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  Dear Daniel,




  A person has to have lived a little to appreciate a survival story. That’s what I’ve always said, and I promised that when you were old enough, I’d tell you mine. It’s no

  tale for a child, but you’re not a child anymore. You’re older now than I was when I got lost in the mountain wilderness.




  Five days in the freezing cold without food or water or shelter. You know that part, and you know that I was with three strangers and that not everyone survived. What happened up there changed

  my life, Danny. Hearing the story is going to change yours.




  It’s hard to know when a son’s ready for the truth about his old man. The night of your middle school graduation was the first time I almost told you; then it was your

  fourteenth birthday, and fifteenth, and every birthday after. You had a right to be told, but it’s never been that simple. To understand about the mountain, you need to know what came

  before.




  Remember last spring when we were visiting colleges? We were on that dark gravel road just outside of Bloomington and I nearly hit the deer. Remember we had to pull off at that truck stop

  because I couldn’t stop shaking? The deer was safe, and you didn’t understand why I was so rattled by the close call. Later, when I was calm, driving down the highway toward home, you

  asked me if I’d ever killed anything—accidentally or on purpose. You’d given me the perfect opening in the perfect setting—we always have our best talks in the car.




  You were ready. I wasn’t. That night I realized I was never going to be able to tell you the whole story—not face-to-face. If I had to watch you take it in I’d have edited,

  censored, lied, anything to avoid seeing your pain. But there’s no point in telling half a story, is there? Or worse, one that’s only half-true.




  So I wrote it down. I typed it out as it came to my fingers, because that felt like the most honest thing to do. It’s longer than I thought it would be—shorter somehow too. As for

  the timing of all of this? With you starting Indiana State? When you’re older you’ll see that there isn’t so much a good time or bad time for things, appearances to the contrary.

  There is just a time. Anyway, it’ll be good for you to read this while you’re away at school. You’ll need some time to absorb it, and some distance from me.




  The day I got lost with the others—that fateful November day—was the one-year anniversary of Byrd’s accident. It was a tough year, and I didn’t think it could get worse;

  then, Frankie, my father, got drunk on Halloween night and killed a young couple with his car. My best friend was gone, my father sent to prison for vehicular manslaughter. I was on my own—no

  one to keep abreast of my plans. Not that I would have told anyone about my trip to the mountain anyway, because on that cool, gray afternoon, which was also the day of my eighteenth birthday, I

  had decided to hike to a spot called Angel’s Peak to jump to my death.




  No one else knows that part of the story. Not even your mother.




  My fellow hikers have been with me, in one way or another, since we were lost together all those years ago:, walking alongside me when I’m out with the dogs, quiet when I’m reading

  in bed, guiding me with whispers when I can’t find my way, looking over my shoulder the whole time I was typing out these pages. I’ll miss their haunting.




  When you were a little boy you’d study me in quiet moments and ask if I was thinking about the mountain. I almost always was. You asked if I ever dreamed about it. I did. Still

  do—especially now. Sometimes I wake up in a panic. Sometimes I wake longing for old friends.




  Your mother? She’s always said she didn’t need to know all the gory details. Still, we both knew this day would come, and once you’re finished with this, she’ll have to

  read it too. I’m afraid I’ve caged the mountain story for so long it’ll die in the wild. Mom wishes it already had.




  Here it is, Danny. As you read this remember our family motto—there will be sway.




  Love,




  Dad
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  BEFORE




  My boyhood home on Old Dewey Road stood among similar clapboard bungalows in the older, grimier section of Mercury, upwind of Michigan’s largest rendering plant, with the

  train tracks near enough that I could distinguish passenger from freight by the way the house shook. A year and a half after my mother’s accident—that’s what we called it—my

  father briefly got sober and painted the entire house, inside and out, a dark, flat blue. Drowning Man Blue. Frankie said it was a tribute to Glory. She loved the color blue.




  Frankie said I was too young, only four years old when she passed away, to have an honest recollection of my mother, but I do. Glory Elizabeth Truly. In my favorite memory she wears a silky

  white dress with batwing sleeves—one I’ve never seen in photographs. She’s standing in front of a dressing room mirror, smiling at our reflection, and behind us is another mirror

  where I discover our infinity. “Always,” I say. My beautiful mother laughs and tells me I’m clever before covering my face with soft kisses and spinning me in her embrace.

  I glimpse us with each turn. Glory looks like an angel in that white dress.




  I remember the mornings with my mother the most, watching her get ready for work (kindergarten teacher) while Frankie (“entrepreneur”) slept upstairs. We talked in whispers as she

  made up her pretty face and spritzed her curls with lemon-scented hairspray. Before disappearing out the door, she’d turn to smile and then lay her hand on her heart to say she kept me there,

  even when she was away.




  After she died, Frankie had her name tattooed on his forearm—Glory, in a rainbow that arched over the word Always. I used to think it would have been truer if the tattoo said

  Glory Once or Glory Briefly or, even better, Sorry, Glory.




  I have never, to my recollection, called Frankie by any name other than his first. My ears were filled with the sound of it, usually shouted, often slurred, by the strangers who came and went

  from that smoke-choked blue house. Men who slammed doors and broke bottles. Women I didn’t know cooking food I wouldn’t eat. Children I’d never seen playing board games I

  didn’t own. I remember one time Frankie tossed me a package of gum and warned, “Share that with your sisters.” I turned around to find two freckled redheads I’d never seen

  before sitting behind me on the couch.




  Glory Always? She was only twenty-five (Frankie a full decade older) when she died. I have my mother’s smile, I’ve been told, but otherwise I’m the image of my father. I

  remember after a second-grade lesson about immigration, I’d asked Frankie the details of my heritage. He told me that Glory’s family came from England when she was a baby and that her

  parents, both older physicians, had died of natural causes before my mother graduated from teachers college. Frankie guessed they wouldn’t have liked him. It did occur to me that if

  Glory’s parents had lived longer, I might never have lived at all.




  When I asked about his side of the family, Frankie hesitated. He was secretive about his past, like me. “On my father’s side we were Trulinos until the nineteen thirties, but then my

  grandfather decided he wanted a more American-sounding name, so he changed it to Truly and that caused a rift and that’s how we ended up in Michigan. On my mother’s side we’re

  French Canadian and Cree. My cousins came down to visit us from Quebec one time. They were dark and lean. Badass. I take after my mother’s side. That’s how come I’m so stealthy.

  Why I like my feet bare.”




  There was this rotting cedar porch out front of our blue house from which I’d leap as a boy—towel-cape aflutter behind me—shouting, “I am Batman,” or “I am

  Superman,” but I remember one day I lost my cape, and I’d simply shouted, “I am . . . ME!” Frankie slammed his palm on the kitchen table and hollered through the open

  window, “That kinda arrogance’ll take you to Cleveland, Wolf! Cleveland and back!” Whether he meant to encourage, mock, or scold me, I still have no clue. My father has

  left me, my whole life, in a state of wonder.




  One spring day when I was thirteen, Frankie stood up from the kitchen table and announced, “We need to be near family now,” like the tragedy of my mother’s death was ten

  days, and not nearly ten years, old.




  “What family?”




  “We’re moving to California. This summer.”




  “Okay.”




  “We’ll stay with Kriket till we get on our feet.”




  I’d never been to California and neither had Frankie. I’d never met his sister Kriket (Katherine) and never knew them to be close.




  I figured Frankie had gotten himself into some kind of trouble in Mercury, a debt he couldn’t repay, or maybe he’d slept with somebody’s wife or girlfriend or sister or mother.

  You wouldn’t think women would go for an unemployed widower in a stained concert T-shirt, but there were plenty of pretty girls around to finger the rainbow on Frankie’s Glory

  Always tattoo. “I reek of pheromones,” he told me once, flapping his hands around his armpits, encouraging me to take a whiff.




  We made a plan to head for Kriket’s place in the California desert in late July. Frankie was vague when I asked about the future of the little blue house. (Later he told me he’d lost

  it in a bet.) He bulldozed Glory’s toiletries from their bathroom shelf shrine—the lemon-scented hairspray, prescription ointment for a patch of eczema, an unopened box of decongestant

  to relieve her springtime allergies—and threw them all into the trash.




  “Won’t need all this where we’re going, Wolf,” he said, which made me wonder why we’d needed it where we were.




  I spent a lot of time at the Mercury Public Library when I was kid. Frankie sent me there to borrow books by way of free babysitting. Miss Kittle was the head librarian, a buttoned-up brunette

  who, along with the rest of the staff, barely tolerated me. I couldn’t blame them. I stole doughnuts from the seniors’ meetings, made a mess of the shelves, and spent far too much time

  in the men’s room. Still, I loved the library. I loved books. I especially loved plump, berry-scented Miss Kittle.




  A few weeks before we left for the desert, Miss Kittle surprised me by calling out my name when I walked through the library doors. “Wolf Truly!”




  There was something different about Miss Kittle—her cheeks were pinker and her lips were glossed and her thick dark hair fell in waves over her shoulders. By the look of her face I

  wasn’t in trouble, which confused me.




  “I have something for you, Wolf,” she said. Miss Kittle had never spoken directly to me before.




  “Okay.”




  “I heard you were moving to Santa Sophia.”




  Her eyes were even prettier up close. “My aunt Kriket lives there,” I said.




  “That’s where I’m from,” Miss Kittle said. “My father still lives there. I visit every summer.”




  “California’s a long way from Michigan.” My cheeks were hot.




  “I had to move up here to help take care of my grandmother. I miss the desert.”




  “I’ll miss winter.”




  “Ah!” she said, raising her index finger. Then she reached beneath the counter and drew out a large, heavy book. “You won’t have to miss winter.”




  “I won’t?”




  “You’ll have the mountain,” she said, passing me the hefty book. “The Mountain in the Desert.”




  The moment I glimpsed the photograph on the cover—a helicopter shot of the pine-rimmed granite peak—I knew that mountain contained my destiny. The details leaped from the pages like

  some 3-D déjà vu: ten thousand feet at the summit; mother of the transverse mountain ranges; hundreds of miles of pristine wilderness; hunting ground of the Agua Caliente band of

  Native Americans; habitat of bighorn sheep, mountain lions, rattlesnakes; precipitation ten times higher than what falls in the desert below; torrential rains in spring and fall, blizzards in

  winter. It was a place I’d never heard of but felt that I’d already been.




  “You have to climb to the peak,” Miss Kittle said.




  “That looks pretty high.”




  “You take the tram most of the way,” she said, turning to the back of the book and pointing to a full-page photograph. “The ride up is almost vertical. Look.”




  It was.




  “This tramcar takes you from the Desert Station—the climate of Mexico—to the Mountain Station—the climate of northern Canada—in less than twenty minutes. Palms to

  pines.”




  “Cool,” I said.




  “You can climb to the peak from there. I only made it once,” she confessed. “It was cloudy.”




  “Too bad.”




  “Maybe I’ll try again when I’m in Palm Springs this summer to visit my father,” she said.




  “You should.”




  “Maybe I’ll see if you and your dad want to come with me. Frankie—right?” She blushed.




  Oh no, I thought. Frankie never came into the library, so I couldn’t imagine where the two had met. “Frankie. That’s right,” I said.




  “Do you know where in Santa Sophia your aunt lives?”




  “Verdi Village,” I said, remembering what Frankie told me.




  “Sounds familiar. I think it’s gated.”




  I knew nothing about gates.




  “Most of the gated places have golf.”




  VERDI VILLAGE did not have golf. Or gates. Or shimmering pools. Or tennis courts. Or decorative fountains. Or paved roads for that matter. Santa Sophia was a tidy desert town

  consisting of mostly guarded, affluent communities. But past the mission-style shopping malls, and beyond the fuchsia bougainvillea and the median beds of white aggregate and flowering cacti, and

  over the abandoned train tracks, thousands populated the thrice-foreclosed-upon Verdi Village mobile home development that bled out over two square miles of hard-baked, treeless earth.




  The original double-wide, pitch-roofed aluminum trailers were rundown, but at least they still had electricity and running water, unlike the second strata of mobile housing grown from the seeds

  of Airstream and Coachmen and Four Winds. Past that, the vagabonds had erected a haphazard crust of shacks and shanties, shelter for economic refugees, the mentally ill, and bikers. Locals called

  the place Tin Town.




  In those dangerous narrows grew children who knew too much too young but, sadly, always seemed to learn too little too late. It was hot as hell in Tin Town—it set the most records in the

  state for triple-digit temperatures. I can still smell the unwashed bodies and twice-fried sausage, cigarette smoke and cat shit; and I can hear the discontent like bad radio reception. But mostly

  I can feel it—the wind, constant through the San Gorgonio Pass, polishing the earth and nourishing the groves of wind turbines along the desert roads.




  You can see those ribbons of straight white stalks from eight thousand feet up the mountain. It’s a hell of a view.




  





  THE FIRST DAY




  The night before I left for Angel’s Peak I didn’t sleep at all, yet I lingered in my bed until almost noon. Finally I rose, pulled on some clothes, and found the

  warm wool socks that Byrd had given me two Christmases before. I tied the laces on my hiking boots for the first time in a year and reached for my knapsack hanging on a hook near the front door. I

  hesitated, and decided to leave the knapsack behind—a moment that would haunt me—because I had no further need of the Swiss Army knife, or food rations, or water, or blankets, and

  didn’t want the things to go to waste.




  At the Desert Station, I waited to take what I believed would be my final tram trip up the mountain and, leaning against the wall, took a moment to survey the crowd. The three hikers I became

  lost with that autumn day were strangers to me, but I’d noticed each, for different reasons, before our fates became entangled. Nola. Vonn. Bridget.




  Nola, with her soulful blue eyes and neat silver hair, strode by in her oxblood poncho, and I remember thinking that a person would be able to see that shiny red poncho from space. She was

  wearing good hiking shoes and shouldering a black knapsack, held a tattered field guide in her slender hands. I took her for one of the park docents who lead the short hikes in the Wide Valley at

  the foot of the Mountain Station.




  She was the first rider to board the tramcar that was about to launch us from the desert scrub to an alpine wilderness, and she took a spot at the window where she’d have a view of the

  desert. Some people want to watch where they’re going, and some like to see where they’ve been. She turned to catch me staring. I looked away, embarrassed.




  Vonn boarded the tramcar behind a group of young people with whom I assumed she was traveling. I’d spotted her earlier, leafing through the Native American history books in the gift shop.

  She was beautiful, with black hair and dark skin, sharp cheekbones and full lips. She was wearing khaki pants and a blue pea coat, and on her feet, lime-green flip-flops, by which I judged she did

  not intend to hike.




  Frankie used to say there were two kinds of people—the noticers and the noticed. He said that I was the former and he was the latter. Frankie would have described Vonn as exotic, the way

  people do when they’re not sure about a person’s ethnicity. I guessed the girl was biracial—Caucasian and Latina, or Caucasian and African American, or Latina and African

  American. She took a place at the window facing the desert and turned away from her companions.




  Bridget bounced onto the tramcar seconds before the doors closed and squeezed her way to the center of the gondola, her high, blond ponytail swinging with each shift of her pretty head. She was

  dangerously lean, swathed in layers of Lycra, with a warm-looking, fleece-lined Windbreaker tied around her waist and a pair of costly running shoes on her feet. When she stretched across me to

  grasp the pole, I felt obliged to move.




  She carried a blue mesh sports bag, inside of which I could see a wallet, three bottles of water, and three granola bars in silver foil wrappers. I’d taken her for a college senior until

  she looked up at me to smile, and I saw the ice-blue eyes of a woman in her late thirties. I might have stared a moment too long.




  The tram worked on a double jig-back system, with one car heading down the mountain while the second climbed up; hung on twenty-seven miles of interlocking cable strung out between five massive

  towers bolted into the mountainside. At each of the five towers the tramcar made a transition and rocked like a carnival ride for a minute or two—longer if the winds were high. Riders had

  strong reactions—especially first-timers. As we approached the first tower I steadied myself. The woman with the ponytail had just opened one of her water bottles. Rookie.




  The tram operator, whom thankfully I did not recognize, announced over the microphone, “We’re approaching the first tower, ladies and gentlemen. Hold on tight.” He paused

  dramatically. “There will be sway.”




  “What does that mean?” the blond woman asked.




  “Brace yourself,” I said, but she didn’t hear me, because right at that moment there was a loud thump and a quick drop, and the tramcar began to rock forcefully, and she

  screamed and spilled her water and lost her balance on the slippery floor.




  Taking her elbow to prevent her from falling, I gave the impression I cared.




  When the tramcar was steady again, sailing through wispy gray clouds, the woman found my eyes. “You look familiar.”




  “I ride the tram a lot.”




  “I’ve only been on this thing one other time and I took a sedative, so I don’t remember.”




  I looked away, hoping the gesture would discourage conversation.




  “You look familiar from someplace else.”




  “No.”




  “I can’t look down. I have such bad . . . what is it?”




  “Vertigo,” I said darkly.




  “Is it gonna swing like that again?” she asked.




  “Four more times.”




  On the other side of the tramcar a little boy began to cry. He wasn’t afraid of heights, or startled by the rocking. He was crying because the clouds had stolen his desert view. I watched

  the older woman in the ox-blood poncho lean down and pass the crying boy her binoculars. She pointed out a rift in the clouds where he could see the Santa Rosa mountain range in the distance. The

  little boy smiled. The woman smiled too.




  The blonde beside me carried on. “Vertigo. It’s not so much I think I’m going to fall but I think I’m going to jump. Isn’t that weird?”




  “Yes,” I said.




  When she turned to look around the tramcar her ponytail brushed my chin and bathed me in her scent, a bergamot-and-ginger mélange that I found disturbingly pleasant.




  “I don’t think I’ll be doing this sober again,” she said.




  I lifted my nostrils to the breeze from the open windows, taking in the crisp note of sage as we continued our ascent.




  “It’s awful to be afraid,” the woman said, laughing to hide her nervousness.




  She was right.




  My attention was caught by the dark-skinned girl in the green flip-flops, who appeared to be staring at me from the other side of the tram. I wasn’t sure what to make of her attention or

  her expression. She looked pissed. I couldn’t imagine why.




  From years of habit, I turned to ask my friend Byrd. I’d done that a hundred times in the year since his accident. Turned to look for him. Picked up the phone to call. Byrd wasn’t

  just my best friend. He was my only friend. My brother. We had everything in common. We even shared a birthday. I whispered in my thoughts, Happy birthday, Byrd.




  The woman swung her ponytail and opened both eyes and lifted her head to peer out the window. “You can’t see anything with the fog. Kind of a blessing.”




  “Sure,” I said.




  “Can you buy water on the mountain—?” She interrupted herself to scream again as we hit the next tower.




  The air grew colder as we rose. I could smell turpentine from the pines, and chilled zinc in the sediment, marine life, bones and roots and pulverized seeds, ancient odors that spoke volumes of

  loss. I tried to block out the sound of the nervous chattering woman. Unsuccessfully.




  “I broke my training last night,” she said. “I’m training for a triathlon and I want to kill myself for having a margarita with dinner. I’m already dehydrated. One

  bottle won’t be enough. Are we almost there?”




  Controlling my impulse to correct her, because I could see that she in fact had three bottles of water in her mesh sports bag, I said, “You can get water at the gift

  shop.”




  “I’m Bridget.”




  I didn’t like the way Bridget was studying me.




  “Are you sure we don’t know each other? Are you from the area?”




  “I’m sure.”




  “You seem so familiar.”




  I shrugged.




  “I grew up a few miles from here in Cathedral City, but I live in Golden Hills now,” Bridget said. “You know it? Near the coast? You know Malibu?”




  “No.”




  “I still come out here to the desert a lot. My mother’s got a condo in Rancho Mirage. I thought of moving back, but then I met someone. I’m happy.”




  Bridget didn’t look happy. I wondered if I could start making my way toward the exit.




  “He was the Realtor on my hillside Colonial. We’re training together. For the triathlon. He’s younger. Much younger. Not that it matters. Until the woman gets older.

  When’s the next tower?”




  “Soon.”




  Clutching the pole, she gestured at my baseball cap. “My second husband was from Michigan. Grosse Pointe. He liked the Detroit Tigers too.”




  “The next tower,” I said, pointing ahead.




  Bridget screamed again when our tramcar thumped over the transition, and by the time we stopped rocking she was almost in tears.




  “The next towers don’t rock as much,” I said, taking pity.




  I noticed that the girl in the flip-flops looked nauseated. I hoped she didn’t vomit on the tram. She tightened her grip on the pole, keeping her eyes on the floor as we approached the

  next tower. The wind kicked up and rocked us violently. Bridget screamed again. She wasn’t the only one.




  When we finally pulled into the Mountain Station’s dock, my head was pounding from Bridget’s screaming. I could not get away fast enough when the tram doors opened, and rushed off

  without a backward glance, even when I heard her shout, “Good-bye!”




  Once I’d left the other tourists far behind I slowed my pace, trudging into the woods. I was relieved to see the thick clouds settling low, because I knew it would cut down the foot

  traffic. Who’d bother with a hard, steep hike without the reward of a spectacular view at the end? The climb speaks to our character, but the view, I think, to our souls.




  The sky grew darker as I hiked through the towering conifers, over the rivers of cobbled stone, past the massive white slabs of rock, so artfully arranged by random aspects of nature. I was

  heading for the rogue trail that would lead me downward through a small meadow and over a hill of rock-hewn steps toward a slender, twenty-foot outcropping, the place Byrd and I called

  Angel’s Peak.




  Normally I liked to hike at a brisk pace, but this day I was panting, plodding, pulling my prematurely deadweight, thinking not about the end of me but the sum of me—all the befores and

  afters that had brought me to that moment.




  BEFORE FRANKIE got wasted on premium tequila on Halloween night and lost control of his Gremlin on a dark desert road, he had been a hard-drinking risk taker.

  After, he was a convict and two young people were dead.




  Frankie was in the hospital briefly after the Halloween tragedy. He refused to see me there. One of the nurses told me he wouldn’t read the notes I left. After a couple of days he was

  taken away in handcuffs. I took the bus to the prison, but Frankie refused to see me there too. He didn’t try to contact me in any way. I was already on the edge after what happened to Byrd.

  Frankie pushed me over.




  I’d decided to end my life on my birthday—some warped tribute, as I saw it—to Byrd, and my mother. The mountain was the most obvious setting, and Angel’s Peak the most

  meaningful place. I started counting down the days from Halloween. A week passed, then two, then I overheard that Lark Diaz was going to be back in Santa Sophia for the weekend to be a bridesmaid

  in her friend’s wedding.




  Lark Diaz was never my girlfriend, but she was the girl of my dreams, and the thought of seeing her again made me hopeful. I envisioned our emotionally charged reunion and created a hundred

  scenarios that ended in a kiss. But on the day she arrived, Lark didn’t accept even one of the dozen phone calls I made to her father’s house. She wasn’t there when I showed up on

  his doorstep. She eluded me at every turn, until I rode my bike twelve miles to the church on the day of the wedding.




  From a distance I saw her perched on the ledge of a gazebo on a small hill of the church lawn, wearing a voluminous floor-length green gown. Her dark hair was pinned up on her head, her neck and

  shoulders were bare. I lost all sense of caution. “Lark,” I called, advancing from the rear.




  She didn’t turn around, but I knew by the way she stiffened that she’d heard me.




  The gazebo was higher than the ground where I stood. There were crates of equipment of some kind piled up behind it. I couldn’t get close. “Lark! Did you get my letters?”




  She just sat there.




  “Did you read them?” My voice sounded strange.




  She shook her head.




  “It’s okay. I just wanted you to know . . . Lark?”




  She shook her head again.




  “I love you!” I shouted, my heart thumping in my ears. “I love you!”




  Lark eased herself off the gazebo ledge and slowly turned to confront me. As she did, she stepped to the left, revealing several dozen wedding guests gathered on the lawn, staring at me

  pityingly.




  “Wolf,” she said simply. Her voice bounced against the church wall in the distance. The microphone near where she stood was turned on and had broadcast all that I said.




  BYRD’S ACCIDENT. Frankie’s imprisonment. The humiliating scene with Lark. I couldn’t shake the sense that I was bleeding out, leaving a sticky scarlet trail

  as I climbed the tumbled stones that would take me through a small grove of limber pines toward the overgrown route to Angel’s Peak.




  A long branch of spiky chinquapin reached out from nowhere to snag the nylon shell of my parka, and when I stopped to free my sleeve from the yellow bush, I was surprised to spot the girl in the

  green flip-flops moving slyly through the distant trees. For a split second I flattered myself that she was stalking me, this rare mountain feline. I wondered why she was hiking in such ridiculous

  footwear and what had become of her friends from the tram.




  Byrd and I had rarely seen people hike alone. Sometimes the birdwatchers went out solo, but most didn’t stray far from Wide Valley. They’d find a spot off trail, sit on stumps or

  collapsible canvas stools with binoculars and thermoses of tomato soup, and hope someone might stop to chat on their way to the peak. Byrd and me? We always stopped. We had more in common with

  elderly birders than people our own age.




  I ducked into a shortcut through the trees, climbing over boulders and logs. The forest was still, and the girl had disappeared. I figured she must have been done in by her footwear and gone

  back to the Mountain Station, or found the group of friends with whom she’d boarded the tram. I couldn’t wonder much beyond that because the mountain was distracting me, wafting the

  butterscotch fragrance of Jeffrey pines up my nostrils, dispatching warblers and chickadees to greet me. I hadn’t been up here since Byrd’s accident, and I shivered with shame at the

  purpose of our reunion.




  A white-headed woodpecker beat out an introduction as I approached, and I noticed a male goldfinch dancing on the snarled branch of a mountain mahogany. A second finch sang from the sugar pines.

  I wondered if somehow they’d got wind of my intentions and had come to dissuade me.




  Climbing some steps of black-veined quartz, I caught the fragrance of lavender on a stiff breeze from the east. Lavender grows on the mountain, but not at the higher elevations—at least

  I’d never smelled it before. Curiosity over why I could smell lavender was the reason I lifted my head and looked through the trees, and spied something large and red—the older woman in

  the oxblood poncho from the tram—moving through the branches an unsafe distance from the main trail.




  Taking cover behind some brush, I watched her raise her binoculars. It did briefly occur to me that she might be lost, but I assured myself that she was a seasoned birder and had only stopped to

  rest. Angel’s Peak was waiting for me. Red Poncho was on her own.




  Then the branches of an expansive wax currant bush quivered behind the woman and I was surprised to see the blonde with the ponytail emerge. Bridget. So maybe the older woman was a trail

  guide. Bridget drank from one of the water bottles in her blue mesh bag as the older woman drew a banged-up yellow canteen from her knapsack.




  The sight of the yellow canteen stole my breath. Byrd had one just like it—a gift from me, purchased at the Tramway Gift Shop. My stomach churned when I heard, even from that distance, the

  sound of the metal cap twisting over the threads of the spout. Before I knew it I was streaking away through the trees.




  Bridget spotted me and called out, “Oh! Hi! Hey, there!”




  I hurried on, pretending not to hear, searching the woods for the way to Angel’s Peak, which I remembered being left of the granite barge ahead and between two massive wind-worn boulders.

  I found the boulders quickly enough but was confounded to see that several large sterasote bushes had grown over the trailhead. No way around and no way through. I stood there for a moment, stung

  by the odors of the wide, volatile bush made pungent by the fog settling around us. Then the wind blew the camphor scent up my nostrils, which caused me to sneeze repeatedly.




  Reaching for the knife in my knapsack, I was confident I could hack my way through, but I remembered that I’d left both the knife and the knapsack behind.




  The older woman in the red poncho must have heard me sneezing because she started hollering, “Young man? Young man?!”




  I looked around for the young man to whom she was referring and realized she meant me. I’d grown tall like Frankie, broad from the weights I lifted alone in my room with Motown blasting on

  my stereo. I inherited my taste in music from my old man.




  I tried to ignore her, but she kept calling, “Young man! Young man!”




  “You’re off trail!” I shouted back at her as I started toward the pair.




  She lowered her voice even though we were alone in the woods. “I’m trying to find a lake. Secret Lake.”




  Secret Lake belonged to me and Byrd. “It’s not on the trail map,” I said.




  “Yes, I know,” the older woman said.




  “Not many people know about it,” I said, coming closer.




  “Yes, I know.”




  Under the red poncho she was wearing a thick outer coat and under that a heavy turtleneck sweater. Up close the lavender smell was strong. She must have noticed me sniffing. “Oh,”

  she said with a laugh. “It’s my lavender.” She drew a small silk pillow from the pocket of her coat. “I carry it everywhere. Keeps the bugs out when you’re in and away

  when you’re out.”




  I’d never heard any homespun wisdom about lavender repelling insects, but it didn’t sound preposterous. “How do you know about Secret Lake?”




  Jogging in place on a bed of pine needles nearby, Bridget, her ponytail bouncing absurdly, took her pulse. “We need to keep moving,” she said.




  “My husband discovered the lake. There’s a rare flower that grows around it. That’s why it’s off-limits.”




  “Okay.” I didn’t tell her I already knew about the endangered mountain phlox.




  “You don’t want to step on something that’s endangered.”




  “Right.”




  “I’ve been there many times,” the woman explained. “Just—my husband always led the way. He never got lost.”




  “Well, you’re way off.”




  “I thought so,” Bridget said.




  “How could you think so when you’ve never been there?” the older woman asked politely.




  “My sixth sense,” Bridget said. “This way didn’t feel right.”




  I didn’t have time for this. “Head back the way you came, then veer to the north and a little east and catch the trail again. Follow it for a half mile or so, and then up the short

  escarpment west of the little ranger station and down through the black oak.”




  “I know the ranger station,” the woman said.




  “Over the creek and beyond these big boulders to the north a ways, there’s this rock formation,” I said. I didn’t add that my friend Byrd called the giant, phallic rock

  formation Circunsisco Gigantesco. “It looks like a . . . tower—you can’t miss it. ’Bout half mile from there.”




  “The tower! That’s what I was looking for! I thought we should have found it by now.”




  “Northeast through the little meadow and over the huge boulders straight ahead and around that short ridge. Got it?”




  “Yes,” she said uncertainly, glancing at her hiking companion.




  Neither of the women had taken in my directions. I gestured toward the sulking sky. “Look, Secret Lake’s a hard mile and a half from here, and it’ll be dark in a few hours.

  Maybe you should try to find it another day.”




  A pair of sleek black crows found a branch nearby and I couldn’t help but think they were trying to warn us by the way they cawed in our direction. The clouds hung so low and heavy that

  when the birds flapped away we lost sight of them before they reached the tips of the pines.




  “Why don’t you take us?” Bridget asked. “Could you take us?”




  “Yes! Could you?” the older woman asked. “We’ll pay you. Of course we’ll pay you.” She pried open the mouth of her big black knapsack.




  I could see that, in addition to the wallet, the knapsack contained a kitschy white wool Christmas sweater and a large plastic peanut butter jar. I wondered if she meant to bait animals for

  photographs—I’m embarrassed to say Byrd and I did that sometimes—but I didn’t see a camera.




  She waved a bill. “Twenty dollars? It’s all I have. But I could send you a check. Do you have an hourly rate?”




  I didn’t take the time to explain that I wasn’t a mountain guide. I simply shook my head and mumbled, “Sorry,” then, without a backward glance, set off through the

  brush.




  But there was that overgrown sterasote bush again, blocking my way to Angel’s Peak. With a rapid succession of sneezes I began to rip at the branches with my bare hands, cursing myself for

  leaving my knapsack on the hook by the door.




  The sound of laughter, a familiar baritone chortle, made me pause, and then I heard Byrd call my name—Wilfred. This wasn’t the first time I’d heard Byrd’s voice on

  the wind, or whispered behind a musical refrain, or crying out to me in the darkness. I looked around for him and instead caught sight of the two women heading off in the wrong direction.




  Bridget was leading the woman in the red poncho to the left of where I’d pointed, toward a precipitous drop camouflaged by a shallow wall of manzanita and sage scrub.




  I tore back through the trees hollering, “Hello! That’s the wrong way! Hello!” But I could not be heard over the wind. “HELLO!”




  Mercifully, finally, they heard and stopped. I was breathless by the time I reached them. “Other way. North—this is west.”




  “She forgot the compass,” Bridget said, rolling her eyes.




  I didn’t take them through the bushes to show them the deadly drop. Maybe I should have.




  The older woman smiled sheepishly. “Can you please just say right or left?”




  “You should really head back to the Mountain Station. Why don’t you come back tomorrow and get an earlier start?”




  “I’ll pay you twice your fee,” the older woman said quietly.




  “I’m not—”




  “Three times! I’ll pay you three times your fee! You’ll have to take my word that I’ll mail you a check when I get home tonight.”




  “I don’t want your check. Why can’t you just come back tomorrow?”




  “It has to be today,” Bridget said.




  “It’s my anniversary. My wedding anniversary. It has to be today.”




  I guessed by her expression, and his absence, that her husband had recently passed away.




  “We came here to celebrate our anniversary every year for forty years.”




  Bridget sighed. I couldn’t tell if she was being sympathetic or impatient.




  “If you don’t take us we could get lost,” the woman said. “You wouldn’t want that on your conscience, would you?” She was right. I didn’t want

  that on my conscience. A sufficient amount of DNA from my mother had infused my character with character. (My father wasn’t exactly the selfless type.) How could I have said no? How could I

  have shuffled off this mortal coil if my final deed was the refusal of a request for help?




  “I’ll take you to Secret Lake, but I’m not staying. You have to get yourselves back to the Mountain Station,” I said.




  “Your mother raised a gentleman,” she said with a smile. “I’m Nola Devine.”




  “Bridget,” the woman with the ponytail reminded me.




  Too petulant to introduce myself, I brushed past them and pressed on, trying to ignore Bridget performing stag leaps from boulder to boulder in my periphery.




  I led the two women back past the bloomless wild flowers and through the flecked gray river of rock between the sugar pines. I remember being slightly curious about Red Poncho’s

  relationship to skinny Bridget, but not enough to inquire. I suppose I didn’t want to risk being drawn into more conversation.




  Nola sang quietly as we broke through the brush. I don’t remember the song—Stevie Wonder, I think. I liked the tremolo in her voice and the way she played fast and loose with the

  lyrics. She reminded me of Frankie, and how he used to belt out the wrong words to the Motown on the radio in the kitchen. I hummed in my head, until I began to grow anxious that a tender memory of

  my father might weaken my resolve to get to Angel’s Peak.




  I raised my fingers to shush her, whispering, “Don’t want to disturb the animals.”




  “Well, aren’t we supposed to be loud in the forest?” Nola asked. “To scare away the bears?”




  “Won’t see bears up here, Mrs. Devine,” I said. But there were mountain lions, I thought, and bobcats and coyotes.




  Byrd leaped into my thoughts once more, and in my mind we were boys again, on the path to Secret Lake.




  “ARE THERE bears?” I’d asked Byrd as we boarded the Palm Springs tram together the first time, before I’d even turned fourteen. “Where’d

  you see the bighorn sheep? Ever see a mountain lion?”




  The tramcar launched and my gut contracted as the earth floated away, and Byrd (my friend of only a few days at that point) became a silhouette against the bone-white desert.




  I couldn’t hide the fact that I was trembling when the tram operator leaned into the crackling microphone to warn about the sway. Watching the tram shadow wash over the steep moraine of

  scrub oak as we rose, I was all too aware that it was a mere six-inch cable that held us above the jagged granite.




  When we hit the first tower I screamed. Byrd laughed so hard he nearly puked, and the rest of the riders on the crowded tram erupted with chortles and guffaws too. Even the driver. Even the

  bespectacled elderly man standing next to us.




  As we approached the next tower, I noticed the elderly man watching me through his bottle-bottom glasses. He appeared to be enjoying the theater of my terror. I gripped the pole and closed my

  eyes. We hit the tower. I found my balance. I did not scream. Byrd thumped my back in brotherhood. The old man huffed in disappointment.




  Through the open window I felt the breeze grow cooler. It smelled like Michigan—conifers and cold earth, wet rock and green grapes. I grasped the pole tighter when we hit the next tower

  and barely noticed the towers after that. Then I turned toward the rock face because I wanted to see where I was going instead of where I’d been.




  Midway up the mountain, before the subalpine zone, I’d caught the sharp odor of camphor, which made me sneeze repeatedly. Byrd smiled when I leaned forward to sniff discreetly at the

  shoulder of the elderly man.




  “That’s sterasote you’re smelling,” he said. “I’ll show it to you when we’re up there. Smells of nothing when it’s dry but like bad medicine when

  it gets wet.”




  I sneezed again.




  Far below us I noticed a red baseball cap caught on a dead tree branch and tugged my Detroit Tigers hat down on my head. I didn’t want to lose it. “Some guy lost his hat,” I

  said.




  Byrd looked down at where I was pointing. “Jack’s hat,” he said, wagging his head. “Been there for years.”




  “He drop it from the tram?”




  “Not exactly.” He lowered his voice as he gestured at the precipitous mountainside. “Jack missed the last tram down one day—hiked farther than he should have, later than

  he realized—and he panicked when he found out he was locked out of the Mountain Station. Jack was a pretty experienced hiker, and he was young, in great shape, so he figured he’d climb

  down between the tram towers so he wouldn’t get lost in the dark. He started down but he miscalculated how steep the mountainside was and he ended up sliding, inch by inch, bracing himself

  with his heels but basically slipping all the way down this slope here.”




  “Looks almost vertical.”




  “Exactly. So by the time he got about here, his pants and his underwear were gone, burned off by friction, and his ass was this oozing, bloody mess. The soles of his boots were gone, and

  he’d worn his heels right down to the bone. He slid all night long, six more hours, and finally Jack made it to the bottom and passed out in some dense bush. He just about scraped off his

  entire ass—he seriously had to get skin grafts for years and they never worked out, and he can’t put any weight at all on his left cheek. I’ll show him to you—he hangs out

  at this coffee shop near the museum—sits like this.” He demonstrated.




  “So the moral of the story is go against your instinct?” I asked.




  “It’s just a story. What happened happened, and now I’m telling you.” Byrd grinned. “I don’t like morals.”




  At the Mountain Station we leaped from the tram, bounding toward the viewing decks, where we stood in the thrall of wide white desert and the blurry seam where it met the blue sky. Palm Springs

  glistened at our feet. The orchards of wind turbines waved from the distance. Far beyond the city sprawl a lashing of dust outlined the border of Santa Sophia and Tin Town. Byrd gestured to the

  southeast, squinting. “You see out there—the Salton Sea?”




  I did see it, like a mirage, the pale paper lake nearly seventy miles away. The thin air was making me dizzy.




  “The Colorado River broke through a hundred years ago and filled the basin there. Poof—there’s a lake. This resort grew up around it, but then the lake started to dry out and

  got salty and people left. It’s like a ghost town. Ghost lake. Old trailers half sunk in mud, camping gear, rusted-out cars. You believe in ghosts?”




  “No,” I lied. “You?”




  “Only the ones I’ve seen for myself,” he said.




  Byrd called the desire to climb mountains King of the Castle Syndrome. There is powerful symbolism in the act of ascension.




  “You should see the view from the peak,” he said.




  “Let’s go!”




  “Too late in the day, dude. And you’re not in shape.”




  “I’m in shape.”




  “Weak isn’t a shape.”




  Having subsisted on snack food and secondhand smoke for some time, I supposed he was right. “Isn’t it only three hours? I can do that.”




  “When you get to the top you’re only halfway there,” Byrd reminded me. “Plus, you can’t climb in those cheap drugstore sneakers. You need boots. Footwear is your

  number one concern. Have you not learned that yet? Seriously? Storms blow in this time of year and you have to have warm layers and good boots. Rain makes the rocks slippery. Snow. Not in July and

  August but still—you don’t want to know about frostbite. Needs a better name. Something to scare the shit out of you so you never risk it.”




  “Necrodigititis,” I blurted.




  “Necrodigititis!” My friend grinned. He liked wordplay. “Come on.”




  “The peak?” I asked.




  “Another place. A secret.”




  That first time, with Byrd, I made a mental map of the path to Secret Lake as we leaped over a slender stream and waded through the grasses in a round meadow, then climbed up and over the

  collection of speckled granite boulders, muscling down the other side, past Circunsisco Gigantesco and up again to a small mesa, then over the tumbled cairns and the fields of cracking

  chert. At last we arrived to find a magical oasis alive in the afternoon sun. I would have believed there were elves dancing in the pines, fairies riding the waves of deer grass. The light was

  different, diffused and dreamy, the lake rippling with life.




  “Secret Lake,” Byrd said. “It’s not on the trail maps.”




  “Cool,” I breathed.




  Byrd stopped, planting his feet in the deer grass, closed his eyes, and told me to do the same. “The plates are shifting. Can you feel that?”




  “I think so.”




  “My uncle Harley says that to feel it is a gift.”




  “I feel something.” I didn’t want Byrd to think I was ungifted. “Rumbling,” I said.




  Next Byrd directed me to the cluster of low, spiky white-flowered shrubs on the western end of the small, oval lake. “That’s endangered,” he said. “That’s mountain

  phlox. That’s the reason the lake’s not on the map. It’s everywhere out here, so watch your step.” He couldn’t have sounded graver if he’d been warning me about

  land mines.




  “How do you know about it?”




  “My uncle taught me everything he knows,” Byrd said, and then added, “Uncle Harley knows everything.”




  After that he led me to a long, smooth slab of granite downwind of the water where we could watch the lake from a slight elevation. But before we settled in, Byrd revealed the perilous drop at

  the end of it. This would be another good place to watch my step, I knew. Fate isn’t kind to the careless.




  Sitting there in the cool thin air, watching the rippling waters of that hidden lake, we drank from Byrd’s old camouflage canteen, which had a dent in the spout and tasted of tin. I

  decided to buy him a new canteen—Frankie’d given me fifty dollars from his poker winnings that morning out of guilt for his poor parenting—when we got back down to the Desert

  Station. I’d noticed a huge rack of yellow ones at the gift shop. I don’t know why I didn’t wonder if the gesture was unmanly or worry that the gift would be misunderstood, but I

  didn’t. “We should have binoculars,” I said.




  “I have some. I’ll bring them next time. We need a decent camera too. You can get good money for wildlife shots. I only have an old Polaroid.”




  We observed a few ground squirrels fighting in the tall grass. I didn’t see the golden eagle or the Cooper’s hawk or the white-headed woodpecker in the surrounding pines until Byrd

  pointed them out. I leaned into the wind and caught a scent—coyotes—which my olfactory memory cross-referenced with a disastrous camping trip in Traverse City with my father when I was

  eight.




  Turning toward the scent, I sighted a pair of the wild dogs, mangy and lean, not like the fat pups we’d tossed wieners to at the campground. Byrd saw them too, out past the far end of the

  sage bushes—the animals were staring us down. One of the coyotes snapped at the air, narrowing his gaze and licking his snout before he and his friend disappeared down the escarpment.

  “Los Coyotes,” Byrd said, grinning. “That’s my people.”




  “Mine too, I guess,” I said.




  Byrd saw me notice the bump in the sock at his left calf. Grinning, he pulled out a sizable Swiss Army knife.




  “Cool,” I said. “What’s it for?”




  “What’s it for?”




  “What do you do with it?”




  “Everything. Make kindling, open cans, skin rabbits.”




  “You skin rabbits?” I couldn’t decide if I was impressed or disgusted.




  “I could,” he said, proving to me that the blade was razor sharp by using it to scrape a layer from his thumbnail.




  “You ever killed anything with it?” I asked.




  “I could,” Byrd promised.




  “If you were starving?”




  “If I was starving. Or if an animal was dying. If a bird broke its wing.”




  “You’d kill a bird that broke its wing?”




  “’Course.”




  “With a knife?”




  “With my bare hands if I had to.”




  “I could never do that.”




  “You could,” he said. “You do what you have to do.”




  It took us months of shifts at the gas station (where Byrd’s guardian, his uncle Harley Diaz, hired me on) to save the money for the camera, tripod, and lens attachments we hoped would

  bring us fortune and fame as wildlife photographers. Byrd and I took hundreds of photographs in the days we spent at Secret Lake. Sometimes we took turns with the camera, but mostly I was the

  shooter, Byrd the spotter and keeper of the logbook chronicling our sightings: hundreds of deer, seventeen striped skunks (or the same skunk seventeen times), sixteen gophers, seventy-three kit

  foxes, a vole (at least we think it was a vole), hundreds of chipmunks and deer mice and wood rats, dozens of great horned owls and golden eagles and hawks and falcons, a hundred woodpeckers and

  thrashers and jays, those cool yellow tanagers and that pygmy owl and the finches and the blackbirds and on and on.




  One time we were hanging out on the slab of rock at Secret Lake when Byrd heard this ticking sound, like a lawn sprinkler, and he pointed to a spot beneath a fountain of mugwort where a huge

  Southern Pacific rattlesnake was reticulating. I pissed my pants a little when the six-foot-long snake’s mouth yawned open and I saw the last twitching inch of a wood rat’s tail

  disappear down its throat. I didn’t want Byrd to know I was shaking—he seemed so fearless—and besides, he badly wanted a close-up photograph and so did I.
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