading his canvas all over the barn so it
could melt where it had frozen to itself.

He didn’t get the shoes pulled and equipment oiled until December,
when another storm came in and he turned to getting enough wood up
on the porches to see him through it. A day into the storm Cody Jo came
out of the woods, traveling all the way from Murphy’s on snowshoes.

“No school for a week,” she panted. “And I have gingerbread.”

Fenton shook the ice and snow from her coat in the shed off the
porch. He put her by the fire and brought her pack in, fueled the stove to
get her something warm. “I’ll make dinner,” she said as she took off her
boots and warmed, stretching toward the fire. “I know what you like. For
dessert . . .” She smiled up at him. “Gingerbread.”

“This storm might be getting worse,” Fenton said.

“That’s right.” Again she smiled. “It is.”

Fenton went out and started up the generator. He brought more
wood in from the porch and poked up the fire. Cody Jo made him sit
and tell her about each trip, who he liked, how Sugar did, and Buck
and Tommy and the rest. She wanted to know if there were women. If
they fell in love with him, talked him into going places he shouldn’t,
doing things he shouldn’t.

It got dark, and she found Fenton’s bourbon and watched him sip it
as she made dinner. And after dinner she found music on the radio and
they danced, her body moving so easily with Fenton’s there seemed no
separation at all between them and the music.

She put her head on his chest. “Later we’ll dance naked.” She
looked up at him now. “Right here. With just the fire.”

Fenton could find no words. He held her closer, the music filling
him now, the music and the way Cody Jo moved to it.

“There’s no hurry.” The tempo changed and they changed with it,
as though it were in them. “I’ll be here for three days. At least.”

They made love and Fenton found himself spilling out of himself so
quickly he despaired. She calmed him and loved him. They ate
gingerbread and then slept, and in the night he came to her once
more. In the morning he wanted her again. But she made him wait
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while she brought coffee and biscuits on a tray. They talked and
laughed until they wanted each other too much to wait any longer.
They had time now, and it was nothing Fenton had ever imagined. She
came to him again and again, and he loved her so it left him wanting
her still, even after he ached from loving her so much.

“I was so a part of you.” He kissed her shoulder, her neck, the
hollows above her collarbones. “It made my old head hurt.”

For four days they lived in one another so completely they thought
of little else. They would rise, do the chores together, then return to
make love, playing with one another, taking in one another, slipping
back into sleep when they were through. After a late lunch she would
watch him and talk to him as he worked on his tack, cutting leather,
replacing the old, splicing and patching, happy to lose himself in the
sound of her voice.

They would have a drink as they made dinner, sit by the fire
afterward and listen to the station, dance to the music and talk about
what it meant, tell stories, hold each other with their memories, their
words. And they would go upstairs and make love again, by lantern
now, the generator off, going farther and farther, testing and exploring
and freeing themselves in one another.

One night Cody Jo sat above him, brought herself to climax. She
leaned over him, letting her breasts swing against his chest, watching his
face with her wide eyes as she reached behind him, easing her finger into
him, moving it, watching him. “I want,” her voice was low and steady
and serious, “to be inside you, the way you are inside me.”

On the fifth day she had to go back. Fenton caught up Babe and
Goose and took her on horseback through the drifts to Murphy’s. They
had plowed that far and her little Ford was there, ready to take her on
to her school.

Fenton led Goose back in a daze, letting Babe make her own way.
He wondered how such good could come so quickly, not quite
believing—even when he looked at the bed they had shared, the dishes
washed and drying by the sink, the biscuits she had made—that it had
really happened.

But it had, and it didn’t end there. A week after she left him, he
heard something against his window and looked out to find her there,
packing more snow, throwing it, laughing in the moonlight, taunting
him to let her in. He called out that he had never locked any door. And
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before he was down the stairs she was beside him, warming against the
length of him, reaching shamelessly down for him, bringing him to her,
into her, Fenton realizing he had never wanted anything so completely.

She stayed until Sunday, and when they rode back through the
drifts, crusted now from the thawing and freezing, he brought feed for
Goose, leaving him in Murphy’s corral so Cody Jo would have
something to ride back to him on—when she was ready.

And she would be. Never getting word to him, just being there,
turning Goose out in the corral, letting herself through the unlocked
door, arriving at one or two in the morning, once just at dawn, coming
into his bed and taking him inside her, loving him, loving them
together, even as he worried about how much he was coming to need
her, how he would pace the nights away when she wasn’t there. He
would wake to some noise and rise, thinking it might be Cody Jo, then
not sleeping but pacing and poking up the fire and wanting her, hoping
she would come to him before the dawn.

It went on into the spring that way, the Murphys watching as Cody
Jo caught up Goose, rode him into the dark of the woods. They said
nothing—not to Cody Jo, not to Fenton, whom they saw seldom. Not
to anyone. Cody Jo hid nothing, but she told them little. What she
was doing they hardly acknowledged to each other. But Fenton’s
happiness, when they saw him, was clear. They just didn’t see where it
would go. How it would end.

When summer came Cody Jo left to see her father in Kansas, her
aunt in Chicago. Fenton went back into his mountains, packing mostly
for fire crews but also for the fishermen and hunters who came in from
New York and Washington and San Francisco. Now and then Tommy
Yellowtail or Buck would bring in a letter from Cody Jo and Fenton
would go off alone to read it. But he talked little about her. They were
surprised to see, when he brought a hunting party out in the early fall
and found her standing there at the corrals as though she’d never been
away, the relief on his face, the pleasure he took in just seeing her there.

He was back across the passes the next day, but knowing she was
back made it different. There were no more long silences. He joshed
the fire crews until he had them laughing, no matter how tired they
were. He argued with Tommy Yellowtail about tracking and with Buck
about his crazy ideas for campsites. Sometimes he wouldn’t set up the
canvas until the first raindrops fell, telling everyone it would clear if
they’d just quit shaking their heads, swearing, telling each other how
bad it could get.
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It wasn’t long after the snows drove them from the mountains that
she came back to him. He was startled by the difference she made, the
hungry way he took her in, began planning his days around her, his
trips to Murphy’s, to Missoula, even reasons to stop at the schoolhouse.

Happy as it made him, something about it worried him too. It
wasn’t that she was so young, but that she made everything seem so
right, no matter the time of day or night or whether the Murphys, or
anyone else for that matter, were there to watch them. She put her arm
through his at the little Thanksgiving rodeo, touching him so lightly it
seemed no weight at all, but the air rich with the sense of her. They
were watching her students whip their big, slow horses around the
barrels. She looked up at him, slowly started singing the same song
they’d danced to the night before, dancing easily in front of his fire as
she had unbuttoned his shirt, undone his belt, watched him watch her
as she moved. She’d looked at him steadily as she danced, teasing him
and wanting him just as hungrily as he wanted her. And now she sang
to him with that same look on her face, watching him there in the cold
by the long corral where the big horses labored, the children on them
pounding at their sides and flapping at them with their reins as though
it might actually make a difference. Listening, feeling the touch of her
arm through his, Fenton felt dizzy with his need for her.

-

And then just before Christmas she came to him, told him all of it.

“I love you, Fenton Pardee,” she said. “And I’m mixing us all up.
It’s time you knew.”

She told him about going off to the college in Massachusetts when she
was seventeen, learning from the New York girls how to smoke, do the
new dances, tempt the boys into driving up from New Haven or taking
the train out from Boston. It was all new to her, and she liked it more
than she should have. She’d paid little attention to her classes when her
mother, sickish ever since she could remember, died. Her father brought
her home then, kept her home after the funeral to help in his doctor’s
office there in the Virginia horse country of her mother’s people.

But the young men from the hunt clubs wouldn’t leave her alone
any more than the boys from the colleges had. So he sent her to his
own family in Michigan, sensible people who had sent their sons and
their daughter off to the university. But they saw all that life in her,
knew she should be back in the college where she’d started. So she
went back, soon finding she could do her studies with hardly any
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effort. She thought maybe she was smarter than the others. She wasn’t
sure, though she knew she was wilder.

After her mother died, her father signed with the Medical Corps.
They sent him to Fort Riley, and after the war ended he stayed on.
When college was over she went to be with him, stopping to see her
father’s sister in Chicago, where she taught at the university, going on to
St. Louis and then to Kansas City, where her father met her and drove
her back to Junction City. Young men from the Virginia hunt crowd
were still at Fort Riley, taking to the cavalry as naturally as they took to
the hard riding and hard drinking of the regular officers. And soon they
were bringing the regular officers to meet Cody Jo, to dance with her,
drink with her—the men taken by this new breed of college girl who
came so alive at the officers club and the horse breeders’ parties outside
Junction City.

And finally she told him about the captain, about going with him
and the married couples to Kansas City to hear the great jazz players.
How she went back with him again and then again—fell in love with
him and found herself sneaking into the bachelor officers’ quarters to
see him. She told Fenton something must have been wrong with her
mind, that she knew one wild thing would lead to another still wilder,
but she saw too that nothing could hold her back, nothing would keep
her from what she wanted.

It wasn’t until after they shipped his regiment away that she learned
the captain was engaged to a colonel’s daughter in Washington. And she
didn’t learn that until after she learned she was carrying his child. She
wrote him no letters. She didn’t tell her father, going instead to her aunt
back in Chicago, waiting with the students until it was her turn to go into
the book-filled office to tell her everything.

The aunt was direct and capable. She said nothing as Cody Jo’s story
unfolded, just watched, listened, made her wait while she consulted
with a friend at the university. In a few days the three of them went into
Canada, where they met with a man who would end the pregnancy.

The aunt didn’t like it, didn’t like how it had happened, didn’t like
not telling her brother, didn’t like any of it. Some things have to be
done, she told Cody Jo, but you must learn from the doing. The aunt’s
friend was softer, taking the distraught girl into her arms, holding her
through the long night, cleansing her.

Cody Jo looked steadily at Fenton, telling him all of it, looking away
only when considering where to take him next, say it without excusing
herself, putting the blame elsewhere. “I . . . I was desperate for him,”
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she said. “I think I was crazy. It wasn’t just him.” She cupped Fenton’s
face in her hands, holding him. “It was me. He wasn’t the first.” She
said it slowly so there would be no confusion. “There was this boy from
New Haven. I think he did it on a dare, a bet with his friend. I ... I’m
not sure.”

Fenton was so unsettled he couldn’t speak. He thought anyone
Cody Jo paid attention to would want to stay with her always. What
worried her seemed backward to him, making him love her so much he
took her in his arms, rocked her, wondered how he could be good
enough for her.

“There may be all that in me still, Fenton.” Her face was wet against
his chest. “I sometimes think it’s you that holds me together. Are you
ready for that?”

“Yes.” Fenton was so full of admiration for her that all his worries
went sliding away. “I am.” He kissed her hair, so moved by her candor
that he was surprised to feel himself aroused—wanting her.

They lay in bed for a long time after they made love, quiet in one
another’s arms. After awhile Cody Jo sat up and looked at him, smoothing
his hair, his shaggy eyebrows. “Something happened when they did
that,” she said. “There won’t be any babies, ever, for me. You have to
know that too.”

Fenton reached up and brought her to him. “I wondered about
that,” he said. “If you want, we could go see one of those docs at that
Minnesota clinic. Had one on a trip once.”

“They can’t help.” She looked at him, and he saw that her eyes were
wet again. “It’s over. It’s done.”

Fenton was quiet for awhile. “Well,” he touched her hair. “Saves me
from shoppin’ for a slow horse. Nothin’ in my string that’ll slow down
enough to match those dobbins your kids rode in that Thanksgiving
rodeo.”

-

And so the wedding was scheduled for the spring in Fenton’s big
barn on the edge of his pasture. Cody Jo’s father came out and looked
Fenton over for a long time before he made his toast. Cody Jo’s aunt
and her friend came out too. Fenton had a long visit with them,
listening as they talked about having the vote, what the labor
movement would do for women, how Cody Jo could be the best
graduate student at the university.
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He never doubted she was smart, he told them as they watched her
making everyone at the wedding comfortable, pleased with her and
with themselves and with the promise of this day.

“I just got this feeling,” he turned back to them, “that she gets a lot
more pleasure from the teaching than from the learning.” They
listened, sorting out what he meant, liking his directness, the size of
him. And they watched the way he looked at Cody Jo. They liked him
most of all for that.

Fenton liked them too, in his big easy way. He just came away with
the idea that Cody Jo’s aunt got a little walleyed when she was excited.

“Had a mule like that once,” he would tell Cody Jo. “Rolled down a
cut bank and hit her head on a rock. Worked fine after that. Just got
walleyed in a tight.”

No matter how many times Cody Jo tried to straighten Fenton out,
he never got that out of his mind. “Don’t you worry about your aunt,”
he’d say. “My mule would go walleyed too.” He’d shake his head.
“Damndest thing.”






Ty (1937)

Spec could read the woods, and Ty wanted to know everything he read.
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Lessons

EE H Ty learned fast. He had no choice. He learned time on the

trail was all Loco needed. He learned what made a good camp, what
meadows held the horses, why to track them before the sun hit the
ridges. He learned to take care of the stock first, then the cook, then
the rest—himself, always, last. He learned an hour in the morning
really is worth two at night. And he learned the hardest lesson of all:
some things you couldn’t predict.

“Never can tell the depth of a well,” Fenton would say, “by the size
of the handle on that pump.”

He took to Loco and Cottontail, putting them in his string whenever
he could. Loco had trotted into camp all by himself that first wet
morning on White River, his packs askew but riding. The last thing Ty
remembered, before drifting into sleep even as Jasper poured him coffee,
was standing out in the rain with Spec, pulling off Loco’s saddle,
watching him break into a lope as he headed out after Cottontail.

Ty and Spec grew naturally into one another. Ty learned tracking
from Spec, would get him to tell hunting stories as they walked down
the herd on those cold Montana mornings. Spec could read the woods,
and Ty listened to everything he read. Spec said he’d learned it from
his father, Tommy Yellowtail, and his grandfather, Sings at Night. But
Ty thought it was something Spec just had in him. Simple as that. His
tribe called him Special Hands, but Ty could see it was more than his
hands. Spec could skin out anything as neatly as you’d want, but what
impressed Ty was that he could find what he was after, passing by this
elk or that mountain goat to get what he wanted, sometimes getting it
in his sights and not taking it at all. Stalking for the pleasure of it, easy
in his woods, liking to watch just as much as shoot—maybe more.
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And Spec liked to watch Ty with his stock, the boy moving quietly
into the herd, getting the ones he needed with so little fuss the rest
hardly noticed.

“Maybe packing’s not so bad, leastways for you.” Spec had just
come into the high camp in Lost Bird Canyon. He liked where Ty had
put it, the tents tucked into the last stunted stands of fir, the big U of
the upper valley wide and treeless above them, its floor dotted with
boulders and rocky outcroppings where it lifted into the cliffy bowl.
“You ain’t rolled nothin’ yet, and you can get through the woods
without knocking down half the saplings.”

They were watching Buck ride toward them through the scattered
firs. He had fresh supplies packed on three mules, and he waved as he
hurried his string along, edging around one tree so tightly his second
mule passed on the other side. They watched the tree bend as the lead-
line hit it, the mule pulling away, eyes rolling as the sapling bent to the
ground before the rope cleared it, the tree popping up and startling the
last mule so he wrapped himself around still another.

“Take Buck.” Spec watched the mules pull back, wild-eyed as trees
bobbed, popped up, bobbed down again. “Got a different style. Might
tear down the trees and lose a mule before it comes to him he’s got a
problem.”

But Buck had noticed the commotion, letting loose such a string of
language that the mules lined themselves out.

“Shit-fire.” Buck looked at them. “They come along right smart
until they seen you two jawing away in the middle of these woods.”

“More like a pasture up here,” Spec said. “You must have a system.
If there was just one tree, I believe you could locate it.”

“Shoot!” Buck watched as Ty and Spec caught up the mules and
started unpacking. “I just take ’em to where Fenton says and hope it
don’t rain.”

Jasper made a wonderful dinner, and Ty ate as though he hadn’t had
a good meal for a long time. The truth was he hadn’t. He and Jasper
had moved the camp alone, building a makeshift corral and getting
things ready for the season’s first hunting party. Buck and Spec had
been gone for a week. Without any resupplies Jasper had been down to
flapjack mix and peanut butter—and the cutthroats Ty caught when he
dropped down the canyon to fish the big pools.

But he didn’t do much of that after he began seeing grizzly tracks,
picking them up the third morning on the other side of the stream. He
saw them the next morning too, which made him worry about being
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away. Jasper’s hearing wasn’t good, and everyone knew he was mortally
afraid of grizzlies—unless he was into his cooking sherry.

Fenton had ruled out hard liquor for Jasper, using the cooking
sherry to keep him going. When Jasper got into more of it than he
should, he wasn’t afraid of anything, which posed a problem. Ty wasn’t
sure what Jasper would do if he’d had some sherry and found a grizzly
nosing around, and he didn’t want to find out. He hid the last two
bottles of sherry under his pistol and left a rifle out. That’s all he could
think of to do, and it didn’t seem to him like a long-range solution.

The temperature dropped below zero one night, and the next
morning Ty couldn’t find his horses anywhere. He talked it over with
Jasper, who wasn’t all that concerned.

“Don’t believe Spec could track over this froze ground. They likely
left them meadows to warm.” Jasper made some peanut-butter sand-
wiches with leftover flapjacks. “Take that nose bag and go high.” He
handed Ty the sandwiches, enjoying how skinny the boy was despite all
he ate. “To where the sun is. He waved Ty out. “Probably hidin’ from
big Fenton. Sneak up sideways. Might not see you’re there.”

It was almost noon before Ty was high enough to see back across
the valley. He’d found nothing in the the chutes and slides horses
might use: no scraped rock, no frost knocked from grass, no droppings.
He climbed even higher than horses could go, wanting to see all the
upper reaches of the canyon.

When he saw a chute angling up the cliffs, he went higher, climbing
fast, reaching up for handholds. Now and then he would stop, but it
was more to look for a way up than to see where he’d been. And then
he was on top, looking across still another canyon, the head of it
forming a rock-strewn bowl even bigger than the one he’d left.

He looked back, barely able to make out the white of the tents far
down the valley, scanned back from there. Nothing. When he looked
back at the way he’d come up, a chill lifted up his seam. It seemed
impossibly steep; he couldn’t tell how he’d done it.

He pulled the last sandwich from the nose bag, stashed there with
ropes and halters and grain, ate it before reaching beneath the ropes
for some grain. He ate that too. Chewing, he felt better. He was sure
there was a way down; he just needed a place to start.

He looked at the country, high cliffs crowning the valleys, boulders
spilling into flat greens where lakes once lived. Below them the forests
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grew a deeper green as they followed their streams. Somewhere under
the purplish haze was the South Fork of the Flathead River, running
north, different from other rivers. And better, he thought, protecting
all the meadows and streams and game a person could want. He liked
being where it all started, watching patches of snow drip into rivulets,
feeding the high lakes drained by the streams that gave the woods their
voice, bubbling their way down with life for the big river.

He turned and looked into the bowl behind him, liking the soft
green of it, the way winter snows had scattered the big boulders. One
of the smallest boulders seemed to move, inching toward another,
making that one move too. It took a moment for him to realize he was
looking at his horses.

He was so glad to see them that he was half way down into the bowl
before he thought to be thankful this side wasn’t as steep. Not until he
was down did he realize how big the canyon was, how uneven the
floor. Smoky nickered as he came over the last rise. He let her nose
into the grain, rubbing her neck and talking to her. The others moved
in, their bells ringing, comfortable after their easy morning in the sun.
He made sure they each had a bite before catching up Smoky and
Cottontail. Where they went, the others would follow.

He swung himself up and led Cottontail, the rest stringing out
behind, bells ringing as they settled into a ragged line. When they came
to the first timber, Smoky acted as though she wanted to go off into a
jumble of deadfall, but Ty pulled her back, seeking the broad lanes
along the stream. The others hesitated there too, finally following, their
bells ringing as they wove down, the stream at last merging with the one
draining from camp. Ty guessed they’d dropped a full three miles, with
about that much to cover climbing back up to camp. There was no way
to get back before dark now, and they took their time, Ty using the last
light to look for the tracks they’d made coming down. He could find
nothing. No sign at all.

They went through slides and in and out of timber, Smoky moving
surely even when darkness fell, helped by a sliver of moon topping the
trees. When they neared camp, Sugar worked her way ahead, breaking
into a trot as they pulled up the last rise.

Ty was startled to see no light in camp—more than startled to hear, in
the last dark patch of trees, a cough that came from something big.
Sugar left the trail, scrambled up a bank, hit something and rolled back
down, knocking Smoky to her knees before she struggled up—below the
trail now—hurled herself back, hitting Loco, going down again. All the
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animals had turned before Smoky righted herself, spun around to follow
them. Cottontail yanked the lead from Ty’s hand as he grabbed Smoky’s
mane, the rest of them ahead of him now, going at such a breakneck
speed he barely had time to realize he’d just confronted the grizzly.

That might explain the dark camp, but there was little time to think
about it as Smoky veered so sharply he almost went off, crossed a long
slab of rock and following the others into the woods. They hardly slowed
as they skirted rocks and jumped downed timber, going so surely he
knew they’d traveled this route before. They were headed directly back to
the canyon he’d left a full three hours earlier. But they were taking their
own route, crossing a low shoulder he’d thought impassable.

Soon the choked route slowed them, Ty flattening on Smoky to get
under limbs, leaning deadfall, trees twisted and bent almost parallel to
the ground. They came into the canyon in the same jumble of deadfall
he’d made Smoky leave earlier. Immediately they began grazing, still
edgy but hungry now, blowing, nosing at one another, oblivious to Ty,
who slid off to try out his legs. They were wet with Smoky’s sweat, wet
with a warmth that chilled so fast his legs began to shake. But it was
more than the cold. He wasn’t sure how he’d stayed with the herd, why
he hadn’t been left back with the bear. He walked in circles to settle his
blood, try to think.

He unsnapped the lead from Cottontail and got back on Smoky, the
sweat on her back cold and coarse now. He got everything in front of
him this time, letting Smoky push them back along the cutoff, back
toward the dark camp and Jasper.

It took longer going back, but Smoky warmed. His legs felt better as
the mules calmed, and he let Smoky take up the lead again. He
wondered how they’d found this route in the first place, the way
twisting and turning back to join the trail to camp. Smoky slowed as
they neared that last dark stand of timber, and Ty decided to sing,
make noise to comfort the mules, to warn the bear too. He settled on
“The Bear Went Over the Mountain.” That seemed about right; no
need to worry about the words.

As they entered the timber Smoky skittered, not liking something in
the trail. He sang louder as a chill ran up his back and into his hair. Then
moonlight again, the bells telling him the rest were following, trotting
through the trees, made bolder by Smoky.

Still no light in camp. He saw no smoke coming from the cook tent
and called out above the jingling bells as they forded the stream and
moved into the corral. Only quiet. A deeper silence.
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He took off the bells and put out feed. Called out again before
walking toward the cook tent, looking for anything out of place—a tent
torn, something knocked over. Everything was in place. The tent flaps
were tied. He reached his hand in to untie them, pulled back the
canvas, and was blinded by a beam of light.

“Jasper?” he called. “Jasper?”

The light wavered, outsized shadows playing on the tent walls as
Ty’s eyes adjusted to see Jasper slowly lowering the Smith and Wesson,
which clattered onto the table. Ty saw the bottles of sherry as Jasper
dropped the flashlight and hunched deeper into his coat.

“Lucky you ain’t that red-headed bastard. For a minute I thought
you was.” Jasper poured more sherry into a jelly jar.

“You been gone so long I was commencin’ to think you got et.” He
took a long swallow. “He sure as hell wasn’t gonna get Jasper Finn.
Not while I got this.” Jasper shoved the pistol across the table. “And
my rifle.” He reached for it, knocking it down. “Let’s have us a drink.
If he gets interested, we’ll fight the son of a bitch off right here. You
ever find them rascals? Tell about your day.”

Ty lit the lantern and got the stove going. He picked the rifle up, took
the round out of the chamber and set the safety. He put it out of reach
of Jasper and uncocked the pistol, rolling the cylinder over an empty
chamber. Then he went back to the stove, warmed his hands, feeling the
shakiness drain from his legs as his pants began to steam. He told Jasper
what had happened, going through everything but the part about not
knowing how he’d gotten himself up the cliff.

“I looked down there for tracks,” Ty said. “Didn’t think to look above
that rock. Might not have shown there, though. Thing’s frozen solid.”

“You done good,” Jasper approved. “Had you a learning day.” He
dug some cold flapjacks from his bread box, loaded them with peanut
butter.

It was a theory of Fenton’s packers that Jasper was a great cook for
the first half of a sherry bottle but no good at all after that. Ty didn’t
mind. He was thankful for anything. He even liked the sherry, the way
its sweetness warmed him. The peanut butter tasted good on top of it.
And he liked Jasper’s company.

“You shoulda told me about that bear, Ty.” Jasper shook his head.
“I’d of got him if I"d knowed he’d been around. Seein’ him there is what
startled me.” Jasper told Ty about the bear, across the creek, downwind
and up on his hind legs, his reddish head high, testing the air.
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“Didn’t have a fire going. Nothing around but those flapjacks. For
you to eat, not that damn bear.” Jasper took another swallow, liking the
attention Ty was giving him.

“I was only partly scared, Ty.” Jasper nodded as Ty stoked the stove.
“You’d of been proud. Went to your duffle quiet as Spec. Found the
gun, sherry bottles right there.” He patted Ty’s arm. “Good to have
them handy.” He took another sip. “Snuck back and seen that rifle and
says to myself, Ty sure looks after Jasper.” He smiled, poured more
sherry into Ty’s cup.

“I was afraid he’d chased you out of camp.” Ty folded the last
flapjack over and took a bite. “Or got you. Why didn’t you answer
when I called?”

“I did hear somethin’ out there, Ty. But I don’t hear too good in this
coat.” Jasper undid the snaps of his big coat. “And you can’t never
trust them bears. They snoop around mild as milk. Then all of a
sudden they act like you pissed in their boot.”

“All you had to do was answer. I could of got shot.”

“Hell, you know I wouldn’t shoot wild.” Jasper poured a little sherry
in Ty’s cup and took more for himself. “Fenton’d raise hell if I put a
hole in his tent.”
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Deep Woods

Py
/W Ty was so glad to have Buck and Spec back in camp, he didn’t
protest when Buck poured him a little whiskey. Buck even poured some
for Jasper, after he’d made sure Jasper had dinner ready.

The whiskey burned. Ty drank only a little, but he thought he’d never
tasted anything as good as Jasper’s dinner. He had thirds and then
cleaned out the pot, pleasing Jasper, who sipped contentedly at his
whiskey—then accepted the rest of Ty’s. He sang to himself as he
cleaned up, giving Ty a chance to tell Spec about finding the horses,
about the bear, about coming into a dark camp and almost getting shot.

“Lucky to find them that way. Lucky to get them home.” Spec
looked at Ty, approving. “And you done it twice. But you took a chance
comin’ into that tent. Jasper’s not all that careful when he’s sober.”

“I was just stayin’ snug so I could shoot that hairy rascal.” Jasper
was drying the last plate. “Wasn’t about to shoot no holes in things. Ty
just come in too quiet. Startled me.”

“Give a bear an empty camp and he’s likely to explore it,” Spec said.
“But they ain’t usually all that tidy. More likely to walk through a tent
than fiddle with the flap.”

“Never can tell what a bear might do.” Jasper dried his hands on his
apron. “I wasn’t takin’ no chances with that red-headed bastard.” He
shook his head and sat down, patting Ty’s arm. “Was I, Ty?”

The next morning Ty took Spec to the pile of bear scat that had
spooked Smoky. It was in the big stand of fir right across the creek.

“Surprised him during a pleasant moment.” Spec nudged the pile
with his boot. “Pine nuts. Gettin’ ready for winter.”

“He sure has been curious,” Ty said. “Jasper’s right about that.”

“Why not? His canyon. The way he sees it, them’s his pine nuts too.
You’d be just as curious if someone come into your dining room.”
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Fenton brought the hunters in the next day. Big-bellied men from
Cincinnati who hunted a little each morning, playing cards and
drinking the rest of the day. But they wanted trophies, most of all a
grizzly. Spec did what he could, getting them three elk before a
snowfall made them stay in camp with their cards and Jasper’s stories.
Spec went out anyway, taking Ty with him and hiking down the canyon
through timber and brush for two miles until he came to a hollow
choked with fallen trees. Ty didn’t realize the ground gave way until he
came to the very edge of it.

“His den.” Spec pointed at the jumbled deadfall. “Under there.”

Ty looked around. It was darkish in the timber, snow falling slowly.
He couldn’t imagine how Spec had found this place.

“If you’re out with Fenton and them and they get over this way, lead
them past,” Spec said. “Stay away from here.”

“They want a bear. You got this big one right here.” Ty looked into
the dark woods. “Or near here.”

“I might get one. Leave this one be. He done that for us.”

They continued down through sloping woods. “I been thinkin’ about
him,” Spec said. “What he needs to know.” Ty wondered how Spec knew
it was the bear that had been watching Jasper. Jasper had only said the
bear was big, reddish. Ty didn’t think Spec had even seen it. But Spec
knew things that Ty didn’t question. He wasn’t even sure Spec knew he
knew them, much less could explain. Ty listened and watched, answering
when Spec asked him about the horses but mostly trying to see what
Spec saw, walk where Spec walked.

They came into a glade, the snow not sticking as well now, the
tracks of a smaller bear showing clearly. “Dressed out a elk over there
on the first day,” Spec said. “Figured it would draw something.” He
looked at a lodgepole, its lower branches broken away, bark almost
polished. “Scratching himself.” He looked at Ty. “I’ll come back later.
Maybe tomorrow.”

It snowed hard the next morning, then cleared. But the men were
into their cards, laughing and smoking and starting to drink well before
it began to lift. Spec slipped away without anyone noticing but Ty, who
left with him, needing to check his stock. They walked down the
canyon for a mile before Ty picked up tracks and left Spec to seek his
horses. He found them a long way from camp but comfortable, pleased
to see him, happy to nuzzle into the nose bag and warm themselves
with his feed.
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He fed them what he had, talking to Smoky Girl and Sugar, rubbing
Loco’s neck, giving Cottontail a little extra. He left them to climb up
to the timberline cliffs, where the sun broke through and eased the
chill. He watched his horses warm in a meadow below him and
looked across them at the drainages tilting down to the big river,
looked beyond to other valleys lifting up to the China Wall. That was
where the waters started their run to another ocean, where in a day’s
ride the country changed so much it supported a different kind of
life—different trees and grasses, different animals. It made him think
how much Spec was a part of this country, these woods, these animals.
He thought about the bear too, probably liking this sun as much as
Ty’s mules, stretching in it, rubbing his back, gathering feed for winter.
He hoped this would be one of those times Spec would see what he
was after and decide to pass it by. He had little doubt Spec could kill
the bear, which was why it held no excitement for him.

After awhile he dropped back down to camp. The men were out in
the sun now, stretching their legs and talking with Fenton before they
went back to their cards. He hadn’t been back long when Spec showed
up, something big and bulky lashed to his hunting pack. Spec
motioned to Ty, and they walked through the trees to the corral, Spec
opening the lashed manty to show Ty the pelt, asking him how to tell
the men he’d taken the bear without them.

“We would of had to bring them on horses,” Spec said. “Make a
ruckus. I doubt they would have got a shot. This way I killed him
clean.”

Fenton came up and told Spec not to worry about the men. “They’d
as leave shoot from a rockin’ chair, if we set one up right.” He draped
the pelt over a log, smoothing it. “You done fine, Spec. They’ll be
tickled.”

“You knew where to go,” Ty said. You were too smart for him.”

“Don’t have to be smart, with this.” He gestured at his rifle. “My
people had to be . . . in their times.”

Fenton was right. The men couldn’t have been more pleased, calling
Spec Natty Bumpus and cutting cards to decide who would claim the
bear. The man who won was so happy he made everyone drink with
him, even Ty. He kept stroking the pelt, asking Spec questions. Later,
when Spec rode out with him, the man paid him an extra fifty dollars,
taking the hide in a special duffle back to Cincinnati to show his friends.
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Three more hunting parties came in that year, the last strong young
men from Missoula and Hell’s Gate, friends of Horace and Etta Adams
needing meat for the winter. They wanted to see the country too, get to
know Fenton Pardee. But Fenton saw they knew what they were doing
and left with Buck to pack out Forest Service people. “You’ll be all
right,” he told Spec. “Point ’em to where there’s elk. I’ll be waitin’ when
you and Ty pull out the camp.” So Spec stayed, hunting with the men,
showing them the country, helping Ty learn the woods.

But when Buck came back to take the men out, Spec had to go too.
Tommy Yellowtail had taken sick, and Spec wouldn’t have it any other
way than to be with his father. Jasper was already scheduled to go out,
which left Ty alone to pack out the camp.

He didn’t worry. He was mostly concerned with keeping track of the
stock, which was easier now. Buck had packed in feed. It kept them
close, the grass sparse, the snow beginning to stick. It was only a matter
of time before it would cover what grass was left—then close the passes.

“Take you two days to knock down the tents and manty things up,”
Spec said. “You got plenty mules. If the passes close, go down. Follow
the South Fork to Hungry Horse.”

Fenton called it their “emergency exit,” but both Spec and Ty were
pretty sure it wouldn’t be needed. The sky looked as blue as Wilma
Ring’s eyes that day they pulled her father out. And Spec knew Fenton’s
cutoff to the pass, told Ty about the big boulder that marked the route.

“Save you riding all that way down and climbing back up the
drainage,” Spec said. “Come in right at them meadows where Ring
camps. Save half a day, maybe more.”

That sounded good to Ty. With the days getting shorter, that was
time he could use. It meant starting early, riding late. But with no camp
to make it could be done in a day, which is what he wanted to do.

“Track us,” Spec said, swinging onto his horse and taking the lead-
line from Ty. It was such a clear day that Spec wasn’t even complaining
about packing. “We’ll be at Fenton’s by dark,” he called out. “When
you leave, get started earlier. You got more to bring.”

Ty liked the picture they made, stocking caps pulled low, rifles in
their scabbards, elk racks top-tied on the packs, breath steaming in the
cold. He watched them cross the stream and waved as they dropped
from sight.

He looked around at the camp, manties thrown over the saddles,
tools stacked, tents snug and tight, the high country lifting above them.
He’d learned a lot setting it up, meeting Jasper’s needs for his cook tent,
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placing the corral, the guest tents. But there was so much more to
learn—things he had no way to know were important that first day
when he’d wound up biting down on Loco’s ear. Spec had most of it in
him already. He decided it was best to hang around Spec, hope some of
it rubbed off. He tossed his coffee into the snow and started working.

It warmed, and he worked all that day gathering tools and equipment,
lining out loads to be packed, knocking down everything but the big
cook tent. He made a dinner of rice and eggs and elk steak. After dinner
he went back to work, getting as much as he could balanced, ready.

The next day it was cloudy. He brought the horses in and gave
them feed before going on about his packing. By noon it had begun to
snow, big flakes coming gently at first and then thickening into a white
curtain. He moved his work into the cook tent and considered waiting it
out. There was plenty of food and he’d brought in lots of wood. But the
snow was coming hard; it might keep coming for a week. If he waited
too long, he might not even be able to get to the South Fork.

He decided to try for it the next morning. He’d ride to the cutoff,
and if things weren’t too bad, make a try for the pass. If the snow kept
falling, he’d go on to Hungry Horse, an idea he didn’t like at all. He
didn’t know where to camp, what meadows would hold his mules—
didn’t even know if the trail was marked. Traveling in snow wasn’t all
that easy when you knew where you were going; it was miserable when
you didn’t.

Whichever way he went, he’d have to leave early. He worked late
getting everything ready, even eating a cold supper so he could pull the
stove apart. When he’d done all he could, he put on Fenton’s canvas
coat and went out to feed, the cold hitting him so hard he felt lucky
Fenton had left it. But cold meant clearing; there were only a few
flakes falling now, stars showing off to the south.

Smoky Girl nickered as he neared the corral, came to him. The
mules shouldered one another aside to get close. He buttoned the coat
higher against the cold, watched them for a long time before going
back. He knew there wouldn’t be much sleep anyway.

He fired the lanterns before dawn, the sleepless night all energy now.
The snow had stopped but much had fallen, blanketing everything,
beaten down only where the mules had moved in the corral, pissing and
dropping piles, huddling against the cold. He rigged a lantern and
began to saddle, wanting everything ready for first light.
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As dawn came, he was knocking down the cook tent, mantying it on
the bare ground where it had stood—the work slow but his ropes tight,
his knots sure. Snow was starting in again, big flakes drifting down and
sticking on the ropes. He wished he had Spec or Buck, even Jasper, to
hold the packs while he tied them off. It took over an hour to get
everything right, but he made sure it was, that everything would ride. It
was going to be a long day whichever way he went. He didn’t want to
spend half of it making right what he’d done wrong in the first place. He
put the eight mules together quickly, Cottontail first, then Loco, each
behind one he favored. He tied little Sugar in last, knowing she hated
being left, would push the string along. He pulled Fenton’s big canvas
coat on over his Levi jacket. He could hardly get into Horace’s anymore;
if he could, he would have worn it too. The packing had kept him warm,
but the sky was dark, the cold in to stay.

He lined the mules out, circling so each would know his place as he
checked to see if something forgotten poked up through the snow.
Then Smoky splashed across the creek, brushing past snow-heavy trees
as she sought the trace leading from the canyon.

Snow was falling hard now, the woods changed. Drifts made the
deadfall look cushiony, soft, the floor of the forest so smooth it seemed
you could ride anywhere. The trail was gone, but Ty trusted Smoky to
know where to go. His own eyes were on the woods, the pack string. He
looked ahead for drifts but mostly looked back, turned in his saddle as
though on a pivot, watching to make sure the packs balanced, no mule
broke from the long line.

They moved through the snow for an hour, and Ty felt better. It
wasn’t so cold in the deep woods—no wind, the big flakes floating in
so gently he could read their patterns on Smoky’s mane. He thought
about Fenton’s cutoff, wondering if he’d even find it, wanting to mark
it as he rode past on the way to Hungry Horse. That seemed the only
way out—until next year.

He hunkered into the coats, watching. It was like riding into a new
world, moving through this white. The trampled route behind them was
the only thing that marred its surface, leaves and branches churned up
as the mules felt their way along the forest floor. It was easy to see where
they’d been. Where Smoky was taking them was the mystery, the woods
so open and inviting any direction seemed possible. Ty liked riding
through the white, watching it lift and resettle as Smoky made her way.

They went down so quickly he came off as though dismounting, his
foot going boot-deep in snow before hitting something solid. He pushed



116 WILLARD WYMAN

off instinctively, found himself coming back into the saddle as Smoky
struggled up, Cottontail already stumbling over the buried danger.

His hands were shaking as he slowed, easing the rest over the log,
exposed now and manageable. He watched each mule step across,
cursing himself for letting the snow lull him so, make him immune to
all the trouble it could hide.

He took stock, worried that something bad had already happened.
Steering Smoky wide of a drift, he leaned off the saddle to look back for
blood on legs, blood on the snow; look ahead for something safe, some
sure footing. But there was no way to tell, just the silent white, the easy
fall of big flakes. He worried about how far they’d drifted from the trail,
saw there was no way to know that either. He must have been in a
trance when they left it. He couldn’t remember crossing any drainages;
wasn’t even sure whether Smoky had been taking him up or down. He
peered back through floating snowflakes, hoping for some landmark,
then swept the woods before him. There was nothing to help him in
either direction, just the silent white.

I could tie up, he thought, take Smoky back, find the route, then
track back to the string, take them to it. But how far back? How much
time lost? Where would that put us when night fell?

He focused on what was ahead, every other sense suspended—no
sensation of the cold, the saddle under him, the lead-line in his hand.
His mind spun: if he were going to turn back, it had to be soon. By
night his tracks would be buried with everything else. Besides not
knowing where to go, he wouldn’t know where he’d been. Still he
didn’t stop, couldn’t bring himself to pull up, tie his mules, go back.

His mouth went dry as he saw how little there was to work with. All
he had was the ragged scar his mules left in the snow. He tried to calm
his mind, make use of it. He looked back as far as he could and got
direction from his own tracks, following them forward as a man might
follow a pointer.

He looked ahead for something to fix on, found an uprooted tree, dirt
showing through the twisted roots. He started for it, found a lightning-
topped fir beyond the root, fixed on that. Then a leaning deadfall. He
went from target to target, looking back to keep his course, ahead for
some point to fix on—seeking always for something to tell him he was
crossing the trail, paralleling it, some way to get it back so he would
never lose it again.

His mouth went drier still when it came to him that the trail might be
below them already, that he might ride until night with nothing showing
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up at all, that when his mind had drifted from him he might have missed
not only the drainages but the buried creek too. The shifting snow had
leveled the woods, changed everything he knew.

And still he went on, trying to hold his direction but bending and
twisting his string of mules as the forest grew thicker. His heart sank as
he eased them through places more and more difficult, knowing
something might stop him at any moment. He was turning to check his
course one more time when his eye caught something high in the
timber. It was behind them—something out of place, wrong. He
strained to make it out through the falling snow, finally turning back
and riding toward it. He was almost under it before he realized it was a
limbed lodgepole, almost fifteen feet long, high and braced on branches
where nature could never put it.

He rode under it, dismounting into the knee-deep snow, feeling his
legs shaking as he saw the woods opening in a lane, coming at the
lodgepole at cross purposes and going off again down the canyon. He
looked again, sure now that he’d found the trail but surprised that the
lodgepole pointed off still another way. And where it pointed was Spec’s
big boulder, marking the way to the cutoff as surely as a signpost.

Spec had done it, he thought. Stopped with the hunters, found the
lodgepole, lifted it into place. Shown him the way.

He took off his stocking cap, shook the snow from it, noticing the
sky was getting lighter, the snow stopping. He felt blood rushing
through him, his heart pushing at it. He realized he needed to pee but
went to his mules first, checked their packs, their legs for cuts. Then he
stepped away, emptying himself as he dug under his coats for his
pocket watch. Soon he’d need to look for a camp. He was thankful he’d
packed feed.

He looked at the watch, put it back, walked over to Smoky and
rubbed her neck, thinking of what Fenton would do. He took out the
watch again, put it to his ear, made sure. He looked at it still another
time before he put it away. Then he tightened Smoky’s cinch and
climbed back on.

It was not yet noon.
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Snow
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‘E I g “Let me tell you about snow.” Fenton was carving a spoon for
Jasper. It was August; they were camped up toward the China Wall, going

still higher in the morning to pull out a fire crew. Ty couldn’t figure what
snow had to do with anything at that time of year.

“On that spring snow you can walk your mules over places you
wouldn’t dare, could you see them,” Fenton said. “Don’t need to know
where you are so much as where to go—if the goin’ ain’t too steep and
you start early.” He compared the spoon with the one Jasper had
broken rescuing the Dutch oven from the fire. “Use it right, old snow
solves your problems. Gets you over places a goat couldn’t navigate
come summer.”

He sipped at his coffee. “Fall snow is different. Might hide where it’s
bad, but it don’t save you from it. Mostly air. Won’t hold a pinecone.”
He looked at Ty. “To get out of these mountains in the fall, you got to
know where the hell you’re going.” He looked back into the fire,
whittling again.

“Most of them who lose their mules,” he added, “don’t.”

-

Ty was well along the cutoff when Fenton’s words came back to
him. The truth was he’d made his decision without them, sitting there
on Smoky for a long time thinking more about what Fenton would do
than what he would say. It seemed to Ty that Fenton talked most of the
time when he was doing something, but hardly ever about what he was
doing. And it was hard to predict what he would do. He just did it, not
a word about why.

Ty wasn’t sure himself why he’d taken the cutoff. He’d just watched
the snow and thought about Fenton and then found himself leading his
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string past the big boulder. He still wasn’t sure it was the right choice.
All he knew was how anxious he got when he considered riding all the
way down the South Fork to Hungry Horse.

But he was feeling better. Remembering what Fenton said about
snow helped. That the snow had stopped helped more, the sky still dark
but nothing new coming down. And the way was surprisingly open.
Now and then he could see where Spec had broken twigs off the trees
or a dip in the surface of the snow where Spec’s horses must have gone.
He didn’t know exactly what was under that snow, but at least he was
on Spec’s trail. And if everything went right, he’d soon be in a place he
did know. The cutoff was supposed to come out in the meadows where
Bob Ring’s camp had been. Ty had scarcely known what