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            Though many of the places named in the novel are real, the author has invented a number of place names and has shifted the nature of others (e.g., history, location, population, businesses, schools, etc.). He has as well taken some liberties with the geography of eastern Montana; for instance, while it was often rumored that wolves had made it as far north and east from Yellowstone as the Bull Mountains, it was never verified and, considering the distance, is unlikely. Here, the author has ignored the distance and confirmed the rumors. Finally, though the author has used for many of the characters variations of names he knew and heard growing up, the characters herein are fictional; any resemblances to actual persons are entirely coincidental.
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            If I am native to anything,


I am native to this.


            —Wallace Stegner, Wolf Willow


         


      


   




   

      

         

            Verl


            Day Two


         


         Not out in all this country. Not even with your ATVs and radios and such as that. Not even. What I’m saying. You won’t find me. Not out in all this country. I can run and hide and run and even if it would be only a moment at six hundred yards and you would have to put a bullet in my back these mountains here are mine you fuckers you fuckers and you cowards I am telling you for fuck all and ever these Bull Mountains are mine.


      


   




   

      

         

            Wendell


         


         A​S THE NEIGHBOR GIRL’S SUV DISAPPEARED DOWN THE ROAD, WENDELL watched the tire-kicked dust bloom and sift through shades of gold, ocher, and high in the evening sky a pearling blue. Harvest light, late-August light—thin, slanted, granular. At his back the mountains already bruised and dark.


         Wendell stepped back into the trailer and the screen door banged shut behind him. He considered the boy, sitting on the front-room floor, scribbling in a spiral notebook, pencil marks so dark and hard as to sheen to silver. Of a sudden the boy closed his notebook, jammed his pencil into the whorled spine. He looked right at Wendell, the dark of his eyes the biggest thing about him.


         —Bet you’re hungry, Wendell said. Let’s get us something to eat.


         The last weeks of harvest hadn’t seen him home much, and though he preferred beef stew or chili all he found in the cupboard were cans of chicken noodle. Wendell realized he’d have to do more regular shopping now, with the boy around.


         —Looks like it’s chicken or chicken, bud.


         Wendell pulled a can off the shelf and sliced into it with the opener, then spooned the clotted mess into bowls and set the bowls in the microwave and punched the buttons. The light was broken, but he could hear it whir, knew it was heating. The boy stood and waited, itching the side of his face, then sat at the small round table in the trailer’s kitchen and kicked his thin legs. Seven years old, maybe fifty pounds soaking wet.


         The social worker from Billings, a frumpy, jowled woman, had brought the boy out yesterday. Said they’d had him at the hospital for a few days, just to make sure, and had thought to take him to a group home but then found out there was an uncle south of Delphia. Took them a while to track him down, but, well, here they were, she said, stepping to the side, motioning toward the boy. Here was his nephew, this scrawny kid with a plastic grocery sack of clothes and a spiral notebook. Wendell was just back from hours on the combine. He held up his hands, explained he wasn’t an uncle to the boy but a cousin. Lacy, the boy’s mother, had come to live with Wendell and his mom, Maureen, because Lacy’s father had left to work a fishing boat in Alaska and her mother, Maureen’s sister, had died in a car accident years before that. When her father’s letters quit coming, Lacy had simply hung a curtain across the room that she and Wendell shared and stayed with them through most of high school. Yes, Lacy had been like an older sister to him—they were a year apart—but she was really only a cousin. He wanted to make sure that was clear.


         The woman considered this, regarded the Keystone Light cans scattered across the countertop, then asked about his mother. He could tell she was hoping she wouldn’t have to leave the boy in a trailer way out in the Bull Mountains with a man not much more than a boy himself. But Wendell shook his head, told the social worker his mother had died about a year ago. The woman stared at his work boots, his sleeveless T-shirt covered in grease stains and chaff, the burnt umber of his sun-blasted arms and neck and face, the stark white line on his forehead where he pulled his ball cap low. It seemed to Wendell she studied him for hours, days, a reckoning thorough and strict and piling up like all the rest. He didn’t need a boy to look after, that was for sure, but Wendell still wanted this woman up from Billings to see him and think something good, think he might be able to do whatever it was that needed to be done. And so he felt strangely relieved when she finally sighed and said she was sorry to hear about his mother, then went ahead and pulled a file folder out of her satchel and told him about the boy, how he was “developmentally delayed,” “variously involved,” and, the kicker, how he hadn’t said so much as a word since they’d found him. As far as they could figure, the boy had been locked in that apartment on the south side of Billings all alone for more than a week.


         The microwave whirred. The boy brought both hands to his face, began tapping his fingers across the stretched skin of his cheeks, making a hollow drumming sound. He was somehow cockeyed, this boy, his shoulders kinked to the right, his neck skinny and long and stretched to the left, ears delicate and wide as monarch wings.


         The boy drummed at his cheeks, stared at the table, shivered. Kept drumming.


         —Me too, bud. I’m hungry too.


         At the ding Wendell popped open the microwave door, grabbed the bowls, and burned his fingers. He cursed, glanced at the boy—still tapping away—and apologized. Then crumpled up a couple of paper towels and ferried the bowls to the table that way.


         Wendell got two spoons and filled two glasses of water and stepped back, surveyed the table.


         —This sure don’t look like much.


         He rooted through his cupboards again, found a package of saltines and paired it with a stick of margarine from the fridge. Then sat down and scooted his chair up. Smiled at himself for his quick thinking.


         —Butter crackers, bud. Butter crackers’ll stick to your ribs.


         The boy stared at him, then at the crackers. Wendell took a cracker, put a thick pat of cold margarine on it, and handed it to the boy.


         Until his mother had gone on that health kick, they used to get butter crackers with about every meal. There’d be meat, butter crackers, potatoes of some sort, a plate of pickles, and, for dessert, peaches or pears in heavy syrup. That was the sad, good time when it was just the two of them—after his old man had vanished, before Lacy.


         The boy shoved the cracker into his mouth, worked it around in there a moment, then reached for another. Wendell grinned at him.


         They ate for a time. The scrape of spoons, the soft shatter of crackers. After he finished, the boy just sat there, staring at his bowl. Wendell opened another can and poured half into the boy’s bowl and nuked it and set the bowl in front of him. The boy ate that one, too, along with another plateful of butter crackers. Then he leaned back in his chair, eyes not quite so wide, his shoulders and jaw seeming to relax.


         The boy was sleepy, Wendell thought. Or full. Or, hell, he didn’t know. He didn’t know what he was doing.


         Before she left, Jackie, the neighbor girl who’d sat with the boy all day, had said she couldn’t come by tomorrow. Said she had to drive into town, to the library at the school, where there was internet, so she could register for fall classes. She was starting at the private college over in Billings the next week. Wendell hadn’t realized. He still thought of Jackie Maxwell as the new kid, the one whose parents had moved from Colorado and bought the Shellhammer place after Art Jr. lost it to the bank and had begun raising goats, of all things—a line of organic goat meat that took off when a chain of fancy grocery stores in California started buying it all up months in advance. There was a year, before he saved up and bought his Chevy LUV, that he and Jackie had ridden the same bus, the south bus. South-bus kids, north-bus kids, east-bus kids, west-bus kids. And town kids were a different bunch altogether. Jackie was a skinny kid with round glasses and two long braids, but one day she had worn her hair down instead, and on a dare Wendell had waited until the bus driver wasn’t looking and then flicked a wad of bubble gum from way in the back and hit Jackie square in the head. Her brown hair had gotten all mushed up in the pink gum, and the whole bus had just laughed and laughed. Now here she was, grown up and nice-looking and telling him she was registering for college classes while he was living in his mother’s trailer, bringing in someone else’s wheat. He hoped Jackie didn’t remember that about the gum. He didn’t know who he’d get to sit with the boy tomorrow.


         —How about some TV, bud?


         He flipped it on for the boy and set himself to cleaning up the kitchen. Wiping down the table, Wendell thought he heard the boy hum or maybe laugh, but when he looked up, the boy, who hadn’t been sitting there more than five minutes, had fallen asleep on the floor. Jesus. He finished with the dishes and pulled a can of Keystone Light from the fridge and took a drink. The light of the television played across the boy’s small body. Wendell’s heart knocked about in his chest.


         Two shows later, Wendell knelt on the floor and picked the boy up in his arms. Just a bundle of skin and sticks, he thought as he laid the boy in his mother’s bed, with its cream comforter and lace pillows. He hadn’t been in her room much since she’d died and had sort of forgotten about her dresser, which had a big lead-glass mirror atop it. When he was a boy that mirror had scared him something awful, the stretched angle he saw himself at after he slipped into bed between his sleeping parents early in the morning. He rooted in the closet and found a sheet and draped it over the mirror.


         The boy clenched and the whole of him went hard and rigid, his skinny arms thrown above his head, his eyes snapping open—but then, just as quickly, he relaxed and his eyes fluttered closed again. The social worker had mentioned fits, had shown Wendell what to do. Sound asleep like this, though, it didn’t seem possible. Sound asleep and small and so out of place here in this woman’s room. Wendell thought maybe he should get some sheets with cars on them or basketballs or something, hang a few posters on the wall. He wasn’t sure. He opened a window against the heat, and the room filled with night sounds: crickets, mosquitoes, wind in the dry grass and pines, the far yips and calls of coyotes. He looked at the boy once more, his head turned to the left, knees pulled nearly up to his chin now. He’s the smallest thing around, Wendell thought. The tiniest little thing for miles.


         Wendell went for another beer, sat at the kitchen table, and drank it down. The boy was asleep, which was as it should be, and the night was all about, and he was tired from the day’s work, the long muscles in his shoulders sizzling, shifting against the bones. He rubbed at his eyes with his thumb and forefinger, reds and purples swirling behind his lids, and took stock of his situation: He was twenty-four years old. He owned the trailer and the pickup outright but owed back taxes on what land was left—the old farmhouses, the shop, most of a section to the west—and had overdue payments on two of his mother’s last surgeries, surgeries that hadn’t done any good anyway. Glen Hougen, his boss, had let him fill his truck up the other day, so he had most of a tank of gas. Maybe a bit less than a hundred dollars in the bank, a few bills in his wallet. Considering he didn’t know what he’d do with the boy tomorrow, didn’t know whether he could afford to hire a permanent babysitter, this was about as much as he could make sense of, this and the night.


         It was just him now, he thought, the beer can insubstantial in his hand. Him and his girl cousin’s bastard kid. They were the last Newmans left in these mountains.


         

              


         


         The next day he brought the boy with him to the field, asked Glen if, considering the circumstances, there not being but the one seat in the combine, he could drive the grain truck for the day, so the boy could ride along.


         Glen spit, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.


         —Christ, Wendell. I know you’ve had a rough shake lately. But this ain’t ideal.


         —I know.


         —Tell you what, you give Lanter a quick-and-dirty on how to run the combine. Take him around the field one time while I watch the little shooter. If Lanter can get his mind around it, you can drive the truck.


         —I appreciate it.


         —You goddamn better. I ain’t got but one full-time hand, Wendell, and I need you doing the jobs that matter most. Even if Lanter gets it, he’ll be slow. Won’t get near as much done today.


         Wendell helped the boy out of the LUV, and the kid stood there in the stubble at the field’s edge, blinking in the blue-yonder light.


         Glen came right up to him and leaned down.


         —You ain’t a bad-looking little fella. Got yourself some nice black hair.


         At this, Glen pulled off his ball cap and rubbed his own slick, bald head.


         —I’m downright jealous. What say we shake?


         The boy pulled away, and when Glen reached out and took hold of his hand, he began to tremble and a breathy wail rose from his throat.


         Embarrassed, Wendell set his hand on the boy’s shoulder.


         —Hey, it’s okay, bud.


         But the boy broke into a saw-blade scream that rose and broke again. Wendell knelt and tried to shush the boy, took him by his arms. But the boy only got louder. He jerked, kicked, shrieked in Wendell’s face.


         Now Glen took Wendell by the shoulder.


         —Hey, loosen up that grip. That’s right, okay, go get him a drink out of your canteen or something.


         Dust in Wendell’s eyes, the building heat of the day at his throat. He did as he was told and hefted the boy, who flailed and yowled, banging the back of his head into Wendell’s shoulder and chest, and hurried across the field toward the grain truck. The boy’s wails ripped through him. The cut stalks snapped beneath his boots. Wendell stumbled and righted himself and whispered to the boy that he was his good uncle and would do his honest best to take care of him, his honest best. And by the time they got to the truck the boy had quieted some, though he continued to shiver and jerk.


         With the boy in one arm, Wendell hauled open the heavy, creaking door of the grain truck and set the boy up on the high bench seat, got him his notebook and pencil, the canteen. The boy’s breath began to smooth and slow, and he put his fingers to his face and played the sides of his cheeks. Wendell leaned into the truck and showed him the old AM radio, how you could turn the silver knob and swing the dial up and back through the numbers. The boy watched a moment, his hands still at his face. Then reached out to take the knob.


         Wendell fumbled his can of Copenhagen from his back pocket and pinched off a chew, spit, wiped at his forehead. Walked back across the field.


         Glen shook his head.


         —Goddamn. You don’t even know what you’re in for, son. Who’d you say the boy’s daddy was?


         —Lacy never did let on. His last name is Burns, though.


         —And you never knew Lacy to run with a Burns?


         —There’s a lot I don’t know, I guess.


         Glen shook his head again and sucked at his teeth.


         —That girl was buck wild from day one. No disrespect. But there was nothing your mama could’ve done. You start messing around with that methamphetamine—well, you’re up shit creek. That boy ain’t quite right, is he. Poor kid’s gonna have it all kinds of rough. What’s his first name?


         —Rowdy.


         —Rowdy Burns?


         —Yeah.


         —Goddamn.


         

              


         


         His junior year was the year Delphia was finally going to make State again. Everyone said so. Wendell could shoot the lights out, Daniel McCleary was quick and smart with the ball, and the Korenko boy, despite his general lunkheadedness—he’d been held back two grades and was twenty years old—was six and a half feet tall.


         The championship game at the divisional tournament saw two of the three news stations in Billings send reporters. Wendell scored thirty-three points and with just over a second left had a chance to tie the game, send it into overtime, with a one-and-one from the free-throw line. He made the front end, then clanked the second. That night, after the oblivion of the ride home on the team bus and the many dark turnings of the gravel road back to the trailer, Lacy came into his room and crawled into bed with him. Spooned herself up against him. Small as she was, she took him in her arms and held him. The summer before, he and Lacy had played a thousand dusty, furious games of one-on-one at the hoop nailed to the barn wall. She was quick and sharp-elbowed. She’d pushed him hard and could be downright mean about it. All that long ride home, he’d thought of her, of what she might say. But she hadn’t said a thing. Just held him. He cried, really cried, and then like a tumbling stone in a river fell into a black, thrashing sleep.


         He dreamed, as he often did, of wolves, their great forepaws soft and sure on the earth, and later woke to find Lacy standing over him, a rifle in her hands.


         —Let’s go.


         —Where?


         She turned toward the door.


         —Just get the fuck up, she said.


         Wendell followed her into the mountains. Black, high-running clouds, the light of the late-winter moon watery and blue. Grass and sticks and the night’s freeze sharp beneath their bootfalls, scratch of pine bark, grit of rocks. The chatter of coyotes. A great horned owl’s whoo, whoo, whoo-whoo. Then all was still, silent. And as the howl rang and rose around them, Lacy stopped, took her bearings, and followed that fading bell of sound. The slim, shifting, indomitable bit of darkness that she was disappeared into the fuller darkness. And he followed.


         They walked all night. Dawn found them near Hawk Creek, where before hiking back they slept a cold hour huddled beneath a pine.


         They never saw the wolf.


         

              


         


         Stopping for Rowdy to piss, running back to the trailer because he’d forgotten to pack butter crackers, slowing to comfort the boy when something set him off—it all had Wendell back to the field slow, the combines full and waiting and Glen shaking his big bald head, spitting in the dust. Otherwise it was a good day. Wendell liked how the boy’s presence gave him an excuse to talk or gripe or act goofy. And for the most part Rowdy seemed to do fine. He liked to spin the radio knob. He liked the ups and downs of the dirt roads, the bumps and turns and washboards. Wendell gunned the engine now and again just to see his eyes go wide.


         Once, midafternoon, the boy got some chaff or something stuck in his throat and couldn’t seem to stop coughing. He got redder and redder, and Wendell pulled over and clapped him on the back and tried to get him to drink some water, and Rowdy finally did get a little water down and was okay then, though in the dusty, angled light Wendell felt wrung out.


         Late in the evening, the sun bleeding through the pines, the broken land about going shadowed and blue, Wendell turned to find the boy sitting ramrod straight on the bench seat, like he’d been most of the day, scrawny shoulders cockeyed, eyes wide as skipping rocks. Wendell figured Glen would most likely work them until midnight to try to catch up, and remembering the tall bedtime tales his old man used to spin for him, he thought he might tell a story to help the boy relax, maybe even curl up and close his eyes.


         —What say I tell a story? What would you say to that?


         The boy turned and blinked, waited.


         —All right, then. Let me get a dip here first.


         Wendell reached for the can of Copenhagen he’d left on the dash, thumped it once, and set it on his thigh. Left hand on the wheel, he carefully worked the lid off with his right and set it too on his thigh and pinched up a chew. Just as he got the tobacco situated in his lip, the boy reached over for the tin and the lid and clicked the two together and handed the can back to Wendell. Wendell smiled, winked at the boy.


         —I don’t care what anyone says, Rowdy Burns, you’re a gentleman.


         Wendell told the boy about the long days of tilling and leveling and planting in the spring, the hope of rain hooked to the inside of you like a weight on your heart, and how when the rain comes, hope pulls the other way, lifting the heart like the rain does the green shoots, which poke up and lengthen and before you know it dry to gold and deeper gold. He told the boy about the tremendous red machine of the combine, the spinning forks that feed the wheat to the cutter bar, the triangle blades that snip the wheat, the thresher that does the sorting—sending chaff spinning out behind the combine onto the stubbled field and collecting hard red durum in the hopper—until the combine makes for the edge of the field, the auger bar straightens out, and the wheat spills into the empty bed of the grain truck.


         —And here we are, bud, driving these dirt roads back and forth, carrying the wheat to the silos, where we auger it up into the silos, and then it waits in the silos to be sold, and then it’s sold. And then, well, it’s sold.


         Wendell glanced at the boy, who was listening hard, watching him like a pilgrim watches the sky for a sign. Before them the road unspooled and narrowed off into the far reaches of the gathering night, starlight sliding down through road dust. In the silence Rowdy blinked and shivered, leaned into the bench seat, relaxing his shoulders ever so slightly. Wendell went on. He told about what came next and easiest to him, which was high-school basketball, how everyone in a fifty-mile radius showed up for home games, with more than half that traveling to away games and tournaments. He told about how goddamn much he missed playing basketball, coming hard and sharp off Toby Korenko’s pick—the squeak of his sneakers, the slick of sweat as shoulder bumped shoulder—and catching the pass from Daniel McCleary and squaring and rising and at the apex of his leap levering the ball up and out and watching, as he dropped back to the hardwood, the ball snap through the net. How the crowd rose up then and hooted and hollered and stomped on the old wood and steel bleachers, and how the gym, a tight cinder-block square with the out-of-bounds lines right against the walls, fairly shook with that unbridled sound.


         Basketball had set things right for him, he told the boy. With his father gone and most of their land sold or leased, he’d been the odd one out on the playground. Here, in this far place, a frontier that was all men and territory, he was the one without, lacking both, and the rules concerning such things were hard and fixed and applied with full and violent force to everyone—but Wendell couldn’t find the words to explain this except to say again that basketball had saved him. He closed his eyes for a moment, felt the gravel and the ruts and the old cracked tires and the wheezing metal frame, the secret worries of the stars. He opened his eyes. After they won the district tournament his junior year, he told Rowdy, Glen had bought the whole team dinner at Jake’s, the best steak house in Billings. Wendell had scored twenty-six points and grabbed eleven rebounds, and Glen had come right up to him special and said he couldn’t order anything but prime rib, the most expensive thing on the menu. That steak, Wendell told the boy, was as big as the plate.


         The sweet, bracing burn of tobacco was in his throat. The boy had curled himself into the passenger-side door, eyelids drifting, falling shut. The two of them were close enough to touch but they were not touching. They were alone in the old rattletrap grain truck, traveling through the dark, one small, true, utterly unseen thing in a universe of such things.


         Now Wendell told this sleeping, shirttail relative of his something he’d never told anyone, that even though he didn’t take much but basketball seriously in high school, he loved nothing more than when Mrs. Jorgeson, the English teacher, ancient, stern, an angry-looking mole on the side of her nose, would assign a new book. A Tree Grows in Brooklyn, The Outsiders, Cannery Row—he would come home and say barely two words to his mother or Lacy before disappearing into his room and from there into the strange, particular worlds of those pages, places and times where the rules were sometimes the same and sometimes different, and the place he knew so well, Musselshell County, with its residents numbering fewer than five thousand, was suddenly, frighteningly one of many. It confused and thrilled him—that the world was mutable, variegated. He told the sleeping boy that even though you were supposed to turn the books back in after the quiz and the report, he started keeping them. Mrs. Jorgeson must have known, but she never told him to stay after so she could ask him about it, and even if he didn’t much have the time to read anymore, those books were still stacked on his bed stand. Lacy had teased him about getting his nose stuck in those books some, and his mother had thinned her eyes at him not turning the books back in to the school, but they’d been good enough to mostly let it pass. They were like that for a while, he thought, a family of sorts, each with a room of the trailer to clean on Sunday, each carrying wounds and sadnesses.


         The moon came up whistle-thin. A tooth, a claw, the leanest blade. And a low wind skulked among the twisted knots of sage and greasewood and drifted down the hills, its breath cool and dry where it touched him on the inside of his arm, the hollow of his neck. Because he wanted to, because he’d realized in the telling there was so much to tell, he told Rowdy about the countless days he’d spent tromping through the woods, trapping and hunting in the Bulls. He told about the sheer sides of canyons, the faded markings that Indians and homesteaders had carved into the sandrocks. He told about the elk herds growing year after year, surprising everyone, and the beetle-sick pine trees, whole ridges gone orange with chewed, dead trees. He told about the time he and his old man were checking their trapline when they came on a lynx, the first and last he’d ever seen, just as it was about to gnaw through its own front left knee. His father, calm as could be, raised up his .22 and put a clean hole in the cat’s head. They skinned it out that day and cured the hide, and even now that banded, dun, three-legged lynx hide hung across the back of the easy chair in the trailer.


         The memory of his father quieted him. There was a sheaf of coyote pelts in one closet or another and any number of fox and raccoon and rabbit skins tucked here and there. He’d get a couple out for the boy, he thought. Hang one in his room, maybe. Put one on the floor by his bed for when he got up in the night. He and Glen had gone into town a couple of weeks ago and stopped for coffee at the drugstore, and all the talk was of the upcoming wolf hunt, the first fair-chase wolf hunt in the history of the state of Montana. “You ever run your hand across a wolf hide?” one of the old-timers, milky-eyed Kreele Poole, had asked him before remembering who it was he was asking. Wendell thought again of his father, how in one motion full of grace he could lift the rifle, firm the butt, and fire.


         Wendell came up a low hill, and the headlights of the truck slid from dark sky and star-scatter to cheatgrass and gravel road. He still had a few rifles, and he still had his father’s old traps, though for how busy Glen kept him he hadn’t buffed the rust from the teeth or boiled them in dye for a long, long time.


         The boy shifted in his sleep and stretched his thin legs out until one of his socked feet just touched Wendell’s leg.


         

              


         


         Wendell showed up with Rowdy again the next day, and Carol, Glen’s wife, met them at the field. She was hot at Glen for not letting her know the day before. Just what was he thinking, allowing a poor, troubled child of God to ride in that nasty old grain truck all the long day? And she was hot at Wendell for not calling her to sit with the boy, as he knew very well she was a Christian woman and would surely look after one of God’s innocents if Wendell had only had the good common sense to ask, which Maureen had had in spades and he ought to think on his mother more. Why, he surely ought to have known, Carol continued, stamping her foot, that with her own grandboy living nearly over in Billings now, she was lonesome to look after somebody and here was this little boy right close by needing taking care of and no one had thought to even tell her.


         She shook her head at the both of them, then came over to Rowdy as sweet as you please, pulled out a packet of gummy worms, and fussed over him. As Rowdy gnashed the gummy worms like they might get away, she straightened up, her hands on the boy’s shoulders, and told Wendell he could pick him up after work. She’d make sure that by then Rowdy would have had his supper and said his prayers and be ready for bed.


         Wendell worked the toe of his boot against the dry earth, the cut stalks. He’d already had it in mind that Glen would let him drive the grain truck another couple of days or so, and Rowdy would ride with him. He’d packed butter crackers and two gallon jugs of water and had been thinking of stories to tell, even stories about the boy’s mother, Lacy, about her time with them, how beautiful, fierce, and fun she was. But Rowdy’s mouth rolled with bright bits of gummy worm, and Carol held him close.


         Wendell knelt in the stubble and touched the boy’s chest.


         —You gonna be all right?


         Rowdy rooted around in the plastic package, extracted an orange gummy worm, studied it, and shoved it in his mouth.


         Wendell stood and thanked Carol.


         —I imagine he’ll be fine, he told her.


         And a couple of weeks later, he was. He’d even played some with Tyler, Glen and Carol’s grandson, when he visited over the weekend, though Glen told Wendell one morning, grinning, that Carol was more than a little distraught that Rowdy still hadn’t opened his mouth, not even to say his prayers.


      


   




   

      

         

            Verl


            Day Three


         


         Goddamn but I have been running. I hear engines and the squawk of your radios and once like revelation a glassy helicopter lifted itself over the ridge and flattened the grass and cracked three sick trees. My heart I thought would charge out of me. But even then you missed. I hunkered down. Then ran. When I had to do what I had to do. I did. I shot the wolf clean. I did not miss. Each time you have missed me.


      


   




   

      

         

            Gillian


         


         T​HE FARMSTEAD, AS IT CAME INTO VIEW DOWN THE WEEDY ROAD, LOOKED like most farmsteads this far north of the Yellowstone, this far into the Bull Mountains—a break in the cottonwoods or jack pines sheltering an outbuilding of corrugated tin, some falling-down corrals, the hulks of old pickups and tractors, a two-story farmhouse in some late stage of collapse, and off to the side of the house a double-wide with cinder-block steps surrounded by a yard of cheatgrass and dust. And here, at this particular Bull Mountain outpost, beneath a lightning-split pine by the barn, a pack of dogs—brown, mottled, rib-skinny—bellied down in the dirt, chewing on what looked to be a fresh deer hide.


         Gillian slowed her Prius and parked near the trailer, then breathed a prayer, a habit from her Catholic girlhood that she’d never kicked. She clicked open the glove box and reached for her pepper spray, slid the cold cylinder into her purse. She eased out and shut the door gingerly. The dogs—three, four, maybe five—ripped at the hide and growled at one another. She quickstepped across the dirt yard and checked for rattlers before hurrying up the cinder blocks. She knocked. The trailer door swung open beneath her fist. The smells of grease and cigarettes and closed spaces washed over her.


         —Hello? she called. Ms. Wilson? Hello?


         A door opening, closing. Footsteps. A small woman, large-eyed, maybe thirty, emerged from the back hallway. She wore charcoal pajama pants studded with little pink hearts, and a faded pink hoodie.


         Gillian introduced herself as the assistant principal and counselor at Colter Schools. She mentioned the phone message she’d left the day before.


         —You just barge on in, huh?


         —I’m sorry. Your door swung open when I knocked.


         —Oh yeah, it does that. The latch is busted.


         Gillian held her hand out, and Tricia Wilson hesitated but took it, her own hand small and cold, the purple on her fingernails chipped.


         —I can heat some coffee up in the microwave if you want.


         —That’d be lovely, Gillian said.


         She followed Tricia into the trailer—Kiss This scrawled in bubbly, pink cursive across the rear end of her pajama pants—and waited in the living room, where a shampoo commercial twisted across the screen of the muted television. On the wall hung three framed paintings featuring sharp lines, shadowed figures, a girl’s naked back—everything black, electric blue, or silver, punctuated with a few bursts of hot pink or blood red. Suicide art, Gillian had dubbed it. The sort that led not to an art scholarship but to a stint as a tattoo artist. She’d seen it again and again during her nineteen years in the Montana school system.


         The microwave whirred. On the television, Dr. Oz threw his arms wide and the camera cut to the studio audience, all clapping fanatically. Standing in the kitchen, Gillian toed a small burn mark at the edge of the dark green shag, took note of a blue satin Delphia Broncs jacket lying on the wraparound couch. Delphia was north of the Bull Mountains, along the Musselshell River, and Colter was south, along the Yellowstone. Only fifty crow-fly miles separated the two small towns and their schoolhouses, but it was fifty miles of canyons and cutbanks, of jack pines and cactus, of wild mountain country. Still, it happened most every year: A kid would get kicked out of one school and enroll in the other. Then get in trouble there. Come back to the first school for a time. Maybe fail a few classes and leave again. A dance over and across the mountains that most often ended in the kid dropping out—or going to juvenile or jail or simply disappearing. Gillian had done the dance in her own way, starting as a science teacher at Delphia in 1990, then taking the assistant-principal position at Colter in ’98, more than a decade ago now. Though that was for different reasons altogether.


         The microwave dinged. Tricia clicked open the plastic door and handed Gillian a boiling cup of mud-colored coffee, then poured herself a cup as well and stuck it in the microwave. Gillian thanked Tricia and sipped at hers. Jesus, it was terrible.


         Gillian ran her hand over the polished wood of one of the kitchen chairs, the fine grain of the wood, the sure, sloping lines of the lathe work. The table and chairs, far too big for the trailer’s kitchen space, were a beautiful set. They were built with great skill and care and had belonged to Tricia’s grandmother, it turned out, though all Tricia could say was what a bitch they’d been to move. The table was covered now in junk—plates crusted with ketchup, binoculars and fencing pliers, a slung hunting jacket.


         The microwave sounded again and Tricia began to transfer the detritus to the kitchen counter, which was itself covered in dirty dishes and half a dozen pink plastic Mary Kay starter kits. She grabbed at the hunting jacket, and as she balled it up to toss it down the hallway, Gillian couldn’t help noticing that the sleeves from just below the elbow, as well as the entire bottom half, were stained a dark, rusty color, as if the wearer had waded up to mid-torso into a pool of motor oil or blood. Gillian’s vision thinned. She took an awkward step. Coffee lapped over the edge of the mug and slapped the linoleum.


         Tricia stared a moment, as if trying to decide whether to be angry, then crumpled a few paper towels and tossed them to the ground.


         Gillian braced herself against the nearest chair.


         —I’m sorry, she said. I should sit.


         Tricia dumped the wadded towels in a plastic garbage can and leaned against the counter.


         —What did you say your name was?


         Gillian breathed and crossed her legs, collecting herself.


         —Gillian Houlton. I’m the assistant principal over at Colter. I called about Tavin, your son.


         —Right, yeah. Well, what’s he done?


         Tavin had been missing a lot of school, Gillian explained. It was only the middle of September, and he’d already missed six days, and ten was the state limit for the whole year. After that, if his teachers were of a mind, they could fail him and he’d have to repeat the eighth grade, which might be especially tough since he was already big for his age.


         Tricia flipped her bangs off her forehead.


         —Christ, she said. I can’t make him go. He’s so big, like you say. And he just worships Brian right now. Brian doesn’t think much of government education.


         Tricia paused, poked her left thumbnail in her mouth, and chewed at it until little bits of purple polish winked from the corners of her lips.


         —He was a little boy for so long, you know. And now he’s not.


         —I know what you mean, Gillian said. Mine is a senior this year, and I can’t figure out how it happened.


         She paused and sipped at her coffee.


         —If Tavin really idolizes his father, maybe I should talk with him?


         Tricia stared at her for a time, as if she couldn’t quite decide. Then grabbed a pack of menthols off the shelf over the sink, cranked one of the stove coils to a red-orange glow, and lit the cigarette off it. She spoke in a rush of smoke.


         —Brian isn’t Tavin’s dad. I had him by Jimmy Stensvad.


         —I see. Does Tavin still have a relationship with Jimmy?


         —Jimmy’s dead. Fell out of a truck bed.


         Tricia took another drag and sat down. She wiped at her eyes.


         —They were all out drinking and driving around and raising hell, spotlighting coons or something. Stupid son of a bitch. He was so good and so stupid. It wasn’t but a couple of weeks after graduation. I was pretty far along but still wasn’t showing. We were planning the wedding, a honeymoon in Rapid City. Everything.


         How much to reveal? Gillian wondered. Enough to make a connection but no more.


         —I’m so sorry, she said. It won’t help, but I know how you feel. I lost my husband too. Years ago now, but I don’t know that I’ll ever really be over it.


         Tricia coughed and stood and spit into the sink. She wiped her nose on a paper towel and dried her eyes with the sleeves of her sweatshirt. It was a strategy that had worked for her in the past, Gillian could tell, using her sorrow this way. But she wasn’t in control of it. Not really. She loved that boy. Maybe he loved her too.


         —Tricia, I’d like to talk to Tavin, if it’s all right. I’m not the cops, I’m not here to get him in trouble. I just want to talk. He’s done well up until now, and I’d hate to see him throw it away. Eighth grade is a pivotal year. Any chance he’s around?


         Tricia dropped her cigarette into her coffee mug, where it hissed against the dregs.


         —He’s out with Brian. Probably miles out into the mountains now.


         —Hunting season doesn’t start for another month, Gillian said.


         She’d tried to stop herself before she spoke, but couldn’t. All these years later she could still hear his voice.


         Tricia tensed, her pack of menthols scrunched in her hand.


         —I thought you said you weren’t the cops.


         Gillian took a big swallow of rancid coffee, punishment for her stupidity.


         —Christ, I’m sorry. My husband used to be with Fish and Game. Guess I’m still in the habit. It’s none of my business.


         Tricia shook another cigarette out of the pack and slipped it between her lips.


         —No, she said, it isn’t. And I think we’ve talked this out. Leave the cup over by the sink. Make sure the door latches behind you.


         

              


         


         Gillian cursed herself as she slammed the car door, cursed herself as she twisted the wheel and gunned the engine, the dogs finally noticing, barking and chasing and biting at her tires before falling away. She cursed herself as the Prius fishtailed up the draw and spun through the loose gravel and dust. Cursed her own stupidity as she turned onto the county road and drove south through the dry coulees and over the windburned ridges of the Bulls, drove as fast as she could back toward the Yellowstone Valley and what passed for civilization.


         She wouldn’t see Tavin for the rest of the year now. Not after that. Tricia would say something to Brian, and Brian would go apeshit, and Tavin would get sent to Delphia, or they’d say they were homeschooling. Kent Leslie, the principal, would fuss and fume in response, worried as he always was about their state funding, which was directly tied to the number of students, and when you had only seventy-odd students in the entire district, even one mattered. And the boy himself, Tavin, would end up just about like his stepdad—running a few cattle, poaching, drinking, doing terrible things to this girl and that girl and having a kid or three, voting Republican even as he lived off the usual rural welfare: government grazing leases and Conservation Reserve Program payments. God, the cycle of rural poverty. Rural stupidity. It was enough to make her insane.


         As she dropped out of the Bulls and into the valley, Gillian thought for a moment about turning west, breezing along the interstate back to her house in Billings, forty miles distant, showering, getting dinner ready, having a glass of chardonnay as she waited for Maddy to finish her after-school shift at Starbucks—but it wasn’t yet four thirty, which was when Kent officially let the staff go, and beyond her own fuckup, she couldn’t think of a good enough excuse. Like she’d known she would, she turned east and a few minutes later got off the interstate at the lone exit for Colter.


         Though Colter looked encouraging near the freeway, at least by small-town Montana standards, with Edna’s, the one surviving diner, and a new Chevron boasting an A&W Restaurant both within sight of the exit ramp, its promise soon played out. The frontage road cut through a scrubby patchwork of ditches and overgrazed fields littered with rusted farm equipment, and then, slumped along old Highway 1, came the city proper: a four-by-five grid of gravel and dust featuring an impressive collection of crumbling brick false-fronts, one or two of which, depending on the year and the severity of the most recent drought, housed saloons with names like the Grand, the Branding Iron, and the Ace. Just off Main, as if in counterpoint, lay the old mission Catholic church and the steeply roofed Lutheran church, both sanctuaries shaded by massive, ancient cottonwoods, and on the edge of town, near the rodeo grounds, stretched the brand-new, shedlike evangelical church, the Church of the Plains, whose oiled parking lot baked in any kind of sun. Along the grid of gravel roads in between, scattered here and there, lay a motley collection of maybe three dozen farmhouses, double-wides, and camper trailers, half of which were empty and the other half of which sheltered all the souls of Colter. And of course, at the top of the hill, sat the school—grades K through 12, all in the same low-slung brick building.




OEBPS/Images/fall_back_down_when_i_die_6721_20181102t131203120842_online.jpg
FALL
BACK
DOWN
WHEN |
DIE

A Novel

Little, Brown and Company
New York Boston London





OEBPS/Images/publisher-logo.png
LITTLE, BROWN AND COMPANY





OEBPS/Images/9780316475365.jpg





