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  To my wife JANE with special thanks to CAMRON COOPER and

  JIM HOUSE and dedicated to the memory of DOLLY CARROLL


  Time passes slowly up here in the mountains,

  we sit beside bridges and walk beside fountains.

  Catch the wild fishes that float through the stream,

  time passes slowly when you’re lost in a dream.

  Bob Dylan


  
Introduction

  TRAVERS CORNERS, IF visited by a dedicated urbanite, would be seen as nothing more than a windblown gas station of a town that would make the Middle-of-Nowhere look like Metropolis. To the naturalist, artist, and poet, Travers Corners is a small picturesque western town. But what the town lacks in amenities it more than makes up for in the essentials—quality of life leading the list. Travers (the locals tend to drop the Corners part) is an outpost for the celebration of all things wild and beautiful: rivers and creeks, wildlife, cattle ranches, glaciated benchlands sweeping to the timbered mountains.

  Fly fishermen, the few who live here and the scores of anglers who travel to the Elkheart Valley, see Travers as a paradise, the ultimate destination, home to the finest trout waters on this or any other continent: the Elkheart River, Carrie Creek, the East Fork, to name a few.

  Naturally, to the 329 residents, townspeople and ranchers, Travers is home. Though it’s not much more than Main Street, the locals would object to its being called just a gas station of a town. There is other commerce besides Ed’s Garage and filling station. There’s McCracken’s General Store, the Tin Cup Bar and Cafe, Elkheart Valley Bank, Webb’s Insurance, Dolores’s Beauty Parlor, the Roxy Theater, and the Take ’r Easy Motel. There are: side streets and residents, one flashing light to regulate the traffic, one Baptist church to regulate sin, a school, and the county fairgrounds across the river. And, of course, the main reason for many of those visiting Travers, the Carrie Creek Boat Works and Guide Service—Judson C. Clark, proprietor.

  But to the historians, Travers is known because of the journals. A town that was documented from its discovery.

  The Journals of Traver C. Clark, five ledger-sized volumes in all, span fifty-three years to the time of Traver’s death in the fall of 1926. State historians value them as the best historical diaries in Montana for their details, illustrations, and candor. The journals are more than the daily depiction of the American West. They are a multilayered collection of a life’s entries, the writings of an educated and moneyed man, the history of a family, of their times—-turn-of-the-twentieth-century ranch life, wilderness times. The journals tell everything. They are both the accounts and the daily diaries for the Carrie Creek Ranch. They are the cattle prices, the feed and seed costs, the cow and calf counts, the price of the new bull, a new hammer, a sack of flour, a new buggy, the family budget, the cost of doing business. And mixed in on these same pages are the Clarks’ stories, the family’s triumphs and tragedies; Traver’s everyday anecdotes from life on the ranch, the birth of his two sons, as well as the sad entries—-the death of the oldest boy to pneumonia; the bitter chronicles of the killing winter of 1888; a December that turned his cattle empire into a struggling ranch.

  You can find copies of these journals in most Montana county libraries. The originals are under glass at the one-room library in Travers Corners.

  The journal’s entries begin in 1873 with Traver leaving Boston on a business trip, his first assignment with the family fortune. He was sent west by his father to check on the family’s shipping and banking interests in San Francisco and to look into the possibilities of future timber interests south of Denver. But Traver wasn’t cut from the same commercial cloth as his father and grandfather. He was not a businessman by nature. Money was not, as it was with the rest of his family, his main directive, the only goal of his yet-determined occupation. His field of expertise would be more that of preoccupation. In short, Traver was a dreamer.

  On that fateful trip west Traver never made it to San Francisco. In fact, he never got any farther down the Union Pacific rail than O’Malley’s Bar in Denver, where, as fate would have it, he befriended the infamous D. Downey and D. Downey’s sister, the lovely Carrie whom he fell in love with on first sight.

  D. Downey was larger than life, certainly larger than Traver’s life, and larger than any life Traver had met before. There was something infectious about the man, this wonderfully crazed Scot, this wickedly charismatic Highlander, this giant of a man, that it wasn’t long before he had persuaded Traver to abandon his ideas of investigating the family’s business. Instead he thought what Traver needed, after being stifled by the East Coast establishment since birth, was an adventure, to do a little wandering just for the sake of wandering, and because he and Traver shared a passion for trout fishing, he thought it would be best for the two of them to head for Montana where the land was wild and where there were trout as long as your leg. And he assured Traver that the timber in Montana was second to none. The fact that D. Downey had never been to Montana and knew next to nothing about the trout fishing or the timber there didn’t deter him in the slightest.

  To D. Downey, Traver was the answer to his prayers. A fellow angler, wanting an adventure and never having one, a man so in love with angling that he traveled with his own bamboo rod. And Traver made the perfect traveling companion—a man who had lots of money with access to more, where D. Downey had none and no more was coming his way.

  The two of them left Denver, hired a guide (a man known only as Albie) in Jackson Hole, and headed north. Albie, the son of a trapper and his squaw, led them into a valley seldom seen and its Elkheart River, Montana Territory—where the only interest D. Downey and Traver took in timber had to do with those trees that provided shade over a likely trout pool.

  From The Journals of Traver C. Clark

  October 1, 1873—

  We have been on the trail for two days, and there is nothing to write about but long days in the saddle. Albie assures us we will make Missoula and hopefully the stage sometime late tomorrow.

  I am convinced of it now—I shall return to the Elkheart and with Carrie as my wife, if she’ll have me, I’ll build a cattle ranch on the bluff above the river. I am delirious by the thought of it. I have also decided to give D. Downey my Leonard fly rod. He admires it so.

  The following summer Traver did just as he had written—he married Carrie. Then with two dozen hired hands, many of whom stayed on to wrangle, Traver built the Carrie Creek Cattle Company at the edge of the Elkheart Wilderness, overlooking Carrie Creek, its confluence with the Elkheart, and what would become the town of Travers Corners. With Carrie, Traver ran the ranch up until their son Ethan and his wife, Anna, could take over. Carrie died in 1925 and Traver the following year.

  Albie, a mountain man and trapper by trade, would pass through the Elkheart Valley twice a year, and visit for a week or more. When he became too old to trap he settled in town. He died in 1930.

  D. Downey was never to return. He headed back to Scotland, where he married into wealth. But the letters between him and his sister continued until his death in 1921.

  The three men, best friends for life, came into the Elkheart and left their names affixed to it. The tallest mountain in the Elkheart Range, Mount D. Downey; Albie Pass is the southern route into the valley. Traver’s name became a town, and Carrie’s, a creek. But they left their names behind in the more traditional way as well by having families. Those descendants, chiefly Judson C. Clark and Henry Albie, are still in town and carrying on the friendship.

  So for those of you who haven’t been here in the Elkheart Valley before, welcome. For those of you who read the first collection of stories, welcome back to Travers Corners, a place far from reality and blessed is that distance.


  From The Journals of Traver C. Clark

  July 2, 1887—

  Carrie and I returned from Missoula yesterday. We picked up the bell for the new carriage house, spent the night at the Carlton, then came home. Making it home in two days with the new road. For the most part, the carriage house is done and the belfry is ready for the bell.

  The reason for the bell is twofold. The peal of that bell will be heard for miles signaling an emergency on the ranch, and it will be rung on Sunday mornings because Carrie misses the church bells of Sunday morning in Scotland. “There is something so joyous and rousing about the sound of a bell—and at the same time peaceful,” she always says.

  Beautiful ride from Missoula. The wildflowers were everywhere. Carrie never looked lovelier.
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It Ain’t Over till the Fat Man Sings

  NEVER BEFORE HAD Jud seen the town busier, and he would be a better judge of this than anyone else around Travers Corners. From the side yard up at the Boat Works Jud had a high hillside view of Main Street, the side streets, and most of downtown Travers. The fact that the town was crowded came as no surprise. Traffic and people were expected, planned for, and counted on.

  This was the Saturday of the year, the Saturday of the town’s annual fair—D. Downey Days, a five-day event centering on 4-H clubs, livestock auctions, a rodeo, a demolition derby, jam and jelly competitions, ring-toss and guess-your-weight sideshows, with events, demonstrations, exhibitions, presentations, programs of every description, hot dogs, cotton candy, souvenirs, rides for the kids, including a Ferris wheel, and culminating tonight, with the Saturday night of the year. The thought of it made Jud’s neck cramp.

  Everybody in the Elkheart Valley was here. Day-trippers and hard partiers in from Helena and as far away as Missoula; ranchers and cowboys from all over the state, here for the auction and the rodeo. And anyone who wasn’t here already would be here with his brother and two of his friends tonight. These numbers, added to the modest numbers of visiting fishermen, turned Travers from not much more than a whistle-stop into something of a city for one night, and with this came both the delights and consequences that a metropolis, however ephemeral, can bring.

  Tonight Travers would shed its sleepy small-town visage and its adopted adage of Travers Corners—where nothing much has happened since Herbert Hoover stopped for gas. For four or five hours of cowboy bacchanal Main Street is closed to traffic but open for dancing, and every cowpoke and rancher worth his salt would be getting in his licks, two-stepping down Main. A D. Downey Saturday night was the kind of carnival Jud couldn’t wait for as a boy, almost looking on the fair day with Christmas-like status. He’d enjoyed it as a younger man as well, all the pretty girls in town for the street dance, the music, the buzz. But now at forty-nine and a few months away from being called fifty, Jud never saw midnight even on a Saturday. Midnight, the hour in which the town would be at its most fevered pitch, would find Jud sleeping or trying to with his windows closed. He knew from previous years that no precautions would work. The loftier notes, and guitar riffs with drumbeat, would float their way up the hill over Carrie Creek and seep in through the old log walls.

  But D. Downey Days came just once a year. Jud could deal with it. He would have to or leave town. One thing was certain, Travers Corners had a perfect day for its fair. Sunny and warm.

  Jud had spent most of the morning putting the final touches to a new driftboat, a custom-built dory for an Oregon steelheader who would be by in the morning to pick it up. In his usual varnishing outfit, suspenders, a long-sleeved blue cotton shirt, an old vest, baggy pants, Jud looked thinner, if not slightly poorer than normal. The clothing had years of varnish, hundreds of coats around the upper legs where the varnish had been wiped from his hands. Gray hair spilled out from beneath his cap and when the sun caught it, it turned pure white, making him look older than his years. In one hand he held a small brush, in the other a half-pint of thinned varnish. He was moving slowly but that was completely normal, slow being Jud’s only speed.

  But there was one thing that was unexpectedly abnormal about this day and this boat—Jud, and this was a true rarity, would have this river dory ready on time. In fact twenty-four hours ahead of schedule. Normally he could be working well into the night getting a boat ready for a client, and there had been more than a few instances where the customer would need to spend an extra night in town waiting for his driftboat to come together. Rarely did they mind. Jud’s boats were well worth any wait.

  Being a craftsman, he moved at a craftsman’s pace. Jud could take the purposeful and methodical pace of an artisan, and easily halve it, and then when you added what else was going on in his head, other than the brushwork at hand, you would need to halve his speed once more. Jud could outslow a sloth. His thoughts revolved around lunch, a cold beer, a nap, the next boat, an airline hostess from fifteen years ago. But mostly about escaping town and the fair’s madness by doing some late-afternoon and early-evening fishing. He did this while at the same time supplying his own running narrative to the rodeo speakers from over at the fairgrounds. The sound of the announcer, after crossing the river and town and being muted as it traveled through the surrounding cottonwoods, reached Jud as just an unintelligible mechanical drone to which he applied his best rodeo commentary.

  “In chute number two motorin’ down from the Triangle Nine Here-ford Ranch in Seeley Lake is Little Skeeter Johnson and he’s gonna be ridin’ a bull out of Pocatello, Idaho, named Critical Condition. This cowboy, who don’t weigh a hundred and twenty pounds with his boots full of water, is climbin’ aboard a twenty-two-hundred-pound Brahman bull who’s either maimed or mutilated seven out of his last eight riders. The eighth bull rider was bucked so high and so wide he has yet to be found. He’s a bad ’un, this ’un. But Skeeter says he’s a wrangler up to the challenge and says his rodeoin’ has been improvin’ steadily since he had the metal plates installed in his head.”

  Cowboys and ranchers he understood; in fact, admired. But rodeo cowboys riding the circuit from one fracture to the next was a psychosis all on its own, and it was something Jud couldn’t quite get his mind around. He remembered Henry’s rodeo days when they were younger. He didn’t understand it then either.

  Watching the varnish leave his brush in liquid ridges that flattened to glass over the red cedar, he thought about Doc Higgins and how he would be sitting on the tailgate of his pickup parked in the same place as every year, near the loading chutes. He was there in case of injury, which, when factoring in Brahman bulls, was a given. He glanced up from his work once more and looked down on the chaos that was town. A crowd of young cowboys was crossing the street heading for the Tin Cup Bar and Cafe, and he thought about Sarah. He could easily imagine her in her Yankees cap and Hawaiian shirt serving up hamburgers as fast as she could fry them while Sal tended the back bar where it would be smoke, jukebox, cowboys five-deep, ditches, and beers.

  A crowd of kids came out of McCracken’s and headed for the fairgrounds. The general store would be filled with people wanting everything, and Jud laughed at the thought of Junior McCracken running at fever pitch trying to wait on all of them. Jud was glad that he was safely away from the fracas. Tall and thin by description, angular and slow by movement, protracted and sidetracked by temperament, he took a step back to inspect his work and in doing so seemed to unfold, elongate, then somehow, in his baggy and well-varnished pants, reassemble. He pulled the pocket watch from his vest to verify his hunger. It was ten to twelve or thereabouts. He was never too sure with his grandfather’s Waltham, a watch that lost around one hour out of every four. He approximated the remainder of the day. After a long lunch and a short beer he would take a nap of indeterminate length. At whatever time he awoke he would do those few things that still needed doing on the driftboat and that would take about an hour, give or take. Then, in all likelihood, he would head to the meadow stretches of Carrie Creek in the late afternoon, more or less, and be there sometime in the early evening at the very latest, an hour or two either way.

  It could be said of Jud and his pocket watch that in these digital days of atomic chronometers, he and his Waltham would enter into the time continuum within a few moments of one another, más o menos.

  Work and sleep took up most of his calendar, save for Tuesday evenings and Saturday afternoons this time of year. It was summer, it was Little League. Travers had a good team this year, and he was the assistant coach. But baseball was always called off this weekend because of D. Downey Days. Otherwise he would be down at the fairgrounds with Sal and the team right now and somewhere in the second inning.

  All morning he had been stepping around Annie. This time as he stepped back, he stepped on the Wonderlab and she gave a yelp. “Oh, jeez, I’m sorry, girl. I know. I know.” He bent down to pat her head and rub her ears. The loudspeakers, the sound of traffic, the crowds, the general bu-z-z-z around Travers had Annie upset enough without having to be trod on as well. Being a Labrador and possessing easily ten times the acumen of man, Annie was always made nervous and underfoot by D. Downey Days.

  Thoughts about getting out of town, camping out tonight up in the meadows crossed Jud’s mind but that was out—the man from Oregon would be here to pick up this boat first thing tomorrow morning. Continuing to rub Annie’s ears, he headed for the house and lunch, realizing he and Annie reacted the same way when the fair came to Travers—he didn’t pant or get overly nervous, but there was a definite tightness in his neck.

  Being a bachelor he had few plans, and he generally took each moment as it came. This included meals. Lunchtime came and at the same moment he took his first step toward the kitchen, Jud remembered that continuing would be pointless. There was nothing to eat. Having been so high-centered on getting the dory finished he’d forgotten about going to the store, about the general necessities—groceries and the like. Now he had no other choice but to face the music. He would have to go down to McCracken’s. But he did have cold beer in the fridge and he decided to have one, maybe two if he had to face town. He heard the sound of a car coming up his drive.

  “There it is, Martha. There’s the sign, ‘Carrie Creek Boat Works and Guide Service—Judson C. Clark proprietor.’ And there he is standing over by one of his boats, the old craftsman himself.”

  “All right, Father. Now please remember. We have a plane to meet in Helena.”

  “I know. I know,” he answered as the car rolled to a stop. The man was quickly out of the car and over to introduce himself to Jud.

  “I’m looking for Jud Clark.”

  “I’m Jud.” The two shook hands.

  “My name is Harlan Anderson, that’s my daughter, Martha, over in the car. She sits there for two reasons: one, she has little interest in fishing, and two, to remind me that we are in a hurry.”

  Though Martha couldn’t hear what they were saying she could have easily added a third reason for staying with the car—watching Jud, the old craftsman, bending and moving with his clown pants and white hair. It reminded her that she had a week of old people coming, aunts and uncles, parents, their friends, a family reunion with a median age in the seventies. The previous two months to this vacation, and she snorted at the thought of that misnomer, had been the most brutal in her corporate life, complete with hostile takeovers. Hardball at its most vicious. She wanted a week in Venice or Paris, but what she needed was a year off in St. Bart’s. What she was going to get was a week on Flathead Lake with Uncle Elmo and Aunt Edna.

  “My your little town is busy.”

  “D. Downey Days. Big rodeo in town,” Jud explained.

  “Ahhh. I was wondering if you could take me fishing next week, on the twenty-fourth. That’s a week Tuesday, I believe.”

  “Well, I know that sign says guide service, but it’s a pretty old sign and I only guide a few times a year these days—and just for some of my old clients,” Jud said.

  “Once in the boat I would be a client, and I certainly qualify as old.” Jud smiled and nodded. Harlan took off his dark glasses and cap. It was then Jud got a sense of the man, a man in his seventies with wavy white hair and owlish eyebrows, the kind that sweep up at the sides. Beneath his brow were the most electric eyes he’d ever seen, big blue eyes under a pair of casual lids that opened and closed erratically, lifting to open on those words he thought key, embellishing them by stretching them out for emphasis while the remainder of his remarks were met with eyes nearly closed. It was as if his dialogue was being simulcast in semaphore. But while they were open his eyes were keen and piercing, not only observing all that was around him but taking a full inventory. “Your boats are beautiful.”

  “Thanks. I could give you the name of another guide, or give him a call for—” Jud offered but was cut off.

  “Your home is absolutely lovely. The logs are huge, fir of course, and I would think they had to be brought from some distance, seeing mostly pine on our drive in. Was it once a barn? And it looks very old, I would say 1880 at the very earliest. Would you mind telling me its history?”

  “Well, my grandfather was one of the first people in the Elkheart. Traver Clark—Travers Corners. He had the first ranch here, the Carrie Creek Ranch—built it in 1874 so you weren’t far off. Fir trees, you bet. You’ll find stands of fir farther up Carrie Creek. This was his carriage house and all that’s left of the ranch. The ranch house sat farther up the hill but it burned down in 1968. When I bought the carriage house back from the city, twenty-six years ago, it was falling down. Bottom logs all the way around had to be replaced and it seems like I’ve been working on the place ever since. Lots of work. Had some help from a friend.”

  “The cupola is wonderful—just wonderful. Now,” he said with his eyes fully open, “I was told by a dear friend, Terry Pearce, that you were the man to hire. No other guide will do.” But he only talked at Jud since the carriage house was gaining his full attention. “Would you mind if I looked around inside? Just for a moment since we really have to get going, I suppose.”

  “No, go ahead. I’m just going to go over and change into some other clothes.” In the time it took Jud to walk over to the workshop, Harlan was back out the kitchen door and waving madly for Martha to join him.

  “Oh, no,” Martha said, slumping in her seat and shaking her head. She recognized that enthusiastic wave. All her life she had been both blessed and cursed by her father’s undying enthusiasms, and now she was once again being beckoned to yet another one of her father’s finds. Her father loved people and he loved life, she thought, and then muttered, “The man loves everything.” Harlan’s gusto for life and all its inhabitants, animate and inanimate, sometimes wore a bit thin, especially when there was a plane to meet. Then she shook her head and laughed at the uselessness of fighting it. He drove her slightly nuts, but she loved him dearly and she had always envied him. Martha may have had her mother’s beauty, but she would trade it all and easily for half of her father’s zeal.

  Her childhood had been one enthusiastic wave after another, and here she was forty and he was still waving for her. Unlike his daughter, and unlike most people, adventures however small were a constant for Harlan Anderson. Around every corner came the possibility of a whole new frontier. Everything held revelation, epiphanies were an hourly event, and anything new, anything adding to his already vast knowledge, excited him. The carriage house thrilled him.

  Clipping her cell phone to her belt, she turned off her laptop and opened the door, sighing with every move.

  Inside the workshop Jud hung his old varnishing clothes back on their hook. Tucking a clean shirt into a pair of clean Levis (his cupboards might be bare but he was well laundered), he slipped into his boots wearing a pair of socks that were out at the heels. Heading for the door, winding himself around two dories in different stages of completion, he happened to look out and see shapely legs stepping from the car. Wearing blue shorts and a white blouse, Martha was beautiful even at a distance, even through windows laden with sawdust. He wasn’t planning on it, but he combed his hair. He buffed the toes of his boots on the backs of his pant legs and watched her cross the yard, long strides for a woman, and he followed her without her notice to the house.

  Opening the screen door, Annie beating him through and nearly knocking him down, he was met by Harlan at the height of one of his enthusiasms. “This is wonderful, did you see, Martha, did you see? Look at this spiral staircase made out of wagon wheels. Look, everything is made from wagon parts, buckboard siding for the cabinets and counter-tops and look, a wagon’s tongue to hang his pots and pans. It’s all ingenious.” Standing on the first step of the stairs, “I know this leads to the cupola, but what goes on up there?”

  Jud found himself staring at Martha. Embarrassed that he had to struggle free of her beauty to answer. “Not too much, it’s a small space. Room enough for an easy chair and a book. I call it the observatory. Great place to be at sunset. Originally it was the belfry. In case there was an emergency on the ranch, they would ring the bell and it could be heard for miles. And it still can be heard for miles—hangs down at the Baptist church now.”

  What happened to the old gray and bent craftsman? Martha was wondering. This man was handsome, talented; had a kind face and warm smile. About his staring—she didn’t mind. She was used to being stared at. Most of the time she ignored it. This time she was enjoying it.

  “Would you mind if I went up to see?” Harlan asked.

  “No, go ahead.”

  Harlan went up the steps light of foot, nimble as a young man.

  “This place really is amazing,” Martha said, noticing mostly the dust and the dirty dishes and general dishevelment. A clock on the windowsill prompted her to look at her watch. The clock was forty-seven minutes slow. She couldn’t imagine how someone could stand to have a clock out of time. For her such an anathema registered as complete discord—fingernails on the chalkboard. But then she couldn’t have known its hands were set by Jud’s pocket watch—a timepiece as reliable as a sundial on a rainy day.

  “This is wonderful up here. Martha, you must come and see. What a view—the fair, the rodeo, the river. The mountains. Oh, this is something.” Harlan’s voice echoed down from the observatory.

  “I’m sure it is, Father, but we really need to be going.” Still, there was something about the way Jud looked at her that made her want to stay.

  “Okay, okay.” Harlan descended the staircase, took two steps, and discovered the photographs on the wall. “Oh, look at these, Martha.”

  Jud stood to one side so that Martha could step around and see the photographs. Walking within inches of him she smelled of perfume, what brand he hadn’t a clue, but it was a smell he couldn’t have described anyway. His neck stiffened and his mouth went a bit dry. She caught his smell as well—varnish, sawdust, and sweat. She liked it.

  Along the wall above the table hung Jud’s three favorite photographs. “This was taken in 1887,” Jud said, pointing to a photograph showing a gathering of cowboys standing stick-rigid for the exposure, lined up in front of a buckboard. “That’s my great-grandfather Traver, my great-grandmother Carrie, and Albie their guide who first brought them into the Elkheart. I don’t know who the rest of the men are, but you can see the carriage house.” His hand went to the next photograph.

  “This is the carriage house in the spring of 1973. That’s what the place looked like when Henry and I started on it. That’s Henry Albie there on the left with the saw. That’s me on the right, well, a thirty-year-old me.” Jud smiled. “During my bearded era.

  “And this is the carriage house from a few years ago, restoration nearly completed with almost twenty years into it,” he went on, wiping the dust from the frame of the third photograph. “Everything being made from wagon parts sort of stretched the renovation.” Straightening the photo, he looked at it again. The carriage house completed and standing in the doorway. Driving the last nails, there was Henry twenty years later and looking the same: strong, square-shouldered, expressionless. He could have been happy or sad in either picture, but it was a difference a camera could never capture.

  As long as Jud could remember and before—there was Henry. Jud imagined it would take an additional lifetime to explain a lifelong friend. But with Henry it might take even longer, for they had their lives in common, and three generations in Travers before them.

  Jud went to the bookcase and grabbed two more photos. “This picture is one of my great-grandfather Traver, my great-grandmother Carrie, and her brother, D. Downey—taken in Denver in 1873. And this is a picture of what the ranch looked like in 1903,” Jud said, handing the second photo to Martha, a picture of men lined up on horseback in front of the original homestead.

  “What a beautiful home. What happened to it?”

  “Fire. Burned to the ground in ’68.”

  “Shame. D. Downey. D. Downey Days is the name of your fair. And Albie is the name of the pass we crossed coming here. Tell me about that.”

  “A man known only as Albie, a man who was mostly Nez Perce, led my great-grandfather and D. Downey into this place. Henry is his great-grandson.”

  “And you and Henry are friends?”

  “Best friends since birth.”

  “What an incredible story. And Carrie Creek—of course. I need to hear more about this and, because we have to leave soon, you will now have to take me fishing.”

  The phone on Martha’s hip rang, and there was something so lovely about Martha’s hips that Jud nearly took the call. “Hello,” she answered. “Okay . . . sure, that will work out . . . okay . . . right. All right, Phyllis. Good-bye.” She clipped the phone back on her belt and explained the call to her father. “That was Phyllis. Their plane has been delayed in Salt Lake. They’re going to be two hours late.” She set the alarm on her watch.

  “Splendid,” Harlan nearly shouted. Then turned to Jud and eyed him up and down. “You look to me like a man who might be hungry. Have you had lunch?”

  “Well, no, but I—”

  “Martha, let’s you and I make Jud some lunch.”

  Even within Jud’s lackadaisical schedule for this afternoon’s fishing, a two-hour delay would have him leaving too late. “No, really, I—”

  “Jud, what you don’t know is that in the backseat are coolers,” Harlan explained. “Very big coolers, filled with food, New York fresh this morning. Things you can only find at Genoa’s Grocery on Ninety-seventh. Greatest deli in the world. Maryland crab, corned beef, shrimp.” Jud’s stomach, now angered by hunger, rolled at the mention of each entrée.

  “I think I should explain,” Martha said. “We’re not gluttons. We’re on our way to a family reunion on Flathead Lake and we’ve brought some of the food. Genoa’s makes a polio alla scarpariello to die for.”

  “Look at this lamp, Martha, made from an old hand brake. And judging by its size it came from a large cargo or ore wagon. Did they find much gold around here?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “Okay, let’s get to eating. We’ve brought some bottles of chianti. Do you like chianti?”

  “Well, sure but—”

  “Splendid.”

  In the time it would have taken Jud to open a tin of soup, Martha and Harlan were out to the car and back again with cartons of food. Lunch was instantly under way. Jud’s kitchen, notable for its inactivity and lack of stores, was suddenly filled with delicacies and all of it prepared that morning in New York. “My favorite kind of cooking. Gourmet and ready to eat. Try the pasta, Jud.”

  The conversation centered mostly on Harlan’s constant questions, questions about to the local history and geology and anything else that popped into his head. But most of all he asked about the fishing and hit on the recurring theme of how Harlan needed to fish with Jud for a day. While Jud did his best to steer the conversation away from fishing: “Hey, this is wonderful bread.”

  “Comes from a little bakery around the corner from where I live on Lexington. Have you ever been to New York City?” Martha asked.

  “Once,” Jud smiled. “Ought to last me a lifetime.”

  Martha laughed. “It’s a bit of heaven and hell. But the food . . .”

  “Not to mention the delivery service,” Jud toasted, sitting back in amazement—amazed at how fast they moved, amazed at how fast they talked, and even more amazed at how, ten minutes into his life, they had totally taken over. He wasn’t complaining. He’d gone from starvation to gluttony in minutes, an instant feast with food he couldn’t believe and some he couldn’t pronounce. And he was quite certain that Martha was flirting with him, and damn it felt good.

  Reaching into his pocket pulling out a small book, Harlan checked his dates. “What about next Saturday? Could you guide me on Saturday?”

  “Impossible,” Jud replied.

  “Old clients coming in?”

  “Little League game.”

  “You have a boy who plays?” Martha asked. Seeing no signs of domesticity in Jud’s home, she was sure no woman was about. She hadn’t thought about a son.

  “No, I’m the assistant coach. Playing Reynolds on Saturday. Biggest game of the year—Reynolds being our archenemy,” he explained and reached for another shrimp, another piece of bread.

  “Perhaps I could move some things around at the beginning of the next week,” Harlan mumbled, still looking at his schedule.

  “Listen, Harlan, and I know this sounds ungrateful from a man with a mouthful of your food, but I just can’t do it. I have boats to build. I really—”

  Martha interrupted, “Father, I think you’re forgetting your own number one Anderson’s rule of business, and I quote, ‘If it’s worth getting, then get it at all costs.’” Martha smiled and turned to Jud. “How much is one of your guided trips worth?”

  “I get two hundred a day.”

  “I’ll pay you six hundred and let’s do it on Sunday?”

  “What time?” Jud smiled. He’d just been bought and he didn’t mind. The triple pay more than influenced his decision but the part of her proposal that iced the deal was the “let us do it on Sunday.” Us would mean Martha as well and he would take her down the river, or anywhere else she might want to go, for free.

  “Splendid, Sunday it is,” Harlan shouted and poured himself another glass of chianti. “Well negotiated, dear.”

  The next two hours fell into easy conversation. Jud learned the best way to counter Harlan’s barrage of questions was to get a question off first, then sit back, listen, and enjoy the stories. The man had been everywhere and knew everyone. Retired from corporate business, steel and manufacturing, Harlan had an apartment in New York and a home in the Bahamas. He knew senators and presidents and was good friends with Walter Cronkite.

  And he knew a bit more about Martha—big business as well, computers, on the boards of several companies that Jud had never heard of. “Haven’t joined the computer age just yet. I’m still kinda coming to grips with the industrial revolution,” Jud smiled. “I’m making my boats in much the same way these boats were made a hundred years ago, and you can’t computerize handcrafting.”

  “Perhaps not, but there’s always marketing. Every business needs to have more customers.”

  “Right now, I’d like to have a few less. I’m working overtime to keep from being more than a year behind.” Martha laughed and her hair drifted down across her face. There was no doubt about it—she was flirting with him.

  “So, Judson C. Clark,” Martha said with a certain coyness, “are you going to the big doings tonight? According to the banners around town there’s going to be a street dance.”

  “Used to go when I was younger but not now. Actually I’m going fishing this evening. Gotta get Annie out of town as well. The noise from the band and the fireworks at the fairgrounds really put her on edge.” Lying at his feet, Annie rolled over on her back at the mention of her name and Martha leaned down to rub her tummy. The alarm on her watch sounded, ending the afternoon. “We have two hours to get to Helena. That’s it, Father, we have to go.” Then a genuine sadness came into her eyes. “Now, ain’t that a shame.” Martha was looking at Jud in a way no woman had looked at him for a long time.

  Falling to his feet to help Martha and her father pack up the food cartons, Jud felt satiated to the point of pleasant discomfort, warm from the afternoon wine, and aware of the inner glow of very certain urges resulting from the way she said Ain’t that a shame. His heart fell into Fats Domino chord progressions, boogie-woogie, and joyous bebop, knowing this woman would be back and in his boat on Sunday.

  Out at their car Jud helped Martha with the coolers. Harlan was already in the passenger seat with a pair of binoculars in one hand while his other hand quickly thumbed his Peterson’s Guide. “What kind of bird is that?”

  “Bobolink,” Jud answered and helped Martha slip the cooler into the backseat. “So, I’ll see you on Sunday.”

  “Not me, you won’t. Unfortunately I’ll be on the plane home Sunday. Board meeting Monday. It’ll just be my dad.”

  “Oh, I thought you would be coming as well,” Jud said, wondering if his outward appearance had caved in anywhere; his heart was still playing Fats’s chords but had dropped an octave to “Blue Monday.”

  “It’s a bobolink,” Harlan looked up from his Peterson’s and went back to his field glasses.

  Jud smiled and Martha laughed. “His hearing isn’t very good these days and he misses some things because his mind is processing so many things at once. When he was younger he missed nothing, has an I.Q. of one eighty-four. Sleeps four hours a night. In our family he’s known as the Wizard. It’s pretty annoying sometimes. I mean, everyone knows someone who thinks he knows everything, but with my father, well, he does know everything.” Jud laughed. She reached over and touched his arm in a gracious and kind way. “Judson C. Clark, I wish I could have stayed and I wish I could have gotten to know you better. Right now my life doesn’t allow such pleasures.”

  “Maybe next year.” Jud shrugged.

  “That would be wonderful. Of course, if you’re ever in New York . . .”

  Jud with a slim smile told her what the chances were of that happening.

  Opening the cooler once more, she pulled out two cartons. “Here, you take these. They’ll get you through a couple of dinners.”

  He hesitated at first and was about to refuse when he was interrupted by Harlan asking, “What flies will I bring on Sunday?”

  “I’ll have all that you’ll need,” Jud smiled.

  And with that Martha said her good-bye, and Harlan waved his. But for Jud the good-bye had left him feeling hollow. It was a strong, but not an uncommon sadness, and not because he had fallen in love with Martha—he’d only known her for two hours—but a loneliness brought on by the prospect of being forever alone. Martha’s being here just reminded him all the more about his want of a woman. Her good-bye was more than a farewell, it was the latest in a lifetime series of farewells, another fascinating woman, another ill-timed chance. Marriage was something he’d tried once and failed at, but as of late it was something he wanted to try again.

  The muffled loudspeakers and a roar from the rodeo crowd replaced the silence he was feeling. He went out to the back porch and gathered his waders and fly rod. On his return he pulled two beers from the fridge; the kitchen suddenly felt empty. Only moments ago it was filled with laughter and promise. Annie barked. He was not completely alone.

  Down at the bottom of the hill, Martha had met Henry’s truck on the one-lane bridge crossing Carrie Creek. Henry had waited on his side for her to pass, gaining a good long look at the comely blonde at the wheel who, in turn, noticed Henry long enough to smile a thank-you through her window without really seeing him. But she was distracted. All she was thinking was that her one chance at some good times and maybe a little romance on this so-called vacation had just slipped through her fingers. Jud, the country craftsman, was certainly not the cultured, high-priced urbanite she was used to seeing, and she guessed that’s what interested her most. In Jud there was a man of substance without effort; a man somehow seemingly happy without any apparent wealth. Her usual fare were men of substantial wealth, men who went to great effort to make their wealth very apparent in the hopes that this might somehow make them happy. She liked Jud, it was a real and mutual attraction, of that she was sure, but where would she be tonight—at Elmo and Edna’s. Shrugging her shoulders in a gesture fitting her internal dialogue, she acquiesced to her fate—the longtime-planned-for family reunion, a family as large and as dysfunctional as anyone’s. Martha wheeled onto the highway and headed north.

  Pulling into the yard Henry could see Jud coming from the house with fly rod and waders in hand. At first Henry had no intentions of stopping; he was just coming by to extend an invitation for supper. Hot and dusty from helping out at the fairgrounds, he stepped from his pickup and walked to the hose for a drink. He wanted to know more about the woman he’d met on the bridge, and, after fifty years of seeing each other nearly every day, best friends in a small town, there was never a need for greetings between the two of them. Most of their conversations started with a question. “So who was the blonde?”

  “Martha,” Jud answered, putting his fishing tackle in the back of the Willys.

  “She was about the best-lookin’ woman I’ve ever seen in real life,” Henry reckoned as he tilted his hat back to show a lighter skin line. Water dripped from his mustache. Jud always marveled at the size of the man’s hands, hay-hook hands hanging from the ends of his sleeves, heavily muscled hands from a lifetime of ranch work.

  “Yeah, I’m pretty sure I’m in love again. She’s been here for the last couple of hours. Fed me an incredible lunch,” Jud said.

  “I fell in love with her and all I did was pass her on the bridge. Who was the guy with her—didn’t get a good look at him—her husband no doubt. That kind of woman always come equipped with a husband.”

  “Nope, that was her father. Going to take him fishing Sunday.”

  “What about her? She coming to do a little fishin’, too? I’d be more than happy to row her if’n you got somethin’ else to do,” Henry leered and the devilment danced in his eyes.

  “Nope, she’ll be back in the Big Apple. Important board meeting.”

  “Ain’t that a shame.”

  Jud nodded in agreement and Fats played some sad chords.

  “The main reason I stopped by was to tell ya that Dolores wants ya to come over for some supper tomorrow night.”

  “I’ll be there,” Jud smiled, thinking that he wouldn’t have to worry about cooking for several nights running.

  “Where you gonna go fishin’?”

  “I was going to go up to the meadows, but I’m getting a late start. Now I think I’ll go down to the river, fish the braids.”

  “Like to go with ya, but I’m running a little behind and I gotta take Dolores dancin’ tonight. See ya tomorrow.”

  “See ya,” Jud waved. “C’mon, Annie, let’s go.” Annie jumped in the back of his Willys, barking twice. Then, panting and wiggling, she settled into the passenger seat.

  That night, after an evening of fair fishing, under fair skies, downstream from the fairgrounds, Jud was feeling surprisingly sort of okay, kind of all right, well, in a word . . . fair. He wasn’t blue, exactly, just more alone than he’d like to be, and his loneliness was highlighted by the fact that it was Saturday night and people everywhere had somebody. His best friend was out on Main Street dancing with Dolores. He could picture them now and just as easily picture them thirty years ago, dancing and laughing.

  And Martha’s appearance didn’t help his loneliness much either. She was a beautiful, engaging, and most current reminder of all the wonderful single women out there, out there being the key words, because there were no single women around here.

  Sitting on a log Jud watched the trout feed in the still water of the Elkheart, where the river ran quiet and flat before it tumbled away. There he waited for nightfall and the darkness needed for fireworks. The first rocket flared over the cottonwoods, and its ephemeral fires lit the low-lying heavens and the pool in front of him, reflecting every chaotic display of gunpowder and dazzle in a sky-wide pool—fireworks above and below him. The reds and pinks of each explosion flickered in the riffled waters like dusk’s own brushstrokes.

  Annie was back in the Willys, curled up in the passenger seat, oblivious to her old pyrotechnic nemesis. The slightly different murmurs of rolling water and gentle breezes muffled the distant whistling and cracking missiles. Her eyes closed, Annie missed the show and awakened only when Jud turned the key on the jeep for the ride home.

  Back at the Boat Works, windows closed, Annie curled up on the foot of his bed, Jud imagined the two-stepping crowd on Main Street. He stayed awake until the music stopped at two.

  Sunday, D. Downey Days were over. The tents were being folded at the fairgrounds, the streets were being cleaned, the cowboys had been leaving since daybreak. The steelheader from Oregon came and picked up his boat, paid his balance, and was gone. Jud spent the rest of the morning moping, finally working himself up to some nonproductive fiddling around by the early afternoon, followed by a late afternoon of blatant goofing off. His underlying melancholy stayed with him for the day and finally surfaced that evening at Henry’s.

  After a few ditches and while Henry was out tending to some irrigation before dinner, Jud talked to Dolores about how much he would like to have a woman in his life. It was his usual social lament, one that Dolores had heard many times, but this time she felt as though Jud had hit a new low and she was worried about him. And, as with all her private conversations, Dolores was able to share her concern with Monday’s patrons, one of whom was Pam McCracken, postmistress and gossip to the world. On any given day nearly the whole town came to McCracken’s for their bulk mail and bills and, of course, Pam’s most recent edition of town hearsay.

  Now with the beauty parlor and Pam McCracken both dispensing the gossip, the hearsay was not only spread with the speed and efficiency of the U.S. Mail, but it got curled, twisted, and colored at Dolores’s. So by the time the rumor reached the outlying ranches and reverberated back again, Jud’s condition had progressed from blue, to depressed, to manic.

  But in truth, by Tuesday and Jud’s first sojourn into town since the fair, things were looking very good. That morning his yearly order of cedar had arrived, and it was the best-looking wood he’d seen in years. Later in the day he had received another boat order. But his best news had come the night before. Around eleven Sal had called. Jud had just fallen asleep.

  “Jud, I got some sad news,” Sal said, “and I am hopin’ you are sittin’ down.”

  “Better yet, Sal, I’m lying down.”

  “Yeah, I know dat it’s late, but dis is such sad news that I had to share it with youse right away—a guy from Reynolds just came into the bar and he tells me dat Kirby Long broke his collarbone dis afternoon whilst foolin’ around on some other kid’s skateboard.”

  Sitting straight up in bed, not fully awake but smiling from ear to ear, “Oh, damn, now I hate to hear that,” Jud laughed, feeling only the slightest twinge of guilt from the joy given by the boy’s misfortune. But Kirby Long was the best hitter and the best pitcher Reynolds had or for that matter anyone else in the league had. He had a rocket arm and not a kid in Travers or any other town could hit his pitching. Without Kirby “the Curve Ball” Long on the mound, Reynolds would be facing Travers on a level playing field for the first time all season. Reynolds and Travers had played twice this summer—the scores were 13–1 and 11–0, respectively—and both times it was “the Curve Ball” on the mound.

  “Anyways, dat’s what I got to report. Good night there, Judson C.” Settling back into his pillow, hands behind his head, eyes closed, Jud could see Sal behind the bar pouring himself and everyone else at the rail a tall beer. Jud went to sleep grinning.
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“Waldie manages a paradox, demonstrating that decent, more or
less ordinary people live lives of consequence, knit to one another
by a community, history, affection, or animus. They matter.”

—SETH NORMAN, FLY ROD & REEL
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