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For Jean Paul Pecqueur, poet, prince, and pal for life . . .










A Brief History of the North Cascades
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Eight million years ago these mountains began pushing their way through the earthen crust of the continent, born hundreds of millions of years earlier as a jumble of tertiary rock, sediment, and basalt from beneath the ocean floor, all of this castoff material trucked along upon the shifting plates of the earth until it collided in a geological mosaic here, on the northwestern edge of the North American continent.


These are the North Cascades, west of the Skagit River and east of the Puget Sound, extending north to the Fraser Valley, still volatile and ever changing. As recently as twelve thousand years ago, this entire wilderness was covered in a massive ice sheet, from the eastern divide, extending south and west to the Olympic Peninsula: a great, barren world of white, frozen and wind-ravaged. The people who lived here hunted mammoth and bison. They lived in caves and burrows, imprisoned by ice. Enduring the constant perils and malevolent moods of the shifting ice, they managed to abide in their small clans.


In time, the great sheet of ice retreated, freeing the rivers and exposing the waterways and marooned alpine lakes. Thousands of years before European explorers arrived to “discover” this new world, before the trappers and loggers came to impose their wills and claim their fortunes, before the corporations came to reap their profits, the Nooksack, and the Skagits, and the Wenatchis wintered on the banks of these waterways, fishing, and hunting, and telling stories by the light of the fire about the beginnings of the world, about The Time Before Everything Changed, and about the great spirits who lavished upon them all the natural wonders that sustained them through the epochs. And about the spirits who still walked among them.










I
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The Book of the Dead











The Time Before Everything Changed
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Maybe Nadene was right; maybe their marriage wasn’t worth saving. God knows she’d tried twenty different ways already. Dave couldn’t begrudge her now for wanting to throw in the towel after fifteen years. Still, lingering there in the driveway, five minutes after she’d sped off in the Dodge, leaving a rooster tail of gravel in her wake, Dave nursed a small hope that cooler tempers would prevail, and that she’d come around. This time would be different. Dave would quit running from the damage, and take ownership of his own shit, once and for all. No more excuses, no more obfuscation, no more avoidance. He’d finally get the help he needed. He’d go back to the damn desert and relive it all if that’s what it took to win Nadene back. He was ready for the fight.


Though it was hard to account for Dave’s optimism, there it was. Maybe it was that fine day. That first hint of spring warmth in the air, the mountains finally beginning to shed their snowy cover, bristling green with cedar and spruce in the morning sunlight. After a long winter, it was hard not to be hopeful under all that blue sky. He made a pot of coffee and began drinking it on the front porch, hopeful that she would return soon.


If they could not find another convincing reason to save their marriage, they’d save it for Bella. For all their failings, they’d always done their damndest to provide a good and stable environment for Bella. They’d fed and clothed her to the best of their means; they’d tried to nourish her burgeoning interests every step of the way, tried to allay her fears, and reward her enthusiasm, and instill Bella with confidence, and a sense of possibility. They’d always done their best not to argue in front of her. And mostly, it seemed, they’d succeeded. Bella was nothing if not bright, and curious, and quietly confident. Though she was only seven-and-a-half years old, she read at a fifth grade level. She communicated easily with adults. She had an emotional IQ higher than Dave, but she seemed to be taking the world more personally than ever.


In the truck after school Friday afternoon, on the way to drop her off at Nana’s, Bella had started in with the questions again.


“Do you still love Mommy?” she said from the passenger seat.


“Of course, I do, baby. I love you and Mommy more than anything in the world.”


“Are you gonna get separated?” she asked.


“No, baby,” Dave said.


“Promise?”


“I promise.”


Bella eyed him evenly. “I don’t believe you,” she said, turning to peer out the fogged-up side window.


Dave reached over and patted her on the knee.


“Baby,” he said. “Look at me.”


Bella complied, a little dubiously.


“Adults sometimes have issues they have to work through,” Dave said. “They have patterns that develop in their relationships, not-so-good habits, and sometimes they’re hard to break.”


“What kind of habits?” she said.


“Well,” he said. “Like a lack of communication, things like that.”


“Like how you never talk about Iraq?”


He winced inwardly, and patted her knee once more.


“Baby, I don’t want you to worry about anything,” he said. “Everything is going to work out fine.”


“You’re lacking communication again,” she said, turning back toward the window.


Though Bella had him dead to rights, Dave couldn’t help but swell with pride a little bit. Surely, he must have done something right to produce such a perceptive kid?


The fact was, Dave used to be good at a lot of things. He was good with his hands, good at solving problems, good at staying calm in a crisis; he was clutch, when you got right down to it. Above all, he was good at belonging: belonging to his mother, belonging to Coach Prentice and the team, belonging to his platoon, belonging to Nadene. Hell, there was a day when it felt like he belonged to all of Vigilante Falls. So, who turned their back on whom? An honest accounting always yielded the same conclusion: Dave, Dave had turned his back. Though as freely as he could admit this state of affairs, as clearly as he could see it, he still could not begin to understand it.


So, how was he supposed to talk about it?


After two hours of alternately sitting on the front porch and pacing the driveway, after an entire pot of coffee, Nadene still had not returned. Dave managed to get his truck started on the third attempt, and drove to his mom’s to pick up Bella. Where would he be without his mom? His mom was the definition of clutch, always pulling through in a pinch. How could he ever be anything but a mama’s boy, when his dad left him, still wetting the bed at three years old? His baby brother Travers had no memory of their father at all. Dave mostly remembered what he’d seen in the handful of pictures his mother had kept in a shoebox in the laundry room, so they didn’t even feel like real memories. Funny how the memories he wanted to summon were so elusive, but the unwelcome ones were relentless. Anyway, he doubted his mom even had the pictures of his dad anymore. Why should she preserve her husband’s memory, when he left her with an infant and a toddler, and disappeared somewhere east of the mountains? Still, in the thirty-six years since his dad ran out, Judy had never spoken ill of the man, despite the fact he never paid child support, never called on birthdays, and never even looked back, let alone apologized. Whatever happened between Dave and Nadene, Dave hoped he could expect the same from her, in spite of everything.


Dave skirted the center of town as usual, but couldn’t avoid the high school. Vigilante Falls High School was long overdue for a facelift. The old brick building looked all but abandoned, empty as it was on a Saturday afternoon. The purple-and-gold VFHS insignia emblazoned on the side of the gym—Home of the Fighting Vigilantes—while still legible, had faded in recent years. The adjacent grandstand was riddled with graffiti: “Lundgren blows,” “Itchy Boy ’16,” and Dave’s favorite, “Satin Lives.”


The old gridiron was still patchy from winter, the goal posts a little worse for wear over the decades since the Vigilantes’ glory days, a run of three consecutive 1A state titles in the late nineties. If Dave let himself, he could remember the thrill of Friday nights under the sodium lights like they were yesterday; the cagey, heart-pounding promise of the locker room, as Coach Prentice delivered his gruff, pre-game address, invariably ending with the crux of Coach’s personal philosophy, in football, if not in life: play for each other.


If Dave allowed himself, he knew he could still recall, and quite palpably, the readiness and rowdiness of the crowd: the friends, and neighbors, and family. If he let himself, he could still recollect the dizzying adrenaline of charging onto the field just as the band started blaring the Vigilantes’ fight song, the kettledrum and the tuba rattling in his chest, stirring virtually every emotion he’d ever felt all at once. If only Dave would give himself a break, he could live it all again, at least in his mind. But these were comforts that Dave had not allowed himself in years. Maybe if he got the help he needed, if he could make amends, make peace with himself, straighten out his marriage, his career track, and his emotional health, he would once again allow himself to dwell for a time in that cocoon of nostalgia.


But first things first.


Dave pulled in behind his mom’s LeSabre in the driveway, hopped out of the cab, and strode up the walkway and the front steps, wishing he’d taken time to shave. After a cursory knock, he let himself in before his mom could answer. She was busying herself in the kitchen, dressed in an oversized gray sweatshirt and baggy jeans.


“Hey, Ma,” he said.


“Davey,” she said. “I was wondering when you’re were coming. You hungry?”


“Nah.”


“Can I get you some coffee?”


“Already drank a whole damn pot. Thanks, though.”


“How about a razor?”


“Leave it alone, will you? It keeps my face warm.”


“Your brother was by,” she said.


“Yeah?”


“Wanted to borrow my chainsaw.”


“Ah,” said Dave. “Does he even know how to use it?”


“Apparently.”


“Mm,” said Dave, mildly impressed. “How’s your back?”


“Better today,” she said. “What about your hip?”


“Sleeping on the sofa sure isn’t helping,” said Dave.


“Aw, Davey, honey,” she said. “Sooner or later you two will straighten things out. Be consistent, that’s the important thing. Consistency is everything.”


“I know,” he said. “I’m trying, I really am.”


His mom clasped his hand.


“I know it will all work out,” she said. “I keep praying.”


“I appreciate that, Ma. I know it will.”


“I wish you’d go to service with me once in awhile. Everybody is always asking about you. It’s like you’re a ghost.”


“Yeah,” he said. “I can see that. Maybe one of these days.”


“Reverend Hardy used a football analogy this week. You would have liked it. He said the modern world was looking at third and long.”


“At least,” said Dave.


“You are loved, Davey.”


“I know that, Ma, thanks. Where’s Bella?”


“She’s in the back room.”


Dave was about to call for her when his jean pocket began to vibrate. Maybe it was Nadene, ready to lay down her ground rules going forward, ready to assign her conditions. Maybe it was her brother Jerry wanting to take him fishing, so they could talk. Hopefully it wasn’t Jasper at Terminix trying to trade out his Monday shift again.


Whoever it was, Dave didn’t recognize the number.


“You gonna take that?” said his mom.


Dave sighed. “Hello?” he said.


“David Cartwright?”


“Take me off your list, please,” said Dave.


“Not a solicitor, sir. Harlan Dale, here, Whatcom County Sheriff’s Department.”


“Oh?”


“You sitting down, Mr. Cartwright?”


“No.”


“Well, maybe you ought to.”


The rest of the call was a blur, as Dave stared stupidly at a six-inch strip of yellow linoleum curling up near the foot of the fridge, while the information washed over him. Tanner Creek Road. Big bend at mile marker two. Must have been doing sixty-five.


“I’m sorry, Mr. Cartwright,” said the sheriff.


“Thank you,” said Dave.


His ears were ringing when he pocketed his phone.


“What is it?” said his mom, fishing her reheated coffee out of the microwave.


“It’s Nadene,” said Dave.


Just the way he said it was enough for his mom to catch his meaning.


“Oh, Davey,” she said, setting her coffee aside, and clutching him tightly.










When Everything Changed
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Not five minutes after Dave got the call, still numb with disbelief, he was tasked with breaking the news to Bella. They perched side by side on the foot of his mom’s guest bed, Bella clutching her pack, feet dangling a half-foot above the carpeted floor, a seven-and-a-half-year-old vision of her mother: the long black hair, the green eyes, the placid face, and the native complexion.


“What’s wrong?” she wanted to know. “Am I in trouble?”


“No, baby,” he said.


“Did you quit your job again?”


“No, baby, it’s not that. It’s . . . well, baby, it’s Mommy.”


“Is she sad again?”


“No, she’s not sad,” he said.


Dave held his breath momentarily, and clenched his fists as though he might squeeze an answer out of them.


“Mommy had an accident,” he said at last.


“Is she okay?”


“Mommy was hurt very badly, baby.”


“Is she at the hospital? Can we go see her?”


“She’s not okay, baby,” he said, his voice catching. “I wish she was.”


“What’s wrong with her?”


“She’s didn’t make it, honey.”


“Make it where?” she said.


“Mommy . . . she died in the accident, baby.”


The silence of Bella’s incomprehension filled the room like a vacuum.


“But Mommy’s not old enough to die,” she said finally.


“Baby, not everybody dies of old age. Accidents can happen to anyone.”


“She can’t be dead,” said Bella. “You’re just saying it!”


When Dave tried to wrap her up in his arms, she fended him off angrily at first, pounding at his shoulders and chest. But after a moment, her body went limp, as she allowed Dave to absorb her, and began sobbing into his armpit.


“It’s gonna be okay, baby, I promise,” he said, stroking her head.


But Dave couldn’t see how. He could hardly remember the last time anything was okay. Bella must have been in diapers.


For two days afterward, Bella refused to say a word, no matter how Dave and his mom tried to draw the child out. Though uncommunicative, her bewilderment was written clearly enough in her silence. She clung to Dave’s side virtually every moment of the day and night, as though permanently fixed there. Meanwhile, Dave moved about in a fog of disbelief, while Travers graciously handled most of the arrangements.


The seven grand it cost for the preparations, the plot, the casket, the marker, the memorial, and the reception nearly cleaned out what was left of Dave and Nadene’s savings. They had no equity in the house after the last re-fi. Neither one of them had life insurance. There was no nest egg anywhere, no safety net beyond his mom, and how, at thirty-eight-years-old, could he ask any more of his mom? As it was she cared for Bella at least three nights a week. Not to mention all the Red Apple gift cards, and the meals she sometimes left in the refrigerator. Of course, Travers would never refuse Dave a loan, but Dave could never take his little brother’s money on pride alone.


In spite of the cost, Nadene’s memorial was a drab affair at Saint Barnabus. Dave sat up front in his musty black suit with the unfashionably wide lapel, as Reverend Hardy delivered a brief message to the half-empty church about redemption, and salvation, and earthly grief, all of which beaded up like water off of Dave, who could feel twenty sets of eyes boring holes in his back.


Bella sat at Dave’s side in the darkest blue dress Dave could find for the occasion, silent and befuddled, and like Dave, unable to summon tears.


The reception was held in the fluorescent-lit environs of the basement, generally reserved for Bible study and charity bingo. Thirty or forty people were in attendance, more than half of them belonging to the Charles clan. Travers hired a caterer from Mount Vernon for the affair, though nobody but Travers and Coach Prentice exhibited much of an appetite.


Despite the countless handshakes and hugs he dispensed, Dave may as well have been somewhere in orbit around Neptune for how present he felt at the proceedings. The gravity of the occasion could not hold him there. The only thing that kept him tethered to the world at all was the perpetual presence of Bella stationed at his side, fiercely clutching his hand.










Holding On
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If Bella had to explain it, it was like the dull, heavy feeling of being half asleep. Like when her dad carried her into the house from the truck late at night. The heavy feeling settled in her bones like a numbness. When she was not clinging to her dad, Bella moved about the house in a state of slow-witted confusion; eating and drinking mechanically, sometimes pausing in one spot to stare into space, as though she’d forgotten her way to wherever she was going. Wherever she was going didn’t seem to matter anymore. She felt disconnected from the world and everything in it, like she was haunting it. She looked for comfort in the everyday things that once gave her life shape: her stuffies, her pearler beads, her little ponies. But she couldn’t stay engaged for long. She turned to her books, but even her favorites, The Curious Cat Spy Club, Ophelia and the Marvelous Boy, Flora & Ulysses, failed to hold her attention for more than a few pages at a time.


Her dad, meanwhile, slumped on the sofa much of the time, half-dressed in front of the television, though he never seemed to really be paying attention to it. On the fifth morning after the funeral, Bella found him there, sleeping with his eyes open, or so it seemed. Bella must have stood between him and the TV for a good five seconds before he registered her.


“Hey, baby,” he said, finally.


“Since you’re not working, can we go somewhere?” she said.


“You want to go to Nana’s? Go to the park?”


“I want to go on vacation,” she said.


Picking up the TV remote, he muted the sound.


“Baby, it’s not a good time to go on vacation. You’ve got school.”


“I hate school,” she said.


“Aw, baby, don’t hate school,” he said.


“Well, you hate your job.”


“That’s different,” he said.


“Hate is hate,” she said. “Nana said so. I don’t like it here without Mommy. I wanna go somewhere different.”


“I don’t like it either, baby,” he said. “But we’re stuck here. At least for now we are.”


“I don’t want to be stuck here, Daddy.”


“Neither do I, baby.”


He set the remote aside and opened his arms to her.


“How about a hug?” he said.


Bella plopped down on the couch and fell into his arms.


He ran his fingers through her hair and held her close.


“Right now, we just gotta do what we gotta do, okay, honey? We gotta keep on doing the things we’ve always done. Otherwise, we might get lost.”


“I’d rather be lost,” she said, fighting back tears.


And in the days to come, Bella managed to lose herself. Actually, if she had to explain it, it was more like she emptied herself, and filled herself back up with other people. Like on the bus to school, where she sat silently, faced pressed to the cold window, as she let the squabbling and chattering of the other kids wash over her. Watching the houses and trees blur past through the rain-streaked glass, Bella exhaled herself like a breath, and almost instantly she began to absorb the other kids. It was like they entered her through her ear holes all at once. Soon, she could hear their thoughts, and feel their anxieties, and know what it was to be somebody else. It was at once frightening and comforting, this lack of self, this otherness. And every day it seemed to get stronger.










Fortifications
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Though Terminix had been damn generous in offering Dave a month’s paid leave, he had no intention of going back to his job. He no longer had the stomach to kill anything he didn’t intend to eat. Not even cockroaches. That, and he was done wearing uniforms. He was done with affiliation in any guise. As friends and neighbors reached out with meal trains and condolences, Dave yearned only to escape their pity and concern, tinged, as it seemed, by morbid curiosity.


Once Bella had broken her silence and returned to school, Dave escaped into the backwoods almost daily, hiking fifteen and twenty miles at a go, in spite of his lousy hip, up the canyon, and over the rock-studded ridge, into the sprawling high country of the North Cascades, their precipitous peaks and cornices buttressed by glacial ice, white and windswept against the late winter sky.


As long as Dave was moving, putting distance between himself and the world, he could endure living in the moment.


One afternoon, while taking refuge on a small plateau high above the canyon, he paused in the clear, cool, afternoon to eat a heel of bread and a tin of sardines, taking in the remarkable panorama through the cloud of his breath; the great, yawning jaw of the canyon, and the ruffled blanket of spruce and fir sprawling clear to the bottom of the basin and beyond. Behind him, the peaks of the Picket Range reared up like spires: Ghost, and Phantom, and Fury. To the west, beyond the frozen silence, lay the inland Pacific, with its labyrinthine waterways.


Here, in this spot above it all, he lingered as long as the day would allow, basking in isolation. When he finally hefted his daypack, and turned to resume his progress, his eyes lighted on a narrow cleft in the side of the mountain.


In a world that seemed all out of mysteries, the gash in the hillside demanded his attention. Tentatively, he poked his head in, sniffing the chalky air, wary of bear, or cougar. Sensing no danger, Dave entered what amounted to a stone chamber, the size of which was difficult to ascertain at first. By the paltry light of his phone, he eased his way along the near wall for four or five steps, until the rock began to close in on him from above. After a few more steps, he arrived at the rear of the cavern. Stooping, he doubled back along the opposite wall, feeling his way along the cold rock, before stationing himself in the very center of the space, which he estimated to be roughly four hundred square feet. The stillness of the place was overwhelming.


Dimming his phone, Dave sat down upon the cold, hard earth in the darkness, only a narrow blade of sunlight slicing the foreground diagonally in front of him. For the first time in weeks he drew a deep breath, and clutched it in his chest, and stared at the back of his eyelids for a good fifteen seconds. Rather than exhale the breath deeply, he absorbed what he could of it, letting it pass slowly through every pore of his body, his shoulders slackening, as he released it gradually.


He spent the next twenty minutes repeating this exercise until finally, he let go a deep sigh. While the experience did nothing to buffer him from the future, he found comfort in the stillness, and in the tomb-like depths of the cavern, which immediately took on an almost holy significance. Here was sanctuary, and shelter in the realest sense; a divine cathedral of rock to soothe the aches and pains of the temporal world.


Dave would visit the place again and again in the weeks that followed, hiking eighteen-mile days for a few precious moments of shelter from the outside world.


It was upon Dave’s third visit to the cave that he began to consider and calculate the possibility of leaving his life behind and taking shelter in the inexhaustible wilderness of the North Cascades. Yes, to turn his back on the world was a rash course of action, but what was left for him and Bella down below? Their lives were a smoldering heap of rubble. The only woman Dave ever loved, the only mother Bella would ever know, was two weeks in the grave. And in spite of Bella’s naïve insistence, she wasn’t coming back. The days of his employment at Terminix were numbered. The prospects for future employment were fraught with unknowns. He was down to nineteen-hundred dollars, roughly a third of which would be eaten up by the mortgage payment due in two weeks. Each possibility he contemplated for the future seemed bleaker than the last.


To leave the civilized world behind seemed like a natural extension to the escape Dave had been gradually charting for a decade, a course that had accelerated in recent years. He started tuning out the news cycle before the last election. He shut down his Facebook account shortly thereafter and taped over the camera on his laptop. He stopped engaging in political discourse of any kind. Eventually, he stopped returning calls, or paying social visits, or attending the occasional Sunday service at Saint Barnabus to appease his mom.


Now, with Nadene in the grave, life in V-Falls had become altogether untenable. Dave no longer wished to be around anybody, except for his daughter. And what was left for a child down there but a world that would likely forsake her, a world that would wring the wonder and humanity right out of her, as it sought to reduce her life force to an algorithm? The modern world held no more promise for Bella than it did for Dave. Reverend Hardy had it wrong: It wasn’t third and long. It was fourth and forever. Time to punt.


It only took a matter of days for Dave’s unlikely speculations to harden into a conviction; to live in isolation suddenly seemed like an imperative, and the only future he could bear to contemplate. The decision itself proved to be a morale booster. If not hope, it gave Dave’s life new purpose and direction. Thus began the six supply runs in two weeks; through the steep canyon and over the wooded saddle, thirty-five hundred vertical feet up the mountain, eighteen miles round trip, a third of it in snow shoes, to town and back, packing sixty and seventy pounds per load: vintage hand tools—two saws, a planer, a drill, a mallet, a hammer, a coffee can full of hardware. Fishing tackle, rods, a pair of Winchesters, .22 and .458 Magnum, a hundred and thirty-six rounds. Skinning knife, nylon rope, parachute cord, binoculars, butane lighters, wooden matches, three flashlights, three headlamps, and five pounds of batteries. Topo maps, bear spray, fire starter, ibuprofen, a first aid kit. A pair of old Coleman lanterns to be used sparingly, three gallons of kerosene, a hatchet, a wedge, a shovel, three pairs of work gloves (two large, one small), two sleeping bags, two inflatable Therm-a-Rests, four wool blankets, four tarps, clothing for all seasons, a transistor radio, and every trip, two or three empty water jugs. Oats, flour, rice, sugar, and books, cumbersome, heavier than tools, awkward, backbreaking books. The least he could do was improve himself with all the time he’d have on his hands. He devoted one whole trip explicitly to the printed word: used books, new books, library books, children’s books, textbooks, medical books, survival books. In two weeks’ time, Dave hauled anything and everything a body could think of to survive in the backcountry of the North Cascades.


Almost everything.










One Crummy Backpack
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“What about my stuffies?” said Bella. “They don’t weigh hardly anything.”


“I thought you were too old for your stuffies,” her dad said.


“I changed my mind.”


“But baby,” said her dad, kneeling down to eye level, which was his new way of being convincing. “They take up so much space.”


“Not Snorax, he’s tiny.”


“Okay, baby, you can bring Snorax.”


“What about Stitch?”


“Of course, Stitch,” he said, patting her head, and folding her into an embrace. “Stitch is family.”


“I don’t wanna leave all my toys,” she said. “You get to bring a whole bunch of stuff, all those books, and tools, and flashlights, and all I get is one crummy backpack.”


“I brought other stuff,” he said. “I brought some LEGOs, and your Hello Kitties.”


“But not their house,” she said.


“Baby, it’s way too big to haul up there.”


“They won’t have anywhere to live,” she said. “Just like us.”


“Baby, everything will be safe at Nana’s, I promise. You can play with it when we come to town.”


“Why can’t we just leave it in my room?”


Her dad fell silent, freeing her from his embrace to hold her at arm’s length and look her steadily in the eye.


“We’re not gonna have this house anymore, baby. You know that.”


“Why?”


“Because we’re not.”


And that, as far as Bella could tell, was the logic of adults. They didn’t need a reason, or at least they didn’t need to give you one.


“But it’s not fair,” she said.


He pulled her into another hug, squeezing her tight.


“I know it’s not fair, baby, I’m sorry,” he said.


Life was never fair. That’s what it meant to be seven years old. You never got to make up your own mind. People dragged you on errands, or passed you off to somebody else to watch. You were a responsibility. You lived by their clock and adhered to their plans and ideas. They made you eat things you didn’t like. They made you go to sleep early and miss all the action. They talked about you like you weren’t even there. Your whole life was following orders and eating cottage cheese. Then your mother died, and everything around you unraveled so fast that you began to miss taking orders. Your dad, he disappeared. He walked around like a zombie. Except on those occasions when he turned to jelly, and he held you close, desperately, it seemed, and he squeezed you so hard you could hardly breathe. And he sobbed and sobbed, and you could feel his tears running hot down the collar of your blouse and feel them drying on your back.


“I love you so much, baby,” he would say with a croaky voice.


“I love you, Daddy,” she would say.


And as badly as she wanted to be strong on those occasions, she could not control her own grief, and she began to sob, too, until both of them were just a big unraveled mess, and there was nobody left to comfort anybody. There was only the two of them, broken and confused.










A Hole in the Sky
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Bella could hear her mom’s voice, which was how she knew she couldn’t really be dead. As long as she could hear her mom’s voice, she must be alive somewhere. She must have just run off like she threatened to do at least five times when she thought Bella wasn’t listening.


On Bella’s last night in the nearly empty house, while her dad was still packing, and checking, and double-checking, and quadruple-checking his pack, Bella lay on her bed alone in her soon-to-be old bedroom, pretending her mom was in bed beside her, like she always used to be right before lights out. That’s when she told Bella stories about Raven, and Xa:ls, and Chichel Siya:m. About the old basket woman, and how she stole children, and may or may not have eaten them. About Kulshan and his two wives. About Crow and her son and her daughter. About fair Mouse and ugly Beaver. About how Salmon freed the rivers and saved the world.


“Tell me again, Mommy, about The Time Before Everything Changed,” said Bella.


“That’s before Salmon freed the rivers, when all the Salish Sea was just ice, as far as the eye could see.”


“But there were mountains.”


“Yes, these same mountains.”


“And there were giants,” said Bella.


“Yes, there were giants who walked among the people; fanged beasts that stalked the people by day and haunted their dreams at night. And there were giants who fed the people and clothed them, too: the bison, and the mammoth. But there was no Raven, no Coyote, no Salmon in The Time Before Everything Changed. There was only the Great Provider, who, in her fickleness and cruelty, had banished the people to live on the ice with fire as their only friend.”


“The Great Provider was a ‘her’?”


“Of course she was,” said her mom.


“What were the people called?” Bella said. “Were they Nooksack?”


“The people didn’t have a name for themselves, then. They were just the people. And for thousands of years the people lived in the frozen world, hunting the bison and the mammoth. It was a hard life, but they survived.”


“Then everything changed,” said Bella.


“Yes, the whole world as they knew it began to change. First, the giants began to quarrel amongst themselves, and soon their numbers began to dwindle. Until one day, the giants disappeared without a trace. The people had never lived without the giants. They felt betrayed by the Great Provider. They had grown tired of her cruel and fickle ways. What had the people done to deserve this suffering? It wasn’t enough that the Great Provider had marooned them in a frozen wasteland, then she stole the mammoth and the bison from them and left them to starve.”


“Did the people die?” said Bella.


“Some of them, yes,” said her mom. “But the people that lived, they got together and decided to defy the Great Provider. If you will not provide for us, we will provide for ourselves, they said. We will find a new paradise. So, early one morning when the Great Provider was still sleeping, the people rose, and crept quietly across the ice, and tore a hole in the sky with their spears. And then they passed through the hole in the sky, looking for a new home on the other side.”


“Did they find it?”


But her mom didn’t answer.


“Mommy, did they find it?”


But Mommy was no longer next to her.


“Who are you talking to in there?” called her dad from down the hallway.


“Nobody,” said Bella.










The Only Hospitable Place
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If there was one place in Vigilante Falls that Dave would ever miss, it had to be Dale’s Diner, a fixture in V-Falls for years before Dave was born. As a kid, his mom waitressed at Dale’s. She’d come home at night with her smock smeared with ketchup, bringing cold burgers and soggy fries. In high school, Dave and his linemen would crowd into a booth in the evenings after practice, gorging themselves on two-dollar sides of hash browns and toast. They’d loiter for hours, poring over the playbook, drinking Pepsi, and generally horsing around. Even in his waning days with Terminix, Dave ate breakfast at Dale’s at least once a week.


The polished fir countertops had lost their luster over the years, and gone to splinter and tarnish. The vinyl seats had lost their springiness, and the grease-stained wallpaper was as brittle as old parchment. But the storied past abided at Dale’s, the rugged spirit of V-Falls abounded on the walls in black and white photos depicting extravagantly mustachioed men, mud-plastered and grinning, straddling big timber, or squatting on massive stumps; giant crosscut saws, and axes in their clutches. The menu too was a survivor of a bygone era. Dale was still serving chipped beef and chicken à la king and shrimp puffs and cottage cheese with canned pineapple.


But like most V-Fallers, Dave mostly only went to Dale’s for breakfast, and this was sure to be the last time. Travers had been waiting for him with a cup of coffee when Dave arrived with his loaded pack and oversized cat carrier, Bella in tow. A stranger would have never taken them for brothers: Dave, lean and hard in blue jeans and checkered flannel shirt, a week’s growth of beard blanketing his angular face, and Travers, soft around the middle, dressed in a khaki suit of western cut, an outsized, black suede cowboy hat, and boots that had never been within two hundred yards of horse manure. No doubt he had a wallet full of business cards in his jacket pocket, and a phone full of contacts.


It was shortly after the rush. Darla, her unruly black hair wrestled into a defiant bun at the back of her head, still wearing that wrist brace on account of her tendinitis, seated them in an ancient orange-and-umber booth by the window, overlooking the muddy parking lot.


“I’ll warn you, the shop’s a little crowded,” said Dave. “And the ventilation isn’t great, so you’re best off leaving the bay door open if you plan on working in there.”


“This is dang crazy,” said Travers. “This is not how things are supposed to go. Everybody understands what you’ve been through, Dave, but c’mon.”


“Do they?”


“You know what I mean,” says Travers. “Things feel upside down, right now, they must. I can’t even imagine what you’re going through. So, why not take a break? Go camping for a few days. Take my fifth wheel, drive to the dang Grand Canyon if you need. But this is not right, what you’re planning here, Dave.”


Dave looked down at Bella, gripping her crayon a little too firmly as she decorated her children’s menu with waxy swirls of black and blue. Like bruises, thought Dave.


He slid the house key, the truck key, and the keys to the shop across the table to Travers.


“You’d be wise to sell off the tools. Otherwise, they’ll just liquidate them when they come for the house.”


Travers stirred two packets of Sweet’N Low into his black coffee.


“This ain’t over, yet, Dave. You can still save this.”


“Save what?”


“Save your house. Save yourself. Save Bella. You’re just not thinking straight, that’s all. It doesn’t make a goddang bit of sense what you’re planning here. You two will freeze to death up there before winter.”


“The hell we will.”


Travers sipped his coffee and shook his head woefully.


“Why, Dave? Why can’t you just grieve like a normal person? Get drunk, cry, sleep all day, eat a whole cake, and go make an ass of yourself down at Doc’s?”


“Travers,” he said. “We’re dying, can’t you see that? It’s not just Nadene; it’s the whole world. We’ve gone past the tipping point. We’re too far gone, little brother.”


“Nothing is gone, Dave. We’re sitting right here at Dale’s like always, drinking weak coffee, and wondering if Darla’s ever gonna pluck that hair on her upper lip.”


“You’d be wise to hunker down yourself, Travers. Maybe start preparing for you and Kris and Bonnie.”


“Dave, you just sound paranoid. And what can I do if the world ends? How is living in the goddang mountains gonna save you?”


Dave looked down at the tabletop and drew a long breath through his nose.


“This isn’t just about saving me, Travers. They already got to me.”


“Then what the hell is this all about?”


“The truth is, I don’t know exactly,” said Dave.


“Well dang, Dave, maybe you ought to know the answer to that one. Otherwise, what the heck’s the good in walking off into the wilderness with a seven-year-old girl?”


“She’s almost eight.”


“Damnit, why don’t you leave her at Mom’s, or with Kris and me? Why are you set on doing this?”


“I want to go, Uncle Trav,” Bella said.


“She’s my daughter,” Dave said. “You understand? I want her to have a good life: a true life, a pure life. There’s nothing left for her here. Nothing but sickness, and greed, and useless outrage.”


Travers pushed the keys back across the table. “That’s not true, Dave. There’s a lot more than that.”


“Like what?” said Dave. “Deals to be made? Hills to be bulldozed?”


“Well, now,” said Travers. “I don’t see where you get off begrudging a man supporting his family. Not everybody wants to live in a cave. Look, I know things look bad right now, but they’re bouncing back, they are. The economy is recovering already. Eventually, you’ll be able to see past Nadene. Pretty soon, things will be better than ever.”


“Keep telling yourself that,” said Dave. “That maniac is gonna kill us all. Maybe what you ought to do is start preparing for certain eventualities.”


“Eventualities?” Travers ran a hand through his hair wearily. “What are we even talking about here, Dave? I’m sorry about how things have worked out, I am. We all are. But none of this is forever.”


Dave took hold of the saltshaker and gripped it tightly, rolling it with his thumb along his palm to his fingertips. He looked briefly at Bella, greasy-haired, nails bitten to the quick, worrying her bottom lip with her front teeth, green eyes piercing the page as she worked her black crayon savagely in circles. A brief but unruly throng of guilt crowded in on Dave, but he chased it away before it could take over.


“Dave, it ain’t no place up there for a little girl.”


“I told you, Uncle Trav, I wanna go,” she said.


“Well, Trav, it ain’t no place down here, either,” said Dave.


Still gripping the saltshaker, Dave looked out the window, across the empty lot, riddled with potholes and food wrappers. He looked out beyond Highway 20, past the veterinarian’s office, past the video store, now vacant and shuttered, past the dingy Chevron, and the little gem shop that was hardly ever open, past The Golden Dragon Chinese restaurant where Nadene got food poisoning, and Dave left his wallet. Farther still, Dave gazed over the wooded bottomlands, beyond the bulwark of checkered green foothills, beyond the power lines, and cell towers, and housing developments, and past his brother’s vacant plats spreading rash-like into the wilderness. And farther still, Dave gazed into the open maw of the great, rock-studded canyon, rising precipitously to the pinnacles of the North Cascades. And it seemed to Dave that it was the only hospitable place left in the world.










Home
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Trudging across the highway, Dave and Bella jumped the guardrail just past mile marker 62 and ventured into the wilderness; Dave loaded for the final time to the tune of eighty pounds, pulling Bella along by the wrist as she clutched her dirty Snorax to her chest. In his other hand, Dave balanced the bulky cat carrier with Betty inside, the three-year-old foundling, black as oil, and fit-to-burst with her first litter.


After a mile or so, Dave’s hip finally warmed up, and stopped aching, and he was moving well, despite all the extra weight. Bella managed a steady pace through the densely wooded bottomlands, though not without Dave’s constant persuasion. He distracted her with games, I Spy, and Pick A Number, and I’m Thinking Of. When that didn’t work, he finessed her along with promises of magnificent things to come: waterfalls, and deep crevasses. Finally, when promises of grandeur no longer sufficed, Dave resorted to threats.


“You want to get eaten by a bear?” he said. “Have at it. Betty and me are moving on. Remember to play dead if he gets hold of you.”


That one was good for about a mile. But eventually, even the possibility of being eaten alive was not enough. Around mile four, still a mile from the mouth of the canyon, Bella quit on him; she sat on the ground sulking, refusing to go another step.


“Aw, honey, c’mon, now,” he said. “I know you’re tired. But we’re almost there.”


She clutched her chin and hung her head in silence.


“Baby, we gotta keep moving.”


After five minutes of this, Dave finally reversed his tact, and kneeled down beside her, setting down the cat carrier, and unburdening himself of the pack.


“Sweetie,” he said. “I’m sorry Daddy’s making you walk this far. It doesn’t seem fair. But we have to.”


Tilting her chin up, Dave saw that her little green eyes were filled with tears.


“Aw, honey, I’m sorry,” said Dave


“I don’t want to go any farther,” she said. “Why can’t it just be here? Why does it even matter?”


“We’re almost there,” he lied.


“Then, why do we have to hurry?”


Dave wrapped her in his arms and hugged her until he could feel her little heart beating behind her ribcage like a scared rabbit.


“Sweetie, look at me.”


He held her at arm’s length and looked her in the eyes.


“Do you want me to take you back? If you really want to go back, I’ll take you, right now.”


“No,” she said emphatically.


“Do you want to stay with Daddy?”


She pursed her lips and nodded.


“You want to stay with Betty and her kittens?”


She nodded again.


“Then we gotta keep moving, sweetie. Just for a little while longer, I promise.”


Dave was grateful when, a quarter mile later, a big orange Tomcat picked up their trail and started following them, much to Bella’s delight, and Betty’s unease. What the cat was doing out there, two miles from the nearest house, was anybody’s guess, but it was clear after a mile or so that the Tom had chosen them with a devotion Dave could not question.


“Can we keep him?”


“I’m not sure we have a choice, baby.”


By the time they entered the craggy jaw of the canyon a half-hour later, Bella was already smitten with the big orange cat, whom she named Tito.


You see, Dave told himself—already we’re making connections, already our lives are getting fuller. The orange cat was like a sign, his sudden presence and apparent devotion was an assurance that everything was as it ought to be.


Through the broad canyon they passed along the broken trail, still patchy with snow, until the steep, wooded walls closed in around them. Tito pulled up the rear, darting in and out of the ferns and salal, occasionally falling back out of sight, only to hurry forward again in bursts, a repeating cycle that kept Bella occupied for miles.


In a sunny meadow near the south end of the canyon, they stopped for lunch, in the shadows of the broad-shouldered foothills. In a few short hours, they had already achieved a degree of remoteness. Bella soon fell asleep against Dave’s leg, clutching her peanut butter sandwich. Dave leaned back against a big fir and tried with little success to empty his cluttered mind.


Tito slunk around the perimeter, inching closer to Dave and the carrier by the minute, until he was within two feet of Dave, resting tentatively on his haunches.


“What?” said Dave.


The cat tilted its big, orange head, kneading the ground with its forepaws.


“You might want to re-think your plan, buddy. Bound to be a hard life up there for the likes of you.”


Tito took this as a cue to move in closer and was soon pressing his side firmly up against Dave’s thigh, executing a half circle, his tail parading proudly behind him.


“You have no idea what you’re getting into, cat,” said Dave. “You didn’t think this out.”


It was as though Dave was talking to himself.


Dave let Bella sleep for an hour or more, knowing there would still be ample light to reach the bluff, and knowing too, that the sleep would serve her well going forward. Fiercely, she slept, mouth slightly open, her fingers creating a permanent impression in the soggy wheat bread of her sandwich.


Having ingratiated himself to Dave, the orange Tom turned his attention earnestly to poor, pregnant Betty, tucked deep in the carrier, pressing himself firmly against the side of it, his swishing tail aloft.
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