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    … not to know and love the tragedy

    of your own life, is not to know the

    joy of being here at all.

    —Walter Lowenfels

  


  
    One

    He parked the truck in front of a bulldozed mound closing off the old timber road, folded the topo map and fit it in his back pocket, dropped an apple and a few shells into the knapsack, placed three extra shells in his right front pocket, fitted a cap on his head, and began walking.

    He had been tempted to bring along the letter he’d picked up on the way out, but decided against it. No intrusions this afternoon. And anyway, as always with her, after a single quick reading, he almost knew it by heart.

    An ATV had been along the road, probably used by sheepherders farther up the canyon. He was disappointed by the grass it had crushed. More than anything, he wanted to feel entirely alone.

    Like all secondary roads in the area, this one had been blocked off to vehicular traffic for twenty years. The road led down to a small river where clusters of golden asters made bright both sides of the stream. Timbers from an old bridge had collapsed into the water. Three little brown trout scurried for cover as he balanced across the rotting vigas and headed uphill along a tiny feeder rivulet.

    Thunder rumbled, and it was clouding up down south. His road followed the water, climbing for almost two miles at a tolerable incline. On the steep slope to his left aspens were turning gold. On the right were large spruce trees. Grass en route reached almost to his knees.

    He traveled two miles in the canyon shadow. Many aspen leaves were floating down, yet the air remained very quiet. When lightning lit up the sky, he flinched, but it was still far away. Nevertheless, he pointed the L. C. Smith straight down at his right side, hoping it would be less of an attraction to errant electricity.

    The miniature stream burbled between large mossy rocks and moss-covered rotten logs and vegetation, which included monkshood, some alders and box elders, and swatches of thimbleberry, much of it golden already and sporting red raspberry-like fruits.

    Up higher it began to sprinkle. He crossed the creek, rousing a water ouzel, which seemed unafraid and only fluttered on to the next pool. A sweet little brook, he thought, but too small for trout. The entire sky was now overcast, thunder bursting closer each time. He cringed but continued walking. Surrounded by so many trees, how could a single strand of fire pick him out?

    He assumed, given his heart, that if hit he would surely die, and hoped it would be quick. He didn’t want to lie on the ground for a long time, in excruciating pain, with his hair and clothing aflame.

    Then he laughed out loud. “Go for it, feel sorry for yourself, come on—let’s see you really suffer!”

    He reached a plateau where the white clover that grouse liked grew everywhere. Also kinnikinnick, another of their favorite foods. Old logging roads crisscrossed in all directions among stands of spruce, Douglas fir, and young aspens. Little seeps and larger springs made the grass spongy, almost swampy in places.

    Finally the rumble overhead became so persistent, and the fine rain so chilling, he sought refuge up a slope in an alcove created by evergreens, scrub oak, and several large aspens. For fifteen minutes he crouched there in hiding from wind, thunder, and lightning, barely getting wet. He faced downhill toward the road, where many wheat-colored strands of grass swayed in the erratic gusts. Yellow aspen leaves descended in flurries time and again, blasted off their limbs by loud outbursts of noisy air.

    His safe haven was comfortable. He noticed girdles of moss at the base of aspen and spruce alike. Also, kinnikinnick, some thimbleberry, and the delicate heart-shaped leaves of Canadian violets. Trees that had fallen nearby were covered by moss and leaves, engorged by the forest. He wondered how long the process had taken.

    While the rain continued, he took his pulse, checking out the heartbeat. Everything seemed okay inside, no trace of fibrillation.

    “Dearest Mister _____,” her initial fan letter had begun almost three months ago. She claimed to love him because his books were mighty special. As always he had written back politely, urging caution. But that didn’t stop her at all. Letters began rolling in, often twice a week. In them she poured her heart out. At first, he had answered sparely, in subdued tones, intrigued but wary. She was only a junior in college, the same age as his daughter. Yet she was articulate, funny, sexy, obnoxious—mercurial. Furthermore, she had applied for, and received, a three-week writing residency at the Rhinehart Center, a local arts foundation. So they were destined to meet.

    “D-Day is September FOURTH!” she had announced two months ago.

    “September is my vacation,” he wrote back, “and I desperately need the break.”

    “I’ll give you a break,” came her immediate answer. “I’ll fuck your socks off! You’ll never know what hit you! We can fly together!”

    “Fly?” he scoffed, eager to avoid the trap. “I can hardly walk. I’m sick, I got no energy, my heart is a mess, I’m in the middle of a divorce, I’m broke, I live in a two-room apartment the size of an orange crate, I’ve been working three years on a book that refuses to cooperate, and I’m terrified of women.”

    She replied, “Obviously, you need me. I’m young and smart and sexy and funny and talented!”

    Her enthusiasm made him sad, his response to it even more so. He typed, “I’m sorry, but I am about to divorce a woman who is young and smart and funny and sexy and talented. And I have no intention of jumping out of the frying pan into the fire. I’m tired.”

    So in today’s mail, finally, had arrived a picture. Nothing fancy. She wore shorts, a baggy sweater, and white sneakers. The pose, on a porch railing, was mockingly cheesecake.

    And it triggered an erection.

  


  
    Two

    Blue patches of sky appeared to the northwest and east; thunderous outbursts receded farther south. The rain let up, died away. He started hunting again, always climbing, slowly, slowly. His heart strained against the leash of all the drugs in his body, but it stayed in sync. When he felt it about to go out, he would stop and rest until everything was okay again.

    He came to a grove of mature aspens whose crowns towered high above. Among their trunks rising from tall green grasses were hundreds of enormous ferns. They were a pleasant beige color—cinnamon, to be more precise. It was five-thirty, and although sunlight created a warm yellow fire high in the aspen crowns, down below the light was melancholy, yet radiant, as if lit not by natural causes but by a human mood.

    Weather held its breath: no wind, no forest noises. He floated through the glen. The high wet grass and the fern leaves swiped at his hips, soaking them. He stepped on spongy moss, climbed over a massive downed trunk, and headed up another road. It was as much fun to check out all these different roads as it was to journey from one pool to another on the big river while fishing. Around every bend, always, lay something different.

    He hated leaving behind that lovely grove. It would have been nice to share the mood with somebody … like the girl who would arrive in three days? In this morning’s epistle, as in so many others, she had praised his rage and sexuality. She recounted in too, too vivid detail dreams about him and herself in compromising positions. Poor baby. If only she knew how barren his sex life had been the last two years. The old days, the profligate days, were over.

    How could anyone, let alone a person that young, be so aggressive with a total stranger? In his entire life he had never written a single fan letter. Nor made the first move with a woman.

    Eventually, the road petered out. He headed up the canyon in a southeasterly direction on a deer and sheep trail. The entire hillside, a southern exposure and in shadow, was populated by massive aspens growing close together. He could see bright sunshine about a quarter mile downhill, closer to the creek. The ground was almost bare, mulched by leaves, and there were very few old trees spread-eagled on the mossy ground. It was as calm and somber here as in the previous grove.

    He was rejoicing in his solitude when a sheep bleated about a quarter mile uphill. Crestfallen, he turned south, left the trail, and traversed down the steep slope to a lower road beside the creek. He didn’t want to meet the herder, another human being. Sometimes, yes, he liked chatting in Spanish. Invariably, the herders were from Mexico and enjoyed talking to an oddball gringo in the middle of nowhere.

    Until about two years ago, he’d often driven into these mountains with an aged friend. The old man had been raised herding sheep and shearing them, and he liked to visit the valley’s few remaining flocks. During the springtime hijadero they went to sheep camps across the river on the mesa and watched the lambing and shearing. From July through September they visited animals grazing the high country on Forest Service permits. The old man enjoyed gossiping with herders in Spanish. Born in 1898, he had lived a rural life of quiet integrity. When he and the writer hooked up twenty years ago, they became good friends and political allies. In retirement, the old man was an important spokesman for the valley. He led many struggles for land and water rights and testified often down in the legislature on behalf of farmers, small ranchers, the dispossessed. The younger man had written his speeches, done research, attended a thousand meetings.

    At ninety, the old man slowed down, lost his driver’s license. His wife died. He had prostate cancer and no family within three hundred miles to care for him. So for three years the younger man came every day to the small trailer to talk, deliver shopping and medicines, prepare meals. The old man became legally blind from macular degeneration, so the writer read aloud to him many books, including the autobiography of Reies Tijerina in Spanish. They loved each other without fanfare. When the old man died in December a year ago, the younger man had lost a friend closer to himself, almost, than any member of his own immediate family.

    Around six-thirty, while walking a grassy road on a north slope south of the creek, he came to a bend that held a seepage of water. The area was ankle-deep in rich green clover. He inspected the puddle, set like a gem in a frame of jade-green moss, but found only deer prints, no grouse. About twenty yards higher, however, he discovered five calcium-white bird droppings. Despite the rain, they crumbled when he pinched them, days old.

    In the photograph, she wore an insouciant, enigmatic smile, hard to pin down. Was she shy underneath … or every bit as intimidating as her letters?

    A little after seven he began his descent. Each aspen leaf on the mossy road held many droplets of rainwater. An odd luminescent light floating down through the trees ahead made it seem as if he were descending a path decorated by tiny clusters of diamonds. He halted for a couple of minutes in order to appreciate the scene. Then he forged ahead in more of a hurry, eager to be out before dark.

    At the truck, during the last moments of twilight, he mixed a vodka and Diet Coke and listened to an owl hooting about fifty yards downhill along the creek bed. It went hoot-a-loo, a-who, who, repeated many times. He called softly once or twice, mimicking the noise, and remembered when he had been camped in a grove of tall spruces up in Garcia Park with his children, and an owl had been perched in the nearest tree. He had talked to it for almost half an hour while lying on a mattress in the bed of his truck with a child in either arm. Maybe fifteen years ago. That would have made the boy eight, the girl four. He could smell an odor from their campfire long ago.

    The ice rattled a little in his glass. He talked to the owl, and the owl talked back. Their conversation went on like that for a while.

    Later, he parked at the edge of the road about fifty feet above his favorite beaver ponds. The water was clear and absolutely tranquil except for the trout. The reflection of yellow willow leaves rippled in circles whenever a fish dimpled the surface. They were feeding casually, in no hurry, almost satiated. Pines beyond the willows were dark, nearly black. He lifted his eyes to the conifer silhouette along the ridge of the canyon. A quarter moon shone brightly above the jagged tips of the trees.

    Then—finally—he slipped her picture from the envelope on his dash and gazed at it for a long time in the dying light, and he gave in completely to the excitement.
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