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Introduction

  From The Journals of Traver C. Clark

  August 4, 1873—

  My train arrived in Denver yesterday. It was two days late. I telegraphed Father yesterday with that news and he was not pleased. Our train was held in Ogallala over the weekend because of a train derailment outside of Fort Morgan. Consequently, I missed the Monday meeting with the shareholders. Somehow a train’s derailment two hundred miles away was my fault in Father’s eyes. I am now instructed to stay in Denver for the next few days, to meet the investors individually.

  But the day was not a total loss. Last night after dinner at the hotel I met this most extraordinary man, one D. Downey, a giant Scotsman and a fellow fisherman. This prompted me to run upstairs to my room and get my new Leonard fly rod. It is a beautiful thing and never has it been fished.

  The rod looked positively tiny in D. Downey’s hand, but the way he held the rod, delicately, and by the way he waved it around, appreciating its action and balance, I could sense he was a man who knew about fishing.

  We were instant friends. He is such a grand character. The kind of man who’s known and liked by all in downtown Denver. He talked about the salmon fishing at home in Scotland and about the fishing he’d heard about north of the Yellowstone. “Trout as long as the length of ya,” he said, “and so plentiful, ya canna see the river’s bottom for the profusion.”

  He makes it all sound so exciting. I would love to go.

  We are going to have supper again tonight and we are to be joined by D. Downey’s sister, Carrie. She sounds lovely.

  Supper—1.25

  Bar tab—19.00

  P.S. Drinking with D. Downey proved to be very expensive. His capacity for whiskey is great while his funds are small.

  That was the very first entry into The Journals of Traver C. Clark, a five-volume set, a daily diary Traver C. Clark kept until his death in 1926. Most all of you, this being the third book in the trilogy, The Final Chapters, already know much of the town’s history having learned it in the first two volumes, Travers Corners and Return to Travers Corners. If you haven’t read the first two books or at least one of them then you really don’t have too much business in this one. But, if you are just new to Travers with this collection in your hand, or you have a memory like most of us, that history will be recounted in the first story.

  Know that all is how you left it up and down the Elkheart Valley, the Elkheart River, and Carrie Creek flowing through town; the fly fishing is better than ever, and around Travers everyone is in place. Junior is behind his counter in the pharmacy over at McCracken’s General Store. Dolores is at her beauty parlor. Doc is seeing patients down at the Elkheart Valley Clinic. Sal and Sarah are tending the Tin Cup Bar and Cafe. Henry is moving cattle.

  And Jud is more than likely in the workshop up at the Boat Works unless the trout are on the rise.

  August 4, 1873, wasn’t just the first entry into Traver’s journals, it also turned out to be the first day in the history of Travers Corners, Montana, a mountain town born from the love of fly fishing, a friendship, and a bamboo rod. A small, out-of-the-way town where nothing much has happened since, barring the day Herbert Hoover stopped for gas.

  From The Journals of Traver C. Clark

  September 28, 1923—

  There’s to be a celebration in Travers Corners today and I am afraid Albie and I are at the center of it. Naturally, the whole thing was John Rossiter’s idea. John, a man who could never let a sleeping dog do just that, and who is simultaneously burdened by having more dollars than sense, decided some months ago that what the town needed was a dedication of some sort, a ceremonial to the town’s founding fathers. And what did he end up with? A damned monument! The great unveiling of which is this afternoon and it will stand down by the river. I find the whole thing embarrassing. The men who died fighting in Germany deserve a monument. Abraham Lincoln deserves a monument. But three guys on nothing more than a holiday, an exploratory lark centered around a little fishing, and who just happened to stumble into and thereby discover this small valley half a century back don’t deserve a monument. But that’s what Albie, D. Downey, God rest his soul, and I did—fifty years ago today.

  We were quite a group—me, the East Coast delinquent traveling on trust fund money; Albie, part Indian and our guide; and Carrie’s brother, the one and only D. Downey. Of course we weren’t the Elkheart Valley’s first discoverers. The Blackfoot and Shoshone have that distinction, beating our arrival by about five thousand years into this part of Montana. A dedication to them would make a fine monument. But we were the white men and the ones that stuck our names on a land the Indians couldn’t imagine owning: Albie’s Pass, Mount D. Downey, and Travers Corners. Carrie, in her absence, had a stream named after her. We didn’t think at the time that any of the names would stick.

  And now we’re about to get honored because we had the arrogance to name nature, a wildness that is far too grand to go by any man’s name. And that’s just exactly what I told John Rossiter when he came to me and proposed this cockeyed idea.

  But he and the town were dead set on this dedication and now they’re going to get it. Carrie has just called me downstairs. It’s time to go. Have to give a speech today on top of everything else. In my seventy-two years I have never given a speech. Had to do it I guess because it was a damn sure thing Albie wasn’t going to give a speech. The man has never put more than nine words together in his life. It’s a miracle that he’s coming to town for all of this, but he promised he’d be there. I only wish D. Downey could be here as well.

  September 29—It wasn’t nearly as bad as I thought it would be. The whole town was there and the newspaper in Helena sent a man with a camera to take it all in. John Rossiter did waffle on about our place in American history, and according to him Albie and I are just behind Columbus and slightly ahead of Admiral Byrd on the list of discovery.

  It was good to have the family there, Carrie most of all. Albie showed up and remained quiet through the entire ceremony, as is his custom, quiet except at the unveiling. When John removed the sheet to reveal the marker, which admittedly at first sight looked more like a tombstone, he leaned over and whispered to me, “Funny, I don’t feel dead.”

  The marker, albeit a little funereal in tone, perhaps it’s the marble, was only there to hold the bronze placard. The piece of sculpture, an embossed bronze, shows the three of us, our horses, and the river in the background at our original campsite fifty years ago. Looking at it brought back a rush of memories. We were just three young men out for an adventure, a lark on my father’s money, and now half a century later we’re an historical marker. The words on the placard were simply the date of our first arrival and our names. Under the heading of Founding Fathers it read, “These three braved the elements so that we might have a home.” It was a nice sentiment, malarkey of course, but nice. We weren’t in the valley looking for a home—we were looking for trout.

  I look out from my window and see the ranch Carrie and I carved out of a wilderness, and I wonder if anyone should be allowed to carve into the wilderness. I remember the day we came into this valley, our supplies and time dwindling, how we swam the horses over to our campsite, and where we stayed for an extra day simply because it was just too beautiful to leave. Now I look down from the ranch house past the carriage house down to the General Store and Town Bridge and on to the river and where we camped fifty years ago. But here I am sitting, writing at the edge of a town bearing my name and now there’s a monument to me—funny how things sometimes work out.

  There was talk today about hard wire coming into the valley. The Elkheart electrified—things will change then. Too many changes. Sometimes I think the Earth is spinning faster than she was meant to go.


  
PBS, the Pentagon, and Neal’s Spring Creek

  Travers Corners was nothing more than a western outline, a ghost-towned shadow against a sky lit by nothing but the new moon half hidden in the storm. Not a trace of light anywhere. The Elkheart Valley had been without power for three hours.

  Up on the hill above town at the Carrie Creek Boat Works and Guide Service, the winds, stronger than any Jud could remember in recent years, were causing the old timbers of the carriage house to groan and creak. It was nearing midnight and Jud was still awake, but not because he wanted to be. He, by himself, could have slept through the winds and all the thunder and lightning the night could offer, but Annie the Wonderlab, on the other hand, never could handle this electrical phenomenon. Eighty pounds of shivering, whimpering, yellow retriever lying the full length of him, howling with the rolling thunder, whining after every flash of lightning, understandably prevented him from nodding off.

  “So this is how you guys came to be called yellow Labradors. Not for the color of your coat but the color of your spine.” He rubbed Annie’s ears hoping that the storm would soon pass so that she would calm down and he could get some sleep.

  The winds ended and the rains came. His stomach began to growl, growling by way of hunger since tonight’s dinner had been meager, and growling by way of complaint because this evening’s fare, though it may have been meager, was thoroughly tasteless and evenly overcooked. Cooking was Jud’s shortest suit. Forks of lightning surrounded the Boat Works, and for a second Jud’s room was brighter than daylight. A deafening thunderclap came in an instant and Annie wiggled up his bed to tremble even harder and nervously lick his face. The summer storm had been a long time coming and it would be long time leaving. He was in for a night of it.

  Then he remembered a quart of ice cream in the freezer, Rocky Road imperiled by the outage and in danger of melting. Needing something to eat, coinciding with something that needed to be eaten, it was looked upon by Jud as a midnight destiny of sorts, a chocolate destiny starting immediately. Blankets with Labradors were sent flying. Relighting the kerosene lamp that had guided him to his room, Jud headed down the steep and dark stairwell to the kitchen hindered greatly by Annie, who thought the safest place on the stairs would be between his legs.

  Jud’s kitchen, for the most part, was ornamental, a room in which to keep his beer cold. The pantry was as empty as it was dark. There was no need for a refrigerator light since there was nothing to see. But, in the dark recesses of the freezer, resting atop something wrapped in white paper dating from the Reagan administration was the brand new quart of Rocky Road. He filled a bowl full.

  Sitting down at the kitchen table watching the storm put on its show he laughed at his bare cupboards, but cooking only for himself, with Sarah’s cooking and the Tin Cup Cafe just a shortcut down the hill into town, would be silly not to mention nauseating.

  The lights flickered on and off then on. The few lights that were normally lit in town at this hour were on once more. The clock radio, short-circuited and fooled by the outage, switched on. The digital dial flashed on and off as the late-night DJ from Helena gave the time and weather. “… this weather will be with us off and on through late tomorrow. It’s five after twelve and here’s an update on two stories we have been following: those recent bombings in …”

  Jud switched off the news. While watching an electric storm, eating Rocky Road with his best friend nosing his plate, life was too good to hear of war. He reached behind him to his vest hanging on the back of the chair and pulled out his pocket watch. It read 10:14. “That’s about right, Annie girl.” His grandfather’s Waltham, a pocket watch with a time all its own, lost about twenty minutes on the hour during the summer months and lost about fifteen minutes during the winter. The difference, Jud theorized, was the change in barometric pressures on the wheels, balances, and springs. But then there were those instances when the aged watch would become completely erratic, doing everything but run backward. When this happened Jud could do nothing but blame the timepiece’s temperaments on a variety of hypothetical factors: the alignment of the planets, the tides, the stock market, the greenhouse effect, unemployment rates, and the prevailing winds. During a day’s time he could never be sure if the Waltham had gained ten hours or lost two.

  To Jud, exact time was commonplace. He was surrounded by the exact time: the digital clock radio, the clock on the stove, on the microwave, on the VCR, the alarm clock by his bed. He liked the way the pocket watch and its many errors made exact time as relevant as it deserved to be. He also liked the heft of it, the craftsmanship, the beauty of its silver case, the engravings, the tooled wind stem, and the lettering and the Roman numerals of its face. He liked looking at the time through its beveled crystal.

  The old watch, precious like the time it carried and always at his side in his vest’s pocket, was Jud’s reminder that life was just a matter of time, that he was lucky to be able to spend his life and times in Montana. An amazing thing when compared to the people enduring their lives and times through “those recent bombings in …”

  Trundling back up the stairs, Annie between his legs, Jud thought about tomorrow and a day off from boatbuilding, a well-deserved day off for fishing in the meadows of Carrie Creek with Doc Higgins. He deserved it. The last month had been a push, but four dories, finished this afternoon, brass shining and cedar varnished, and representing nearly a year’s work, awaited their owners in the workshop. Four boats for one family, the Sextons, a father and his four sons. The Sextons were arriving Wednesday, paycheck in hand.

  Jud went to bed smiling since he was soon to be fat, and he had delivered the boats on time as promised. Well, not exactly on time, they were ready a month later than promised, but a month late on a year’s work was close enough. Time, it appeared, looked at Jud through a thick and beveled crystal.

  On his way into sleep, Jud wondered how he would spend the money once his bills were paid. There were going to be some extras, extras being Jud’s term for money to burn. Maybe he’d go to Bermuda, or buy that bamboo rod he’d been wanting for years. Maybe he’d give the Willys a new paint job, maybe take a few of the extras and look up that beautiful woman working at the bookstore in Helena, take her out to dinner or something, maybe …

  He was dreaming before his mind ever got around to possibly investing the extras in bonds or stocks. Jud’s lifestyle prescribed taking the “d” out of mutual funds. If he had a dollar he spent it or gave it away. The future? He’d cross that bridge when he got there at age fifty. The bridge was right around the bend and that curve would more than likely catch Jud leaning the wrong way.

  The next morning, according to routine, he was on his way down the hill from the Boat Works, following his well-trodden shortcut. The sky was cloudless and the only traces of the storm’s violence were branches strewn along his path, his usual path, to the alley behind town, and through the backdoor of the Tin Cup. When Sarah saw him coming she knew it was shortly after seven. She also knew to throw on his regular: two eggs, over easy; three pieces of bacon, crispy but not too crispy; and two portions of hashed browns. Jenny saw him come in and set his usual place at the end of the counter with his customary ketchup and Tabasco, and poured Jud’s regular glass of orange juice. Jud poured his own coffee. He then walked to his traditional stool, the closest one to the grill, to have his morning conversation with Sarah and read the paper. While Jud was not a man interested in exact time, he was a man on a very certain schedule. Some people would view Jud’s life as slow and monotonous, but Jud’s daily groove had a pace that fit him just fine.

  “Morning, Sarah,” he said taking his stool, grabbing the morning paper, and setting his coffee down in one well-practiced motion.

  Sarah could only wave. Up until Jud arrived it had been a slow morning, but three tables of four, all coming in at once, had just ordered. This, to Jud’s way of thinking, was when Sarah was at her finest, certainly at her most amazing. Pots and pans twirled in her hands. and there were breakfasts being fried, baked, boiled, and toasted. Food was being mixed, diced, sliced, grated, and mashed in a high-speed ballet with three-minute-egg precision. He couldn’t imagine moving that fast.

  He opened the paper. Looking past the recent bombings to the National League standings, he found himself peering back over the pages to Sarah, the lovely Sarah, in her uniform behind the grill—Hawaiian shirt, apron, and New York Yankees hat. Wisps of hair, streaks of gray, hung from beneath her cap and balanced on her shoulder. She was beautiful at fifty but she was a vision when she and her Uncle Sal first came to Travers years ago and bought the Tin Cup Bar and Cafe, the New York urbanites moving to a rurality with nothing more in the way of luxuries than electricity—sometimes.

  Thinking about Sarah at thirty became a most pleasant daydream, one that took him through breakfast, a second cup, but one suddenly disrupted by Junior McCracken slapping him on his back. “Man, have I got some news.” Junior was out of breath. He’d run from the pharmacy, across Main Street, and into the café. It was only a fifty-yard dash but one Junior did full out. With a coordination level measuring well below normal, walking being difficult enough, Junior had just ran as fast as he could, and when Junior ran it wasn’t pretty. All of his extremities seemed to fight one another, one arm flailed into the other. His legs, knock-kneed to begin with, were all wrong and one leg seemed to run at an independent speed from the other. He nearly fell five times and did fall once. So, by the time he had made it to the back of the Tin Cup, he was not only winded but slightly beaten.

  Sitting down, gasping for air on the stool next to Jud, Junior panted, “Yo-you’re not going to believe this. PBS just called the town. Wawanted to talk with the mayor. This lady named Marilyn Delmar tells me she was in Montana to make a special about Le-Lewis and Clark. She had just read Traver’s journals and is interested in making a short film or something. Wants to come to town and talk to us. And when I told them about you and He-Henry, the founding fathers four generations later, the lady really got excited. They want you two to be the stars.”

  Jud was disappointed he had missed watching Junior run. It had entertained him since they were kids. “Oh, yeah,” Jud said with disinterest and took a skip of his coffee. “And when do they want to do that?”

  “This afternoon. It’s her only time to see us.”

  “Can’t do it, Junior. Going fishing with Doc up in the meadows.”

  “But, PBS coming to Travers Corners—now that would be something. It would be great for the town. More tourism. You could maybe sell a few more boats with that kind of exposure.” Junior, being the mayor, was looking out for Travers.

  “I don’t want more tourists. I want less tourists. I don’t want more boat orders. I can’t keep up with the boat orders as it is. And I would go slow around Henry with this idea—being a movie star ain’t exactly in his line. You know how he can get.”

  Junior nodded knowing just how Henry could get and that was why he had come to Jud first. Between the two Jud would be the one he could convince to do such a thing, and he would then leave it to Jud to convince Henry. Going straight to Henry with this would be a mistake. “This lady Delmar is waiting by the phone at the Missoula Airport and she needs an answer right now.”

  “You can tell her if she wants to talk to me she can come and talk to me tomorrow, Junior. Today, I’m fishing with Doc. I mean calling and giving you an hour’s notice and you’re supposed to drop everything and bend your day around to meet theirs—I don’t think so. Sorry, Junior.” He, without Henry, had done the dog and pony show about his great-grandfather’s journals quite a few times over the years for local and statewide television, and most of their media experiences had been sour. PBS might be different because of its status—or it might be worse.

  Junior walked back to McCracken’s disappointed with Jud, but at the same time he understood the value of a day of fly fishing. PBS would have been good for business. But one thing Jud had right, Junior thought, was this Delmar lady was pretty pushy. She first wanted Jud and Henry to drive down to Missoula so that they could be interviewed there. He elected not to tell Jud that part.

  Sarah, finally catching a break, stepped out from behind the grill and sat down beside Jud for a short breather and a cup of coffee. “What’s going on with Junior?”

  “PBS wants to film a documentary right here in Travers—about the journals—and Junior has it starring me and Henry. They called about fifteen minutes ago and want us to meet with them immediately. But not this time—I’m going fishing with Doc.”

  “Nice day for it,” Sarah said wistfully. “Sure wish I could go with you.”

  “Well, twist that sign on the door to ‘Closed’ and come on.”

  “Can’t. Somebody’s gotta tote that barge and lift that bale.” She took a sip and then sat there smiling into her coffee. “PBS and Henry. There’s two ends of the spectrum—together—on film. Masterpiece Theatre meets Louis Lamour.”

  “Tonight,” Jud lapsed into an announcer’s voice, “Merle Haggard, Luciano Pavarotti, and the Boston Pops will be performing at the Grand Ole Opry. That’s tonight at seven right after Jim Lehrer brings you the livestock report.”

  Sarah’s laughter was cut short by two tables of three coming through the door at the same time. She stood putting both hands on Jud’s shoulders and said as she headed for the grill, “A movie starring Henry, I mean that’s rich. They must be making a silent movie.” Jud nodded and grinned at the thought of Henry, who brought a new dimension to stoic and taciturn with the face of a paralyzed poker player, in front of the camera, and whose words when he talked came in a mumble through lips that seldom parted. Henry was unintelligible to the untrained ear. You would get more movement and sound if you held his photograph up to the lens. This and the fact that he had a blanket dislike for the media in any form made Henry the perfect candidate for a starring role in a documentary.

  Jud waved good-bye to Sarah, who was once again awhirl in pots and pans, and headed out the back door of the café where Annie was waiting. Up the hill he thought about Henry in front of the camera, and then his thoughts returned to Sarah and his daydream during breakfast—Sarah at age thirty.

  When he first saw Sarah he remembered lust and love coming simultaneously. At thirty he was still at the stage of falling in lust first and asking questions later, but with Sarah it was different. Yes, she was beautiful and it was those big green eyes, the long dark brown hair, warm smile and sensuous mouth that first drew lust’s full attention, but her wit, her brains, her warmth were so readily apparent that love came in an instant. He remembered marriage crossing his mind fifteen minutes into their first meeting. But Sarah made it clear at the beginning that she wasn’t interested in marriage, men, love, or courtship, and when Jud found out why, he understood. Six months prior to her and Sal’s moving to Travers, and the reason behind it, was that her husband, Bill, and son, Jeremy, were killed in a Brooklyn schoolyard, innocent victims of a drive-by shooting. No one alive could equal Bill’s memory, so Jud instead of becoming Sarah’s lover became her best friend. Though there are still those times when her warm green eyes laugh, when the light hits her hair, now streaked in gray, and that smile blossoms through those Italian lips, that he gets distracted—not quite to the point of lustful but close.

  Doc pulled into the yard of the Boat Works and Jud loaded his essential fishing equipment into the back of Doc’s truck: rod, reel, waders, vest, and, of course, Annie the Wonderlab. This afternoon it would be trout, and plenty of them. He could feel it. He lifted Annie into the bed, her old legs kept her from leaping in on her own, and said, “Morning, Doc,” as he climbed into the cab.

  “Good morning there, Judson,” Doc smiled from behind his pipe, “What a day, huh? Can’t think of a place I’d rather be going, can you?”

  “Me either, but I almost didn’t make it.”

  “Oh?”

  “Yeah, me and Henry were needed down in Hollywood. Wanted us to be movie stars.”

  “Huh?”

  On the way out of town and into a perfect day, Jud explained about the documentary, Junior, and the possibilities of Henry appearing on PBS. “Sarah said it would be like Louis Lamour meeting Masterpiece Theatre.” Doc laughed and went about lighting his pipe as Carrie Creek Road turned to gravel, and with a plume of dust behind him, and a day of trout and the rest life has to offer ahead of him, Jud felt full and easy.

  It would turn out to be one of those afternoons of fishing—windless, cloudless, mayflies, and rainbows. Perfect. And on those rare parts of the afternoon when he wasn’t being entertained by a trout, those times when he was tying on a new fly or fetching an errant one from a willow, and those times taken just to look around, his thoughts were entertained by Henry in front of the camera and Sarah aged thirty.

  The following morning Jud was in the workshop putting on the very last of the finishing touches to all four boats, a small brass plate that read, “Carrie Creek Boat Works, Judson C. Clark Boat Builder, Dory No. 172.” He’d done 173, 174, and 175.

  Annie’s bark sounded the arrival of someone coming up the drive. Jud looked up to see four pickups with trailers, the Sextons, on time and coming for their boats. A fifth car, a white Mercedes, followed them.

  The four sons and father were soon surrounding their dories. “My name is Jonathan Sexton. These are my four sons and these could only be our boats. Are they not ready?”

  Sexton made no attempt to shake Jud’s hand. There was no how ya doing, no nice morning, no these boats are beautiful, not so much as a kiss my ass. Jud disliked this guy immediately. “Well, they will be shortly,” he answered barely looking up.

  “I wait two years and then an extra month and now I have to wait some more?” Sexton said. Jud looked up this time but not out of courtesy as much as out of curiosity. There before him was a man starched and pressed in a pleated shirt and ready for a day on the river. Not only was he fresh from the laundry, but his bandanna was fashioned just so, and while he was a handsome enough fellow on the outside, Jud knew in an instant that he was ugly under the skin. Jud prided himself on the accuracy of his first impressions and he found his first-time take was usually close if not spot on.

  “Your boys can go ahead and load those three. This one will be done in about thirty seconds,” Jud said. The Sexton Sons were all lined up to one side of their father and stiff as rails.

  “All right boys, get on with it,” Sexton ordered.

  The boys broke ranks while Jud looked on as they began backing and loading the boats. This was enough to tell him that rowing was going to be new to them.

  “Is my bill ready?”

  Jud stood 175’s brass plate in place. “Now this one is ready. I have your bill right here.” He pulled the folded invoice from his shirt pocket. Sexton looked at the bill then leaned on the decking to fill out his check and then handed it to Jud.

  Jud stuffed the check into his pocket without saying so much as a thank you, or a your order was appreciated, or a kiss my ass. Jud said only, “Your oars are stacked and ready on the side of the workshop. You can use some of that rope there if you need to—” Jud was interrupted by a small car coming up the drive.

  “Looks as though you have another customer so before you get entangled, know that I have decided to stay in town for a few days. My boys are all leaving for the Madison, and I want you to tell me where the very best fishing is around here and, if it is private water, I expect you to make the appropriate call. I am an exceptional fisherman and I am ready for any kind of fishing, I even have a float tube if necessary though I favor spring creeks. I prefer casting to the rising fish.”

  This guy had torn it with Jud and he had done it in record time, I want, I expect, I prefer, I-I-I … But, he remembered he had told Sexton when he ordered the dories that he would be glad to send him out for a day or two fishing at some of the special places, Carrie Creek, the East Fork, the Braids. What he wanted to do, now that he had met the man, was to send him and his float tube to the sewer ponds south of town. Check in hand, he decided to split the difference. Stepping into the workshop and coming out with paper and pencil, Jud grinned, “Here, let me draw you a map.” He set about drawing the map, explaining every turn as he drew them in detail. It was an intricate map, with lots of turns, lots of gates, three muddy fields, and small swamp to a stagnate backwater on the Elkheart, where there were lots of rising fish—carp. It was also a spot easily accessible from the other side of the river off a two-laned blacktop. He kept looking up from his drawing to see who it was who had just arrived. But, because of all the activity of four boats being loaded onto four trailers being driven by four guys who had never backed a trailer in their life, the mystery driver had found it necessary to park in the field behind the house.

  “… and then you wind down through one last field to the river and you’re there,” Jud said handing Sexton his map. It was then that he first spied the driver coming across his backyard, a long-legged woman in shorts who stopped so that she could properly greet Annie the Wonder-lab with a few scratches behind her ear.

  “Good,” said Sexton. “I’ll want another map for tomorrow’s fishing.” He turned and left and went over to his four sons who were now loading their second boat. Not a thanks or a kiss my ass. Jud hated this guy. He was now even happier with the map.

  As the woman came closer Jud gained a much better appreciation for the legs, long legs made for striding, and the lady could cover ground. There was a lean body riding on those long legs. She wore glasses, intellectual, round, tortoiseshell glasses. Her hair was piled up on top of her head and held in place by combs. Her blouse was open to the second button. She was tan. She was beautiful. When she was close enough to speak Jud had seen all that a man needed to see and by the time the first words left her lips Jud was in love. This is one sensuous female. There was one problem of course, she was twenty years younger than he was, at least.

  In a voice, part cream, part honey, and backed by a throaty purr, the woman asked, “Are you Jud Clark?”

  Lady, even if I weren’t Jud Clark I would say that I am, was what he was thinking, but Jud answered, “That’s me.”

  “I’m Marilyn Delmar. I talked to your Mayor McCracken yesterday. I work with PBS as an independent film producer.”

  “Yeah, Junior told me that you called, but I couldn’t meet with you yesterday. I needed to get these boats ready and I had little time for anything else,” Jud lied. Only a stupid man would tell a woman like this that he would rather be out fishing than meeting with her.

  “I’m sorry I couldn’t give you more notice, but everything with PBS is tightly budgeted hence tightly scheduled.” She then walked over to number 175 and stroked the teak decking. “I love your dories. They’re beautiful. I love to fly-fish. I wish I had time for you to row me down the river. I’ve read and heard about the Elkheart, but I never fished here.”

  “Well, I would be more than happy to take you on the—” but Jud didn’t finish his sentence though several possible endings crossed his mind: take you on the river, take you on the town, or take you on the stairs. He was interrupted by two things coming at once. The first thing was the sight of a man videotaping the old carriage house. The second was the internal dialogue. What are you thinking about you gray-haired old fart? It isn’t flirtation at your age, it’s lechery.

  “Oh, that’s my husband, Carl,” Marilyn pointed. “We’re pretty much a two-man crew. Listen Jud, I hate to be in a hurry or in any way rush you, but we have extended our stay in the hopes of talking with you.

  “We were here in Montana to help with the filming of a documentary, which includes a small segment on Lewis and Clark, and while we were in Great Falls we met with a man who showed us a copy of Traver’s journals.

  “Starting this fall, PBS will begin a series called Stories from the Homeland and this story, your story, is absolutely tailor-made for this program. What we were hoping for was if you could please spare us a little of your time and show us around a bit while we shoot some video? We then have something to show the powers that be back in New York, give them some footage showing the beauty of your valley, plus an idea of the singularity of your story.

  “If they like the story, and I am sure that they will, they will send us out probably some time in the fall, camera and crew, to do the actual shoot.”

  “Well, I …”

  “We can’t bother you long because we need to catch a flight back this afternoon,” Marilyn added.

  “Okay, I guess I could take some time to show you around.” It was impossible to say no to this woman. She was at once so kind and so appealing.

  “Oh, that is so wonderful of you.” Marilyn was elated.

  Videotaping his way across the lawn, Husband Carl joined them and Marilyn introduced him. Husband Carl was a long-haired, fit, handsome, and young man. Jud hated him, too. Well, not hate. It was hate with Sexton. He envied Husband Carl.

  “Do you think we might be able to meet with Henry Albie as well?” she asked.

  “Now that I don’t know. Henry will be the rub in your documentary. Not exactly camera friendly is our boy Henry, and he’s not altogether keen on strangers, especially strangers involved in the media. Henry believes that the media is responsible for everything that’s wrong with the world. He’ll be a tough sale, but I think, if we go about it carefully, we can do it,” Jud smiled and gave Marilyn a wink.

  “Could you give him a call?”

  “I could but I can tell you now he is nowhere near a phone and even if he was he’s probably not going to answer it. Henry’s a rancher. His place is just outside of town. So let’s do this—I’ll take you down and show you the journals and then I’ll show you where they camped. Then we’ll deal with Henry.”

  “I haven’t—” she was interrupted by the sound of all the Sextons’ trailers and boats rumbling out the drive, all of them leaving, including old man Sexton in his Mercedes, without so much as a wave. Marilyn continued, “I haven’t had a chance to read the complete journals yet. Only snippets from the edited version. If you wouldn’t mind could you tell me about your great-grandfather, just an abridged version—a very short history—the five-hundred-words-or-less approach. And Jud, if you could, tell it as though you were telling it to someone who knows nothing about it.”

  “Sure, I guess, let’s see, mmm …” Jud felt uneasy with the camera on him, but he was comfortable in the telling of the story since it was one he had told hundreds of times.

  “Well, my great-grandfather, Traver Burns, was a very wealthy young man and a bit of a rounder at heart. In his early twenties, under the guise of a business trip, Traver went west to do a little adventuring, a little fishing. In Denver he chanced to meet up with D. Downey, a Scotsman, and together they hired a guide, a man known only as Albie, to guide them up into the Yellowstone and into Montana. That was in September of 1873.

  “They stumbled into this valley, the Elkheart Valley, and camped at the confluence of Carrie Creek and the Elkheart River. Not much in the valley really had names so they named a few things: Mount D. Downey, the tallest mountain in the Elkheart Range; Carrie Creek, that’s the creek you crossed coming in here, was named after D. Downey’s sister, my great-grandmother, who Traver had fallen in love with back in Denver. And you came into the Elkheart over Albie Pass.

  “The town came to be known as Travers Corners because the ranch became the crossroad for the Yellowstone and Missoula stages.

  “Traver went back to Boston, sold all of his holdings, and returned to Denver and married Carrie. They came to the Elkheart a year later and pioneered this valley and owned pretty much as far as you could see. The Carrie Creek Cattle Company. The winter of ’88 killed his herd. They kept things together by selling land and working a much smaller ranch. Carrie died in 1925 and Traver a year later.

  “Years later the original homestead burned to the ground and all that is left of the Carrie Creek Cattle Company is the old carriage house,” Jud said and pointed to his home.

  “That was perfect. Just perfect, Jud. Carl, what do you think?” Carl nodded. She then explained the need for brevity wasn’t only because they had so little time. “When PBS or some one like them announces a new series that will feature independent filmmakers well, you can imagine. We’ve worked off and on for PBS for years so we have an inside track but still—” and her eyes went skyward and her head tilted from one side as though her thoughts drained from the right to the left side of her brain. “We’ll use Jud as the intro and fill in as we go.” She was either talking to Carl or herself, Jud couldn’t tell. Talking to Jud, “We have to tell our story in a two-minute treatment.”

  Marilyn nodded to Carl and then stepped in front of the camera moving until she had the Carrie Creek Boat Works sign behind her. “And now four generations later here in Travers Corners lives the great-grandson of Traver, Jud Clark, a builder of extraordinary river dories: and the great-grandson of the man called Albie, Henry Albie, a rancher. They are best friends and they fish together.” She motioned to Carl and he dropped the camera. “I think that is the most appealing part of the story.” Carl nodded. “Did you get a shot of the boats against the carriage house?” Carl nodded.

  “So, I guess it’s time to go look at the journals,” Marilyn suggested, grabbing a bag of video equipment, “and hopefully meet up with Henry. Damn, I wish we had more time.” Then she gave Jud a soft-eyed look of admiration that Jud thought might have had some flirtation behind it. “I envy you your craft. I could spend a month here, fly-fishing, floating down the river in one of your boats.”

  “Thanks,” Oh, lady. There is nothing on this world that would please me more than floating your boat and envying your craft, screw the fishing. Relax, you old pervert. Jud wanted to wave his hand and send Husband Carl on an assignment—Antarctica. Then snapping back to the reality of his old graying self, “Uh, there is one other thing that you don’t know concerning that fourth-generation thing,” Jud added, “and this is pretty amazing.” Carl hoisted his camera once more. “A few years ago, now get this, the great-grandnephew of D. Downey, one Sir Gordon Pendleton from Scotland, shows up here in Travers. Seems as though Penny, that’s Sir Gordon, was rummaging around in his castle one day and found, hidden away for a hundred plus years, the bamboo rod given to D. Downey by Traver right after they left here. It’s all in the journals. I mean that’s a great story all by itself. Penny’s a great guy, spent a few days fishing with us.”

  “You’re kidding!” Marilyn jumped up and twisted in midair, “That’s it! That’s the hook—the clincher. Oh, this is going to be a slam dunk. We perhaps could get Kentfield Studios up there to shoot Sir Gordon and then tie it all together for BBC and PBS. With both involved—more funding.”

  Carl entered the world of verbal communication albeit just one word, “Yeah.”

  They walked down the hill to town with Jud talking about the valley, talking about the history, and when prompted by Marilyn, Jud talked about himself. “Oh I’ve lived here most of my life—went away to college, did some kicking around in the sixties. It’s home.” Jud stopped for a moment on the path, “See over the theater, the house with the red-topped roof? That’s where I grew up.”

  At the library, Jud showed them photographs and articles about his great-grandfather, and Carl videoed random pages from the original journals. Then he took them over the bridge to the town’s Little League diamond and the monument marking where the three adventurers had camped. And before Marilyn and Husband Carl packed up their cameras and headed back for Missoula, Marilyn taking with her a small piece of Jud’s heart, he took them out to meet Henry.

  That evening, over the crack and roar of another storm, much to Annie’s dismay, Jud reported this episode from his day and all other events to Sarah on their nightly call. “So anyway, on the way to Henry’s I tell Husband Carl not to get out and start poking his camera about. Henry might get a bit touchy about that sort of thing. I mean Marilyn was the ticket to winning over Henry ’cause this woman was seriously beautiful and there was no doubt about who was the brains. Husband Carl was pulseless.”

  “Yes, Jud, I know about the beauty this being the third time you’ve told me. I usually get most things after twice,” Sarah said tiredly. Jud and his flirtations, his romances, always rankled Sarah slightly. It felt almost like a jealousy but Sarah knew better. She knew Jud too well and wrote her feelings off to impatience.

  “Well, you know how Henry can get about a pretty woman. Anyway, we drive out to Henry’s and he’s out in the barn cleaning stalls. Straw and horseshit flying everywhere and Henry’s in the kind of mood that only cleaning stalls can bring to a man. He comes out of the barn and the first thing he sees is Husband Carl jumping from the car and putting the camera on him. I don’t think Husband Carl really quite understood the danger he was in at that moment.

  “Marilyn gets teed off and tells him to drop his camera. There was a fairly tense moment between the two of them. I mean if looks could kill neither of them would still be standing. Anyway, I introduce her to Henry and within minutes she had taken Henry from ornery to eating out of her hand. This woman can actually purr.”

  “Oh, please,” Sarah moaned. Jud laughed.

  “No, she can, honestly. Kind of an Eartha Kitt thing. Did I mention that this woman is beautiful?”

  “All right, already.”

  “Anyway, I had told her to take it slow and easy with Henry and that’s just how she did it. She played him perfectly. Turns out that she knows something about horses so she talks about quarter horses for a while then gently moves into the documentary and PBS. But as soon as Henry heard his name connected in the same sentence to a camera, Henry vapor-locks and gives her the no-can-do. She then comes at Henry from another angle. She appeals to his civic duty, to his cultural responsibility that the film needed to be made, it had to be made, to ensure the true legacy of the town and its heritage.

  “Well, that worked. Henry even agreed to a bit part. She asked Henry the same thing she asked me—to give a short account of Albie and his life. Henry goes—‘My great-grandfather was a trapper. Not too much is really known about him. He helped pioneer this valley. My grandfather and my dad ranched. I live here now and ranch.’ He then turns to Marilyn and in vintage Henry he says, ‘Hope I didn’t go on fer too long.’”

  Sarah started laughing and could barely stop. “Oh, man, hey, it’s getting late. I’m going to bed.”

  “Need any help?” pointing directly at the lack of romance, though he never would have minded, in their friendship.

  This kind of flirtation was usually met with a wave of her hand, tonight it was met with a, “Yeah, Yeah.” Then she added, “Oh, Johnny Sexton, the guy who bought all those dories from you, came in for lunch today, said he didn’t have much luck fishing where you sent him, but what a nice man.”

  “Nice man—” Jud was about to launch into the creep, but the lights went out in a crack of thunder. The phone went dead. Jud lit the candle and grumbled up the stairs with Annie trying to hide under his every step.

  The next morning Jud headed down the path to the Tin Cup with more than breakfast on his mind. He was going to straighten Sarah out on this Sexton bozo—Jo-o-ohnny. But when he came through the café’s backdoor, there sliding onto his stool, the last stool at the end of the counter, closest to the grill, known by all to be Jud’s stool, was Jo-o-ohnny. To me he was Jonathan, but with Sarah he’s Jo-o-ohnny. I’m nauseated. Jenny, his regular waitress, already had Jud’s usual Tabasco, ketchup, and orange juice in place; Sexton shoved it all to one side. And Sarah? She’s just smiling at him and actually letting him sit there.

  Jud had no intention of sitting down next to him, instead he ducked through the bar and took a seat at the first stool by the window at the opposite end of the counter. He sat down next to Bo Jones. “Good morning, there Bo,” Jud said sitting down next to him.

  “Mornin’. How’s fishing?” He and Bo chatted about the fishing and the weather while Jud could only look on as the wretched Sexton flirted with his Sarah. Even from the opposite end of the restaurant you could see that Sarah was buying it.

  Bo had finished his breakfast and was gone by the time Jenny brought his usual order. “Sorry this took so long, Jud, but just about every order this morning is taking a little longer than normal. He was in here the better part of the afternoon yesterday and they sat in the back booth through dinner. There’s enough sparks flyin’ between ’em.”

  Sal appeared from the bar side of the café to ask, “Hey, who is dis guy, Sexton? He was here half the night. I talked to ’im maybe t’ree minutes and I don’t like ’im.”

  Jud laughed and then saw the look of concern in Sal’s eyes, an uncle’s eyes, and realized how serious the Sexton situation was. “Affects me the same way,” Jud answered while Sal grabbed a rack of glasses and headed back into the bar.

  Jud was nearly winded from his disbelief. How could there be sparks flying between them? How could she like this creep? How could anyone like him? He’s been sweet-talking her and she’s been buying it. Sarah, you can be so gullible sometimes. But, hey, Saint Sarah falls for everything. It felt almost like jealousy but Jud knew better. He knew Sarah too well and he wrote his feelings off to impatience.

  There was one good thing about being relocated from his usual stool because this time Jud could see all of it. In full sprint, not that anyone would recognize it as running, came the anatomically impossible Junior McCracken; windmilling, all limbs juxtaposed, defying all the laws of motion, and heading for the Tin Cup.

  Out of breath, Junior was through the front door and headed automatically for Jud’s usual stool and was halfway there before he saw a stranger sitting in the spot. Looking around he was quickly back to Jud, “You’re not going to believe this. This guy just called from PBS. A programming honcho. A guy named Smith. He saw Marilyn’s video. He loved the idea. They want to go ahead with the documentary. BBC in Scotland is contacting Penny. I gotta go. Busy day. I just had to run over and tell you. It’s so exciting.” Then Junior was gone, and as a bonus Jud got to watch him run back to his store.

  Sarah had just finished burning Nancy Sillaphant’s French toast when she finally looked Jud’s way and waved him down. He had to go because it was Sarah who was asking. Nobody else could have gotten Jud any closer than miles from this guy, Sexton.

  “Hi ya, Sarah,” Jud said and in one look managed to convey to her the following: why is this guy in my seat, why did you let him sit here, and why are you talking to this jerk?

  “Hello, Clark, interesting water you put me on yesterday,” Sexton said through a mean smile and with ice-cold, G. Gordon Liddy eyes that gave Jud the creeps. “I now hesitate to ask for your second choice in quality trout water on this my last day.” Then he turned to Sarah, and in a completely different manner and tone he explained, “You see, Sarah, my dear, Jud and I made a deal: in exchange for me buying forty thousand dollars worth of drift boats, he would tell me about a few of the best places to fish around here.”

  Sensing the tension between them, “Why don’t you take Johnny out to Neal’s Spring Creek?” Saint Sarah suggested trying to make the important peace with her best friend and the guy who was making her think about things she hadn’t thought about for years, romance, needs, and urges. She thought about Jud that way now and then, but better judgment always managed to quell such ridiculous notions. Being involved with Jud romantically, after knowing him all these years, would be like dating a man thirty years her junior though they were born in the same year.

  “Can’t do ’er today,” Jud lied looking at Sarah in complete disbelief that she would suggest such a thing. He wouldn’t take Jo-o-ohnny anywhere, but to the spring creek—never. But Jud had forgotten that he’d told Sarah during last night’s call that he was toying with the idea of doing a little fishing himself out at Neal’s this afternoon. Sarah looked at him with a look that summed it all up for him. It told him that she wanted him to do this, that this was what best friends are for, that he owed her more than a few favors, and that this was payback time, bucko, and he better not let her down.

  “Yeah, I guess I can draw you a map,” Jud said delighted by the prospect of sending this yo-yo on another adventure into frog water. This drew a nasty glance from Sexton, which Jud returned with a smile.

  “No more maps,” Sexton said, “the last one, though I could have misread it, took me to a backwater.”
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