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To my wonderful children,


Trevor, Todd, Beatrix, Nicky, 


Victoria, Vanessa, Samantha, 


Maxx, and Zara, 


May you conquer all your challenges 


and be forever safe.


You are my greatest blessings


every moment of every day. 


I love you with all my heart,


                                        Mom / ds










Chapter 1


The day after his fourteenth birthday in July, Peter Pollock still had to do all his usual morning chores on his parents’ ranch in Fishtail, Montana. Fishtail was in Stillwater County, in the foothills of the Beartooth Mountains, an hour from Billings, Montana. The closest mountain to them was Granite Peak, with an elevation of 12,807 feet, the highest mountain in Montana and the most challenging to climb. The town itself was at 4,466 feet and had a population of 478 people. Peter had grown up in Fishtail and loved his life there, except for his morning chores.


He was a good-looking boy, tall for his age. He looked like his father, Pitt, with straight blond hair and sky-blue eyes. His mother, Anne, was blond too, petite and fine-featured, and a stunning rider. She had won blue ribbons at all the local horse shows and rodeos in her teens. She and Pitt had been high school sweethearts since freshman year, when they were Peter’s age. They’d gone to the University of Montana together, and got married in June after they’d graduated. Peter was born in July of the following year, when his parents were twenty-three years old. They were thirty-seven now, and had always said they wanted five or six children. Anne was an only child and had wanted a big family, but she had never gotten pregnant again. They’d gone to see a specialist in Billings, and another one in Denver. The doctors they saw marveled at the fact that they’d even managed to have Peter. A defect in Anne’s fallopian tubes made it almost impossible to conceive, and she never had again, so they focused all their love and attention on Peter, and were grateful for the miracle of their only child.


Pitt’s paternal grandfather had founded the Pollock ranch. They bred and sold the finest horses in the state, and it was the largest ranch in the area, well known and respected throughout the western states. People came from as far south as Texas to buy their horses, and as far east as Kentucky. The bloodlines of their horses were legendary. Pitt’s father had run the ranch when his father died, and as an only child himself, Pitt had inherited it from his father when he died in an accident ten years before. Pitt Pollock was one of the youngest, most successful ranchers in Montana. Anne had never even thought about that when she fell in love with him at fourteen. Her father had been everyone’s favorite local vet, and he had taken Anne with him many times when he tended to the horses on the ranch. It had never dawned on either father that their children would fall in love, and when they did, their parents figured it wouldn’t last. They were just kids when it all started. Twenty-three years later, they were more in love than ever.


Anne worked side by side with Pitt in the office and was the chief financial officer. She had majored in business and economics, and had a great head for finance. Pitt knew everything there was to know about horses. He’d been taught by his father and grandfather, and had learned his lessons well. Peter knew that one day he would run the ranch. He was a serious, responsible boy and had never caused his parents any trouble. He got decent grades in school, but liked to have fun too. He planned to follow in his parents’ footsteps and go to the University of Montana. His mother thought he should go to business school afterwards, to learn everything he could about running a venture as large as theirs. The world had changed since Pitt’s grandfather’s day. Now it was essential to know everything about the economics involved, not just about horses. It was a flourishing business. Peter was nowhere near thinking about graduate school yet, although his parents talked about it more than he wanted them to. He was starting high school at the end of August, which was as far as he wanted to look for now. He was excited about it.


He had grown up with a carefree life on the ranch, and rode some of the finest horses in the country whenever he wanted to. He had ridden in his first rodeo when he was five, his parents bursting with pride while they watched him. Their open adoration of him was embarrassing at times. For Peter, parents who were crazy about him, and madly in love with each other, was a given. All he wanted to do was ride, have fun, and spend as much time as he could with his three best friends.


The boys had grown up together, and they spent all the time they could with each other, riding their bikes to each other’s homes and exploring. Anne and Pitt always made the boys feel welcome at the ranch. They had set up a bunk room where they could stay whenever they wanted. They didn’t want Peter to suffer from not having siblings, and the four boys spent every possible moment together, although Pitt kept Peter busy doing chores on the ranch. He wanted his son to learn ranching from the bottom up, and didn’t hesitate to assign him menial tasks, like the ones Pitt had done as a boy. Peter never thought about how successful they were, or what all this would mean to him one day. It was where they lived and what they did. His friends paid no attention to it either. They had no regard for the thousands of acres the Pollocks owned, or the volume of business they did, breeding and selling valuable horses. None of them understood how lucrative the ranch was, which Anne and Pitt thought was just as well.


Bill and Pattie Brown owned a smaller neighboring ranch. Bill’s father had bought the land for it from Pitt’s father when Bill was a boy. They had cattle as well as horses and sheep. They owned a successful dairy, and though their operation was smaller than the Pollocks’, they did well. They were Anne and Pitt’s closest friends. Pitt, Anne, and Pattie had gone to high school together. Bill and Pitt were best friends. And once the two couples were married, they were ecstatic when they got pregnant at the same time. Anne and Pattie talked about how their babies would become best friends one day, or marry. Their sons were born three weeks apart, with Matt Brown arriving before Peter. Anne and Pitt were Matt’s godparents. And their wish had come true when the two boys were best friends by the time they went to nursery school together. Anne had been graciously happy for Bill and Pattie when they had a second child eight years later, although the Pollocks knew that a brother or sister for Peter was not in the cards for them. They had made their peace with it. The Browns’ second child was another boy, Benjie. He was now six years old, and his older brother’s adoring shadow, much to Matt’s irritation most of the time. Matt grudgingly took Benjie with him whenever his parents insisted, but he loved escaping to the Pollocks’ ranch to hang out with Peter and, whenever possible, he would leave Benjie at home.


Pattie had gone to nursing school while Anne and Pitt were in college. Bill was three years older and already working on the ranch. He and Pattie got married a year before Anne and Pitt. They had broken up for a while before that, and dated other people, but they married each other in the end. Pattie worked as a nurse for two years until Matt was born, and then became a stay-at-home mom after that. Her life with Bill was secure. Her family hadn’t had the means that Bill’s did, so she was grateful for the life he provided her and their two boys. She was the envy of her sisters, with a husband who owned a successful ranch, and she didn’t have to work. Her sisters’ husbands were ranch hands elsewhere in the state, as Pattie’s father had been. Both Pattie’s sisters had jobs, one as a teacher and the other as a secretary. Pattie was the success story in the family, married to a rancher.


Bill and Pattie’s relationship was occasionally stormy, unlike Anne and Pitt’s still-romantic relationship. Bill had a hot temper, and she had a fiery nature, but despite the occasional fights, Pattie and Bill considered themselves happily married. Pattie thought about having a third baby at times, and would have liked to have a girl, but the prospect of ending up with three boys made the idea less appealing. She had her hands full with the two she had. Matt had been much more mischievous and adventuresome than Peter when they were younger, and Pattie was constantly chasing after Benjie to make sure that he didn’t get hurt in the cattle barn, or chasing after the sheep, or hanging around the bullpen. He wanted to do everything his older brother did, and she spent a good part of her day checking up on him, worried about what he was up to, and often scolding him when she found him.


The two families went on vacations together every year. One of their favorite pastimes was camping, and the boys loved it. They provided an extended family for each other. Peter and Matt were always at one home or the other, with a slight preference for the Pollocks’ place, because Benjie wasn’t there.


Matt’s ambitions were very different from Peter Pollock’s. Peter’s future was set as the sole heir to the ranch. He would be the fourth generation to run it one day. He loved where they lived and the life of a rancher, and he watched his father carefully to learn from him.


Matt dreamed of city life. He was considered a computer wiz at school and wanted a job in the tech world one day. He knew who all the big players in tech were, and he was desperate to work for one of them when he graduated from college. He wanted to go to Stanford if he could keep his grades up, and then stay in California to work in Silicon Valley. It sounded abysmal to Peter, who loved the mountains and open spaces of Montana, and wanted to stay in the place where he was born. Matt couldn’t wait for high school to be over so he could leave.


Benjie said he was going to be a rodeo clown and ride the broncos when he grew up. He’d had a narrow escape from one of the bullpens the last time they all went to the rodeo. At five, he had once followed a clown into the arena, with a bull pawing the ground twenty feet away from him, all in the two seconds his mother hadn’t been watching him. She never let go of his hand at the rodeo after that. It was easy to believe he’d be a rodeo clown one day. That was not his parents’ aspiration for him, but at six, it was all Benjie dreamed of.


Tim Taylor was the third musketeer in Peter and Matt’s group of inseparable friends. He had faced greater challenges than Matt and Peter. His homelife had been less idyllic, and he was happiest when he was at either the Pollock ranch, or the Browns’. He was warmly welcomed at both. His parents were both natives of Montana from modest homes. His parents’ fathers were both ranch hands too, like the men in Pattie’s family.


His mother, June, had suffered a case of bacterial meningitis when she was pregnant with him, and survived it without losing the baby. But he was born partially deaf as a result of the high fever she’d had for several days. He wore two hearing aids, which helped. He had had extensive speech therapy, and although he still spoke with a marked speech defect, he managed well with the hearing aids, and lip-read and signed when necessary. After his mother’s diligent work with him, and a good speech therapist, he was at the top of his class at school and nothing slowed him down. He read voraciously, and had a passion for horses, as well as great instincts about them. He wanted to go to veterinary school, then come back to Fishtail and work with horses.


He was extremely adept at rock climbing, like a mountain goat, his mother said about him. She was proud of the progress he’d made. He’d finished eighth grade at the top of his class as usual, and wanted to take advanced placement classes in high school, to get into a good college. His friends were indifferent to his hearing impairment. He managed so well in spite of it, and he had a great sense of humor.


After working closely with him on his speech therapy in his early years, June had gone back to school and become a licensed speech therapist. She worked in the nearby town of Red Lodge, and was recommended by several doctors in the area and Saint Vincent Healthcare hospital in Billings. She thoroughly enjoyed her practice.


Her marriage to Ted Taylor rapidly became a casualty of Tim’s affliction. It had put a huge strain on their relationship, which had been on a bumpy road anyway. Ted was a proud man, who had grown up in intense poverty as a young man. His father had been an alcoholic ranch worker who’d died young, leaving Ted’s mother to struggle to make ends meet.


Ted had been unable to accept the fact that his son was less than perfect. He had kept away from Tim at first, then had gone through a period of heavy drinking, which was how he handled most problems, like his father had. He had finally conquered his problem with alcohol through AA, but sought a “geographic” solution to their marital problems. He had left June and Tim, and taken a job in Oklahoma, working in the oil fields. He had done well, but came home seldom, unable to face the problems there. Then he took a job in Texas, which included working on oil rigs in the Gulf of Mexico, and later traveled in the Middle East. After four years of it, and his seeming inability to remember that he had a wife and son in Montana, June finally divorced Ted when Tim was five. He no longer remembered a time when his parents were together. He saw his father once or twice a year now. Ted sent him postcards from exotic places and called him once in a while, but rarely saw him. He still couldn’t handle Tim’s handicap, no matter how well Tim had mastered it with his mother’s help. Ted never told people that he had a deaf son, except in AA meetings when he blamed his drinking on the divorce, rather than the reverse. He ignored the fact that he had run away from his wife and son to work halfway around the world, so he didn’t have to face them. He could afford to send them enough child support so they could live comfortably in a house at the edge of town that June rented. He never stayed longer than a day when he came to visit, and he couldn’t leave fast enough. He still couldn’t face what he perceived to be Tim’s imperfections. He felt guilty for having run out on them, but had never been able to turn it around. He never even tried. He had run away from his problems all his life, just like his father.


June tried not to be bitter about it, and refrained from making disparaging comments to Tim about his dad, but she felt cheated by Ted nonetheless. She’d had a few brief affairs in the nine years since her divorce from Ted, but her only real love was her son. Ted had turned out to be someone they couldn’t count on, and Tim had in effect grown up without a father. The life Ted led sounded glamorous, working in foreign places, and Tim made him sound like a hero when he talked about him, but he and June knew he wasn’t. Tim had had more fathering from Bill Brown and Pitt Pollock than he had ever had from his own father.


Matt and Peter were like his brothers. He and Peter were only children with devoted mothers. The main difference being that, other than in name and occasional brief annual visits, Tim had no father. Tim tried to impress his father with his grades and his athletic accomplishments, none of which seemed to interest Ted in his distant life on the oil rigs. June was well aware that if there were ever an emergency, she wouldn’t even know where to reach Ted, but fortunately there had never been one. Tim was not a wild child, or prone to high-risk activities, other than his rock climbing, which he was responsible about, as he was in all things, unlike his father. The Browns and Pollocks often included him on their vacations, and they were well aware that he needed a stand-in father. They provided it as best they could, for which June was deeply grateful. Tim needed a man in his life, in lieu of the fantasy father he had, who was more of an illusion than a reality, and had disappointed Tim all his life. His mother was the person who never let him down. He wanted to be a speech therapist like her when he grew up, so he could help kids like him.


The fourth member of their gang lived at the edge of Fishtail too, near Tim’s house. Noel Wylie had gone to school with the other three boys since kindergarten. His parents, Marlene and Bob, had moved to Montana from Denver right after Noel was born, and were Fishtail’s two very respected attorneys. They opened a joint practice, and the Pollocks were clients. Living in Fishtail was a choice they had made, not an accident of birth, and they loved it. They had wanted to bring up their two sons in a healthy, wholesome, rural atmosphere, and to get away from cutthroat city lawyering. It had been the answer to their prayers. Fishtail had met all their expectations, and they had a busy, booming practice. They thought Fishtail was the most beautiful place on earth.


Their older son, Justin, was entering his senior year of high school at the end of August, and Noel would be starting as a freshman. Neither of the boys were enchanted with their parents’ choice to live out of the mainstream, in Fishtail, and both wanted to return as soon as possible to the city life they no longer remembered but were sure they would prefer. They had both decided that growing up in a town with a population of four hundred was oppressive and a form of deprivation. Justin wanted to go to law school, and he dreamed of Chicago, New York, Denver, or L.A., wherever he got into college and eventually law school. His parents hoped he’d come back to Fishtail, to join them in their practice, but all he wanted was to get hired by a big city law firm, the bigger the better, and never live in Fishtail again once he left for college. He insisted that city life was in his DNA, and he didn’t want to spend the rest of his life in Fishtail or the Beartooth Mountains. He was counting the days until he could leave.


Noel shared the same opinion. Their parents were highly intelligent, Ivy League–educated attorneys who had chosen the less traveled path, as the children of overachievers themselves. Justin and Noel wanted to try their hands at that kind of achievement in a more competitive, urban, challenging world.


Noel wanted to go to med school. The idea had come to him when he was diagnosed with juvenile diabetes at seven. He had faced the challenge well, and wore an insulin pump now, which spared him from having to administer insulin shots to himself. The pump monitored his sugar levels for him and gave him the insulin doses he needed. His three closest friends, some of his classmates, and all of his teachers were aware that he was diabetic. He had explained it in medical terms to his three closest friends in detail, showed them the pump on his side, and told them the implications of having juvenile diabetes. He wanted to treat juvenile diabetic patients one day, and, like Justin, he wanted to practice in a big city, at a teaching hospital in San Francisco or L.A. His parents had taken him to Children’s Hospital Colorado, in Denver, and UCSF in San Francisco for diagnosis and treatment, and he loved the bustle and activity of the hospitals he’d seen. After a while, they no longer frightened him. He wanted to be a doctor like the ones on the teams that had treated him. He’d had some hard times with the disease at first, until they got it regulated. He’d handled it well, with the careful supervision of his mother. His brother Justin was knowledgeable about the disease as well, and knew everything he needed to in case Noel ever fainted, or had a reaction from high or low sugar or a problem with the insulin. Justin knew as much as his parents about how to handle a diabetic crisis for Noel, but there had been none in many years. And Noel himself knew how to deal with it. His friends almost forgot that he was diabetic, and their own parents were well versed in it too, in case there was ever a problem while Noel visited them.


Justin and Noel were very different. Noel was down-to-earth, practical, and mature for his age. In some ways he was fearless. Because he’d been sick at an early age, and had to face the realities of his disease, he was undaunted by life, and didn’t let anything stop him. He had an outgoing, more gregarious nature than his older brother. Justin was always more anxious, and more introverted. Because he knew that his brother faced risks with his disease, he felt protective and responsible for him.


His parents expected him to look out for his younger brother at home and at school, and whenever their parents were busy. Neither Marlene nor Bob Wylie realized how burdened Justin felt by it, entrusted with the life of another human being. Justin even felt guilty sometimes that Noel suffered from an illness and he didn’t. He was especially kind to Noel to make up for it.


In a way, Noel’s illness had impacted Justin’s childhood more than Noel’s. Noel took it in his stride. Justin worried about everything, and never expressed it. Still waters ran deep, as his mother said about him. Justin had a much quieter nature than his exuberant younger brother.


Justin liked girls but hadn’t had a girlfriend yet. Noel couldn’t wait to get to high school and find one. He was a bright, handsome boy.


Their biggest medical problem at the moment was not Noel but Bob, their father. Bob had been diagnosed with pancreatic cancer the summer before, and had gone downhill slowly at first. But the disease gathered speed quickly, and by Christmas, he’d had to quit their legal practice, leaving it all on Marlene’s shoulders. She had handled it heroically for the past seven months—Bob’s care, their law practice, and mothering the two boys. There wasn’t a spare moment in her day when she was not caring for someone: her husband, her two sons, or the clients in their practice. She was exhausted and hid it as best she could, trying to keep Bob’s spirits up, not worrying her sons unduly while preparing them for what they all knew was coming. He had already outlived the prognosis by several months. She had tried to warn the boys as gently as she could, but she knew that neither of them fully understood how hopeless Bob’s situation was. She couldn’t even understand it herself. He had been so strong and capable, and suddenly so desperately sick.


Bob had stopped his chemo treatments in June. They were destroying what was left of the quality of his life and made him desperately ill. He wanted to enjoy the last months he would have with his wife and sons, although he was too weak to leave the house, and often his bed, now. The doctors had agreed that further chemo was useless.


Marlene had nurses come to help her regularly, when she had to work all day or travel elsewhere in the county and couldn’t come home to check on him every few hours. Hospice workers had begun to visit them daily a few weeks before, and that made the process a little easier. But there was nothing easy about it. Marlene was losing the husband she loved and had been married to for twenty years. She was forty-five years old and could no longer avoid the fact that soon she would be a widow. Bob was facing it as gracefully and as lovingly as he had everything else in their life, but she couldn’t hide from it anymore.


She couldn’t imagine life without him. They had lived together, worked together, shared every task and burden. He had protected her and made all their important decisions. And now it was all going to be on her shoulders, and it had been for the last seven months, as he got weaker. Bob could hardly leave their bedroom now, and she could see that talking to him about their legal practice or any problem of the boys exhausted him. She tried to shield him from everything she could.


She had begun to have nightmares about Bob and both boys being in an accident, and all of them dying together, leaving her to face life alone. She was much more anxious about the boys now, and worried about them more, as though trying to protect them would help avert a tragedy, but she knew that Bob’s death was heading toward them relentlessly, and wouldn’t wait much longer. She had done what she could to prepare the boys, as gently as possible, and they were devastated. Justin was in denial and would talk about Bob being at his graduation from high school in a year. Noel, being more interested in medical issues, had read on the internet about his father’s illness, and would go on walks alone sometimes, crying about what they all knew was coming. Marlene wished she could slow down the process, or cure him magically, but she couldn’t. They would all have to face it, and every day she wondered how she would survive without him. She had always been able to rely on him. And without meaning to, she was relying on Justin more than before, since he was older than Noel. At seventeen, he was almost an adult and never balked at the responsibilities she put on him, like caring for Noel.


Their friends and neighbors had been wonderful, and did all they could to be supportive. They visited Bob when he was up to it, dropped off meals Marlene could just put in the microwave so she didn’t have to cook, did errands for her, and offered to pick up Noel from his activities. Justin drove him most of the time, but it was a relief for him when others did it, so Marlene accepted their help gratefully, for her sake as well as Justin’s.


The arrival in the past few weeks of hospice workers to care for Bob was an undeniable and ominous sign that they had entered a new phase, and worse times were coming. Marlene hadn’t even planned a vacation with the boys that summer. She was afraid to leave Bob, even for a few days. She wanted to be there at the end, whenever it happened. They were living from day to day. She could see Bob fading before her eyes, and the strain was brutal for all of them.


All three boys, Matt, Tim, and Noel, were heading toward the Pollock ranch the day after Peter’s birthday. They were going to swim in the shallow stream on their property, not far from the house, go riding into the hills if it wasn’t too hot, and Peter’s mother had promised to pay for dinner at the diner in town. As a special treat, the boys could dine there alone. They usually went with their parents for the variety of good homestyle food. Anne had told Peter that morning that she thought they were old enough at fourteen to go there on their own, eat dinner like adults, and behave themselves. She or Pitt would drop them off and pick them up, probably she would, since Pitt often finished at the ranch office late, after answering a last slew of emails from all over the country. Then he would come home for dinner with her and Peter.


She thought it would be a nice treat for Peter to go out with his friends. He grinned when she suggested it at breakfast. It was a first sign of what he could expect as he entered high school in another month, and it made him feel very grown up.


He was thinking about it as Matt arrived and dropped his bike on the ground outside the barn and went inside to find Peter. He was just putting away the heavy shovel he had used to clear away some hay, and Matt helped him spread out a fresh bale. Peter said he was finished with his chores, and then told Matt about dinner at the diner. Matt looked worried for a minute.


“I didn’t bring any money.” He never did. None of them ever had more than a few dollars on them. They didn’t need it. There was nothing they needed to buy and nothing to pay for.


“My parents are treating,” Peter reassured him, and Matt looked relieved. He spent the allowance he got on video games and candy every week. He tried to buy a girlie magazine once, with naked women in it, but the man who sold books and magazines in town knew him and wouldn’t sell it to him, even though Matt had just turned fourteen, which seemed to him old enough to look at naked women. He would have shared it with Peter. He bought a video game instead.


“I hate living in a town where everyone knows my parents,” Peter said when Matt had complained, but he was looking forward to dinner at the diner, just the four boys. They could talk about whatever they wanted, which was usually horses, or movies they wanted to see, or the next camping trip they were going on with their parents. Matt had had a brief flirtation with a girl in eighth grade that spring but it had evaporated quickly. Peter hadn’t had any forays into romance yet, although he was always aware that his parents had fallen in love when they were his age, and been together ever since. He didn’t want anything like that, but going to the movies with a girl, or watching a movie with one at home in their playroom sounded appealing. He just hadn’t met the right girl yet. He’d rather hang out with his pals for the moment. He wasn’t desperate for female company yet. Horses and video games still seemed like more fun and less mysterious.


Tim and Noel arrived a short time later, and they helped themselves to the sandwiches Peter’s mother had left for them in the fridge, before heading to the stream in their bathing suits. They biked down a narrow dirt road to get there, left their bikes under a tree, and jumped into the stream, splashed each other, laughed as they teased each other for an hour in the water, and then lay on the grass to dry off. It was a perfect day, hot but not unbearably so. They rode back to the house around four o’clock, and agreed to go riding the next day. When they got back to the house, they headed downstairs to the spacious playroom Pitt had had built for them. He liked having Peter’s friends around. He and Anne both did.


At six o’clock, Anne reminded the boys to put their jeans on and said she’d drive them to dinner at the Silver Spur Diner, as she put the money in Peter’s pocket. It was going to be their first dinner out alone as independent young men, and a landmark moment for all four of them.


When she dropped them off, she watched them walk inside, sauntering like grown men, laughing and shoving each other. She drove away with a smile. Her baby was growing up. It was hard to believe he’d be starting high school in a month. It all went so fast. It seemed like only a few years ago that he’d been a baby. And now they were going out to dinner on their own.










Chapter 2


Juliet Marshall had been visiting her father, Tom, for nearly two weeks, and had another four weeks left in her six-week visit with him from mid-July until the end of August. Her parents had agreed to it, when her father moved from New York to Fishtail in January. Tom had discovered Fishtail when he came to the area on a fishing trip with a group of men from his office. He had fallen in love on the spot with the town and the Beartooth Mountains, and even the hundred-year-old historic General Store. The town had haunted him when he went back to New York. He had been longing for a change, and realized that Fishtail was it. He was tired of the rat race, the constant stress of his job, and living in New York. His marriage had been showing signs of stress for the last few years. They’d been fighting more than they ever had before.


He tried telling his wife, Beth, about Fishtail and the beauty of Montana when he got back. She looked at him like he was nuts. They were inveterate New Yorkers who had grown up there and lived there all their lives. She didn’t want to live anywhere else. She was a freelance writer for magazines and highly respected in her field. She loved New York, and she had thought Tom’s complaints about New York were just growing pains, and temporary, and had paid no attention to them.


Beth discounted what he’d said as some kind of midlife crisis, or burnout, which she thought was incredibly irresponsible and adolescent of him at forty-three years of age with a great job at a prestigious investment firm on Wall Street. He was highly paid and suddenly no longer cared. Money and success were the gods that he and Beth had worshipped. Now he wanted to walk out on all of it, and he expected Beth to do the same. He got six of his clients to commit their investment portfolios to him, and he was proposing to manage their money for them long-distance, from the wilds of Montana. He told Beth he couldn’t live in New York anymore. The stress would kill him. He wanted a healthier, more wholesome life, which Beth considered a betrayal of everything they had built together. He thought all of it was meaningless, and they agreed to separate so he could pursue his new life.


She was furious with him. He had a great job, a wife, and a thirteen-year-old daughter, and he was giving it all up to live in Fishtail, Montana.


Juliet was heartbroken when they told her. They separated and he left his job, lined up his clients, and moved to Fishtail four months later. When Beth realized he was serious, she filed for divorce.


There had been no sign of what she called his “insanity” before. They’d had their squabbles like other couples, and minor disagreements, but there had been no hint that he would give up a career and a marriage and move to a town of four hundred people in Montana. The news had broadsided Beth, Juliet, and all of their close friends. There were other couples who appeared to have more severe problems, and no one would have been surprised by their divorces. In Tom and Beth’s case, everyone was stunned. Overnight, they had nothing in common, except their daughter. He said he couldn’t live in New York anymore, not even for Juliet. Tom simply said they had “run out of gas.” He had felt pushed to the breaking point doing business in New York, the constant stress and pressure, the viciousness, the competition, never having time to smell the roses (which he was allergic to anyway, Beth pointed out), and the quality of life or lack of it, living in the city, pursuing goals that had become meaningless to him. He said it was a phony life that he no longer believed in. He didn’t want to teach their daughter a value system in which the only thing that mattered was money and the pursuit of it, no matter what it cost the soul. He said that he felt as though he had wasted the first half of his life, and he didn’t want to waste the rest of it. He wanted to live in natural surroundings, hike and fish and ride in his spare time, and not have to ride the subway to work every day. It was an argument Beth couldn’t win. Their marriage had been shaky for the past few years, as they seemed to be going their separate ways and wanting different things more and more. Their relationship collapsed completely with the weight of the changes he wanted to make, and ultimately did make. He gave up everything Beth cared about in their marriage, all the superficial signs of status they had worked so hard for. Beth had no intention of giving up everything just because he had gone crazy. Tom had completely changed. Living in Montana was out of the question for her.


She had been working for a magazine when they’d met seventeen years before. She had felt much the same way about the magazine that he did about Wall Street now. She felt stifled so she had left to become a freelance writer, and had done very well in the years since. She contributed to their life and he envied the freedom she had working for herself. She no longer had to deal with office politics, which she had hated, and could work at her own pace. She worked harder as a freelancer than she had in her job, working for someone else. She thrived on the overachieving atmosphere of New York. He accused her of being a workaholic, which she conceded might be true. She loved all the cultural and status social events easily available in New York. Their parents had been high achievers too, and she and Tom had gone to the best schools. They had come from similar backgrounds, with the same values. She couldn’t understand what had gone wrong. They had become strangers to each other. Beth wanted Juliet to go to the best private schools, as they had, then eventually to an Ivy League college and succeed at a career she loved, not live in the sticks in a hick town.


“Money, money, money, that’s all you think about,” Tom had accused her. She was a money machine. He didn’t want to be one anymore.


“I want to provide the best for our daughter, and it takes money to do that,” Beth insisted. “You went to Harvard, why shouldn’t she one day?” Beth’s father had run an ad agency and her mother was a successful publisher. Tom’s father was the president of an investment banking firm. Success was important to Beth and Tom and always had been. Now he was opting to step out of the race. She was furious with him. “You want to waste everything we’ve accomplished and sit on a mountaintop in Montana? And what about Juliet? Where would she go to school?” That led to a ferocious argument about public schools, the advantages of rural living, the importance of nature, and the admission that he was sick and tired of competing with her and everyone else in Manhattan. He couldn’t see the point of it anymore. He said he needed to breathe and wanted a “real” life, like a “normal person.”


“For heaven’s sake, Tom, grow up. You’re not a Boy Scout anymore. You’re forty-three years old with a great career, a wife, and a child. You can’t just throw it all away and go hide in a cave somewhere.”


“I don’t want to hide. I want to breathe and live for a change. Living in New York isn’t real and it costs a fortune. We could live in Montana for a fraction of what we spend here.” He had a point, but Beth didn’t want to hear it. She was profoundly committed to life in New York, and everything it represented. “I’m tired of trying to impress people I don’t give a damn about.” He had some valid points, all of which Beth refused to listen to.


“You’re tired of being a responsible adult,” she accused him, “and you want to return to the boyhood you never had.” His parents had pushed him hard to achieve and so had she. “You want to be Tom Sawyer or Peter Pan. I don’t want to be Heidi or Tinker Bell or play Little House on the Prairie. We’re grown-ups for chrissake. We have a sophisticated, adult life I love, and Juliet has every advantage we can give her. I’m not going to take that away from her. All you think about is yourself. Try thinking about us for a change. You’re being completely irresponsible, Tom. You can’t just throw our whole life out the window because you need a change.”


“You could work from anywhere,” he reminded her, which was true. “You write freelance and you have a good agent.”


“I write about politics, the economy, the world on a fast track, important current events, heads of state. What would I write about from there? The beauty of a tree? The sunset on a mountain? That’s not what I do. Why can’t you take a sabbatical if you need a break, or see a therapist or take medication?” He said she completely disregarded what he felt and needed, which was true. She couldn’t understand what had happened to him, and she didn’t want to. They had irreconcilable differences to an extreme degree.


“If I went on sabbatical,” he said to her, “I’d be drowning again as soon as I came back. I hate my job and our life. I need to be true to myself. A therapist isn’t going to change that.” The sad fact was that, without noticing, they had drifted along the river of life going in opposite directions, and were shouting at each other from the distance. They could hear each other, but they were too far apart now to be able to reach each other, and neither of them wanted to change directions. She was thirty-eight years old and didn’t want to turn forty living in Montana, having given up everything she had fought hard for in New York. She believed in what she was doing, and the life she lived, as much as he believed what he was discovering about himself. Neither of them were wrong, but they were wrong for each other. The battles got more bitter for the next three months. The tension Tom was feeling spilled over into his work and he got into an equally bitter battle with the senior partner of the firm. It was about one of his clients’ investments, and how Tom was handling the account. Tom gave notice and left the firm two weeks later, which only made things worse between him and Beth. She accused him of creating the fight on purpose. A week later, they separated and he moved out, while Juliet watched in horror as their home life and her parents’ marriage unraveled. Tom moved into a bleak furnished apartment while he made his plans. And he left for Montana after Christmas, in January, and advised Beth that he had found the home of his dreams in Fishtail, Montana. She gave up on the marriage and the hope of his returning to sanity. She filed for divorce when he left and came to a temporary agreement with him about visitation.


He flew to New York every six weeks for a weekend to see Juliet, which was the best he could do for now. Beth agreed to let her stay with him for six weeks in the summer, and they would have to figure out more permanent visitation after that, in the fall. The hardest part was that he hadn’t moved to a city like Boston or Chicago, which was easy to get to. Juliet couldn’t easily fly to see her father for a weekend in Fishtail, Montana, and from what Beth could learn, the area was snowed in for half the year.


Juliet was bitterly unhappy about the arrangements, and blamed her mother for filing the divorce and not giving Tom a chance to work things out. She blamed both of them for playing tug-of-war with her, and she argued with her mother constantly about everything. She was relieved to get away from her, but still upset at her father when she arrived in Fishtail in July, with no idea what it would be like. She was still crushed that her parents were going to be divorced. Many of her friends’ parents were, but they lived across town from each other, not halfway across the country in a tiny town that was hard to get to.


Juliet was happy to see him when she arrived, and surprised to find that he had rented a pretty Victorian house and furnished most of it. He had become adept at ordering furniture and antiques from the internet, and had done a good job with the house, particularly with her big sunny bedroom, which had a four-poster bed he’d gotten on 1stdibs. He had wallpapered the room for her himself, and Beth had sent him a few of his things, and some paintings that he loved. She didn’t argue with him over their belongings, but she still couldn’t believe what he’d done. Their marriage had disintegrated in a matter of months.
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