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				Once the game wardens left, the little tent we’d set up seemed even smaller. I stood in front of it, shivering at a gust I thought I felt running across my neck. Could this really be my home now? My home for the next seven months? For the entire winter? Alone? I glanced up at the river canyon’s steep, dark walls, already cutting off the mid-afternoon sun. Nothing lay beyond those walls of stone and tree but more of the Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness. I was alone, in its very heart.

				The shadow of the canyon’s wall fell over me and I hurried away from it, into the sunlight remaining in the meadow. My steps rustled through the knee high grass and the breeze soughed through the towering firs and cedars hemming the small opening. The river’s whispering rush ran through it all, creating an insistent quiet that folded around me like a shroud.

				I stopped at the phone pole the warden had said would link me to the outside. Yesterday we’d discovered the phone didn’t work. I picked it up anyway, listening to its blank silence, the voice of the rest of the world. With the receiver still against my ear I turned and looked back at the shadowed tent, far enough away now for perspective.

				The canvas walls closed off an area fourteen by sixteen feet. The wardens had told me that, bragging it up, making it sound spacious. On the phone, sitting at a college swimming pool, when I’d been accepting this job, it had sounded palatial.

				Now I hung up the empty phone and walked back to the tent. Pulling the door flap aside I stepped in, out of the wilderness. A pile of boxes and bags—all my possessions and supplies for seven months—stood in the center of the floor, greatly reducing the space in the tent. I remembered the way, only yesterday, those boxes and bags had filled my dorm room, and the way my roommate and I had carved trails through them to get around.

				I sat down on the pole and Boone, the little rat-like dog my roommate had given me, sat on my foot. She had been weaned too early for this and didn’t want anything to do with anything unless she was within a foot or two of my leg. I took a big, shaky breath and scratched her drooping ears, whispering, “It’s beautiful here, isn’t it, Boone?” But instead of being able to conjure up any excitement for seven months of solitude, I sat and petted her warm head, wondering how in the world I’d wound up here.

				I thought of that first call to the warden, from the swimming pool where I’d first heard of this job, and I realized that swimming had started me toward this dark, lonely tent long before I ever could have guessed.

				The very first step on the long trail here could well have been the one my brother missed on a stairway in Milwaukee, four years earlier. Paul, my twin, the high school swimming star, had broken his leg by the time he reached the bottom of those stairs ending his swimming that season, but starting mine.

				The coach was on me first thing the next morning. “You Fromm’s twin?” he wanted to know.

				Though we didn’t look a bit alike, I couldn’t see any point in lying.

				“Good. Practice starts at 3:30. See you there.”

				“I don’t swim,” I said.

				“You’re Paul’s twin, right?”

				When I didn’t bother answering again he said, “3:30,” and walked out the door.

				When the last bell rang that afternoon I started home, only swerving into the pool building at the last possible moment. Until I was inside, the reek of chlorine engulfing me, I’d never thought of going. Unwittingly, I’d made the first in a series of completely unconsidered decisions leading to the tent.

				I struggled through twenty laps and when everyone stopped I thought it was over. Nobody could possibly swim another stroke. But the coach assigned the next set and I flailed away with the rest of them. Anything else would have been giving up. Though this wasn’t my world, I wasn’t about to face that kind of shame.

				This was junior year. The year of the college selections. But the world of swimming swept me up and I couldn’t have thought less about college. By senior year even my lunches were spent at the pool, making up for lost time, churning the water back and forth alone, with just the coach walking alongside me on the deck, shouting encouragement. With that in my ears and the searing oxygen debt in my lungs I forged new worlds for myself in my head—world records, the Olympics, Mark Spitz’s seven golds around my neck—laying the foundation for a life of daydreaming. Well suited to solitude.

				Toward the end of my senior year I spent more and more time deflecting my parents’ questions about college until the day a sheet of paper slipped from a friend’s pile of college catalogs. A bighorn sheep stood boldly atop the page, a stirring symbol of wildness and freedom. Beneath it were the obscure words Wildlife Biology and University of Montana.

				For years my family had taken summer camping trips, starting with a trailer, progressing through family-sized canvas tents, and finally to canoe trips and even a backpacking trip or two. The less civilized the better, I thought, and I’d often have the family drop me off as they drove to guided nature walks. I preferred exploring alone, seeing what there was to see without some guide telling me what to look at, without becoming part of what I saw as a crowd of ignorant city dwellers. Mooching, my father called it. Mooching around.

				I’d never heard of wildlife biology, but it sounded pretty much like professional mooching. In the second of a series of decisions without thought, I sent out just one college application.

				My knowledge of western geography was sketchy and I didn’t know how to pronounce the word Missoula, but three months later I landed there, a wildlife biology major. And though I didn’t know it yet, the tent site on the Selway River was only eighty miles away, as the crow flies.

				By the end of my first day in Missoula I’d joined the swim team. I’d felt adventurous coming to this empty state alone, but now I felt lost, and I fell gratefully into the discipline of the workouts. By winter quarter I had a scholarship, an official reason to be in Montana.

				For the next two years my days started with an exhausted shuffle to the pool in the dark and ended with an even more worn-out trudge back from the pool in the early night of winter. I was in Montana, though for all I saw of it, it could have been anywhere else in the world. But the last meet was in March, and spring was all my own.

				During my second year in Montana my roommate was a guy from Ohio, Jeff Rader, a hunter. He was older by a few years and, while I spent my summers lifeguarding at a Wisconsin country club, he was a seasonal ranger for the National Park Service. While I had goggles and Speedos, he had rifles and shotguns. And he had a car, a battered green station wagon he called the Deerslayer. That spring, released from the crushing exhaustion of the workouts, we began to explore the country around Missoula, and I began to realize what I’d been missing.

				Rader was also a reader, something I’d never been, and he would whistle in awe at the things he read, or laugh so hard I finally began picking up the books he finished. He was working through the library’s entire collection of mountain man stories. In Montana, that’s a big collection. Jim Beckworth’s ridiculous tall tales of becoming a Crow chief and single-handedly whipping every other tribe in the Northwest, and Lord Grizzly, with Hugh Glass’s monumental crawl after the grizzly mauling, lying in streams to let the minnows lip the maggots out of his back, began to be the things I’d dream about. I read of the mountain man’s all-purpose Green River knife, and his muzzle-loading Hawken rifles. Jim Bridger, Liver-Eating Johnson, Jedediah Smith, John Colter all became names I lived with more than those of my classmates. When I read A.B. Guthrie’s The Big Sky I walked around in a daze, the next Boone Caudill, waiting to explode.

				But even through the haze of romance I could still, at times, read between the lines. I’d winter camped, not with buffalo robes and tepees, but with what modern technology had to offer. I’d backpacked until I thought I would drop and I’d wished for escalators instead of switchbacks. I asked Rader if he didn’t think all the stuff those guys went through wasn’t, at the time, the biggest pain in the ass they could’ve imagined.

				“Sure,” he said. “But that always makes the best stories afterwards. When they were geezers I bet it’s all they ever talked about. Like guys who’ve been in wars.”

				I was nineteen and that made sense. And, worst of all, I came to the awful realization that I had no experiences like that, nothing that would make a story worth telling anyone, not when I was a geezer, not even right now. Though my questions still nagged from time to time, I shoved them away. They seemed vaguely traitorous, even weak. I didn’t ask about it again. Instead I picked up the next book. Pretty soon I was making a pair of knee-high moccasins for myself, in the Flathead style, though secretly I pretended they were Blackfeet. Blackfeet were much tougher.

				Over spring break Rader and I and his buddy Sponz and a few others piled into the Deerslayer and took a “rendezvous” trip down to the Tetons. We grilled chicken over an illegal fire and drank cheap whiskey the way the mountain men did in the books. We passed the bottle back and forth, swigging mountain-manfully. Later, when I tried to stand up, I pitched back down face first and couldn’t walk again until the next morning, when I didn’t much feel like it. The drinking described in the books began to seem impossible, but somehow I didn’t extend that to any of the rest of their tales. I wore my moccasins the whole time and wished I’d been born a hundred and fifty years earlier, closer to the tent on the Selway than I ever could have imagined.

				When I hit campus for my third year in the fall of 1978, I learned the swim team had been cut. I was furious with the school and my core classes in chemistry and calculus suddenly seemed further from mooching than it was possible to get. What was I doing taking stuff like this?

				To fill the sudden rush of free time I worked more and more hours at the pool and I put the finishing touches on a rifle kit I’d bought the spring before: a half-stock Hawken, .54 caliber. True mountain man stuff. I’d bought it though I had never owned a gun and I had no tools or experience to use in building it. Before I’d met Radar I’d never even seen a gun.

				Toward the end of that September, a few days before I turned twenty, a girl who’d been on our spring rendezvous to the Tetons walked up to my lifeguard chair for a chat. She smiled and I felt like I was at the country club again, flirting with girls in suits like sheer second skins, and I knew that wasn’t the way real mountain men acted. That summer had been my first away from home, working for the National Park Service at Lake Mead, Nevada, but even there I worked as a lifeguard, embarrassed I had no skills a real ranger needed.

				The girl had spent the summer with a friend cooking at a wilderness lodge in Idaho. She was from New Jersey originally and she told me about the cooking and about the Nez Perce Chief Joseph. “I will fight no more forever.” I was an expert. And here I sat in a Speedo, listening to a Jersey girl tell me about the mountains she’d lived in. The mountains I’d only read about.

				I was barely listening when she told about her friend and the game warden they’d met in Idaho. Her friend had taken a job with the Idaho Fish and Game, she told me, one that would mean spending a winter in the mountains alone. Something to do with salmon eggs.

				I was listening now. In the middle of the wilderness. Alone. Like a mountain man. She said she thought it sounded pretty cool, but her friend had hooked up with some guy and now it didn’t sound so cool to her. After all, it was seven months alone. Just that day she’d called the warden and backed out. “Boy, was the warden pissed,” she told me. She’d left him with two weeks to find somebody to spend seven months alone in the wilderness. Those people didn’t grow on trees, she said, and the whole expensive project was hanging in the balance.

				She gave me the name and number of the warden and I called him from the pool. Like a mountain man would have. Resourceful. Leaping at opportunity before it slipped away. Before thought could enter into the equation.

				Although I could hear how excited the warden was to have this call drop on him from the blue, he was careful to explain just what the job entailed. In fact, he said he wouldn’t let me accept before he went through a list of the conditions. He didn’t want anybody accepting it on some romantic whim, only to back out on him again. He actually used that word—romance. I’m sure he hadn’t intended it, but he hooked me with just that one word.

				“You’ll be living in a canvas wall tent at the junction of the Selway River and Indian Creek ,” he told me. “Right in the middle of the Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness Area.” I didn’t know what a wall tent was, but I kept quiet. “It’s just up from Paradise Guard Station. You know where that is?”

				“No.”

				“It’s where all the floaters put in,” he said, pausing before going on. I’d never floated anything.

				From mid-October to mid-June I would be responsible for two and a half million salmon eggs planted in a channel between the two streams. The closest plowed road was forty miles away; the closest person, sixty. If I was interested, he said, he could only give me two weeks to get ready. 

				I was hearing less and less of what he had to say. Everything sounded perfect. I’d finally find out about this mountain man stuff. Romance or real? Pain in the ass or glorious freedom? And, no matter what I discovered, I was sure it would be something I could tell about later, a story all my own.

				I told the warden it sounded good, all of it. If I’d been listening more carefully, I could have probably heard him shaking his head.

				“Don’t you want to know how much it pays?” he asked.

				I said of course I did, though I hadn’t thought of that. He said, “Two hundred dollars a month.”

				“OK,” I said. This was too good to be true. Getting paid too.

				He told me to think about it and give him another call tomorrow. “No problem,” I said. A formality.

				I’d already accepted.
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				Immediately after hanging up with the warden I called my parents. They weren’t going to be too keen about my dropping out, but at first they were too busy asking other questions to get around to that. Most of their questions were ones I probably should have thought to ask the warden myself, such as: How would I communicate?

				I told them I’d probably have a radio or something.

				“How will you stay warm?”

				“I guess it’s a big tent. He said there was a wood stove.”

				“What if you cut your foot off with an ax? How will you get help?”

				“I guess I’ll use the radio,” I said, and they said, “If you have one.” I wondered who they thought could be lame enough to cut their foot off with an ax.

				I wasn’t reassuring them, but I thought of Hugh Glass crawling some ungodly distance, hundreds and hundreds of miles, after being chewed up and spit out by a grizzly bear. I mentioned that to them. “If things get real ugly,” I said, “it’s only forty miles. I could crawl that if I had to.” That didn’t reassure them at all.

				My mother grew more and more logical, and I more and more defensive, throwing out things like, “This kind of experience will look really good. It’s impossible to get any job in wildlife biology without a bunch of experience.” My mother didn’t think experience as a lunatic would help with anything.

				“What about school?” she asked.

				“It’s only been going a week. I can drop out no problem.”

				There was silence then—none of their six kids had ever dropped out of anything. “I can always go back next year,” I said, trying to fill in the hole, though my classes had come to seem so ridiculous I was far from sure if I’d bother returning.

				My father finally said something like, “Well, I suppose it’s opportunities like this that you went to Montana for.”

				I agreed vehemently, though I’d never really had any idea why I went to Montana.

				My mother, on the bedroom phone, started to protest, but my dad interrupted long enough for me to hang up before things got worse. I stared at the phone in the office of the Grizzly Pool. Cut my foot off with an ax! What kind of a gimp did they think I was?

				Rader would know how great this was. I changed as quickly as I could and ran across the green lawns of campus to tell him.

				“Seven months?” he asked. “Without seeing anybody?”

				I nodded, but added, “I guess they’ll snowmobile in now and then. Bring me mail and stuff.” I was reluctant to admit that. Seven months without any contact sounded a lot more mountain mannish.

				“You’re nuts,” he said, but he was excited about it. He thoughts it’d be a great experience, though he wouldn’t do it for anything. At the same time that made me think a little more about what exactly I’d agreed to do, it also made it all the more attractive. This wasn’t something any idiot would do. This took a special breed.

				Rader was considerably less swayed by romance than I was and he asked his own list of questions. How was I going to get into the middle of the wilderness?

				There was a road into it, I admitted. “Some sort of corridor, he called it. It usually gets snowed shut by the end of October, beginning of November.”

				“So you don’t have to horsepack all your stuff?”

				I had to confess that I could bring it all in with the Fish and Game pickup truck.

				“So you got to get all your gear together? What about food?”

				“I have to get it all before they come to pick me up.”

				“How long do you have?”

				“Couple of weeks.”

				He whistled again, the same way he did when he read about some fantastic mountain man feat.

				“They’re paying for all your food?” he asked.

				I shook my head. “I am, I guess. He didn’t say anything about that.”

				“What about your scholarship?”

				I hadn’t thought of that. While Rader had scraped together his last dollars for tuition I’d walked out of registration with a check for five hundred dollars. “I guess I’ll probably lose that.”

				He asked how much I made off my scholarship and I told him. He was never a miracle worker in math, so it was a minute before he said, “So you’re giving up fifteen hundred bucks of scholarship for fourteen hundred bucks of pay.”

				I nodded.“Well at least they’re letting you pay for all your own food.”

				I nodded a little less certainly, not having thought about it quite like that.

				“I wonder how much rent they’ll charge for the tent.”

				“He didn’t say anything about that,” I told him. “They couldn’t really make me pay rent.”

				Rader started to laugh and he reached out the window and snagged a couple of the stubby bottles of beer he had cooling on the sill. We knocked off the caps and he lifted his beer in a toast. “Fucking Fromm,” he said, grinning and shaking his head. I glowed under his eloquence.

				The next day I did business. Before I dropped out I tried everything I could to keep my scholarship. I finally got someone to admit that if I stayed enrolled my scholarship would stay intact. Rader and I sat back and wondered how that could be finagled. The next day I went into the unexplored liberal arts side of campus. I hooked up with a humanities professor, though I hadn’t even known there was such a thing. When I walked out I was enrolled for the next three quarters, in an independent study course on journal writing. Three credits a quarter, Pass/No Pass, since it would be impossible to grade.

				“Journal writing!” we cackled. What in the world kind of a course was that? We agreed that I’d pulled a world class boondoggle.

				The beers we cracked in celebration that first day uncorked a river of the stuff that flowed almost without stop for the next two weeks. Friends heard what I was doing and threw parties, or took me out on the town for a last taste of civilization. They took turns giving me send-offs, so no matter how bleary-eyed I grew there was always a fresh, eager face waiting to tie one on the next night.

				All the shopping I had to do was done in the lulls of these festivities. I knew so little about what was needed I don’t know if that hurt or not.

				When I’d left Mom’s table I’d moved straight to the college food service; I hadn’t cooked anything but a hotdog or two in my life. Now seven months’ worth of grocery shopping stared me down. Rader and I wandered the aisles of the bulk-rate food store in a quandary. I bought, as it turned out, enough rice for a few years and enough beans for decades. At the last instant I remembered to buy a percolator and a few pots and pans, things I’d never owned or used. And finally I added a hundred pounds of potatoes, saying I’d dig a food cache to keep them from freezing. I didn’t really have any idea how to make such a thing, but the word cache was always creeping up in the mountain man books. It had a certain sound to it.

				We bundled all the food into our tiny dorm room, forming an impressive pile, then set off for the fun stuff. Rader was convinced I wasn’t going to eat beans all winter, but that I was going to become a skilled subsistence hunter. I’d never shot a thing in my life, but this too had a nice ring to it. We took the Deerslayer to the local sporting goods store and I kissed my scholarship money goodbye.

				I bought candles and axes and splitting wedges. I bought two pairs of snowshoes (one round and one long, though I wasn’t sure what the difference was). They were made from ash and rawhide, full of primitive, utilitarian beauty.

				Wool pants were next; three pair, though two seemed like enough. I didn’t want to be caught short in the wilderness.

				Then the real fun began; the purchasing of all the mountain man accoutrements that would undoubtedly be essential. Though I had no idea how to work one, I bought traps—every mountain man needed traps. And Rader had trapped muskrats before in Ohio, and was willing to let me in on all his secrets.

				Rader, in fact, pretty much took over at this stage, a kid run amuck in a candy store. A few days earlier we’d driven up to the mountains to fire my muzzle loader for the first time. I’d been nursing a screaming hangover and the boom and jar of the rifle had made my eyes water. But an impressive amount of thick blue smoke blossomed from the barrel with each shot and I was hooked. Rader was less impressed, saying I needed a real gun to survive. I mentioned that Liver-Eating Johnson hadn’t needed any such thing, but in the gun department he talked me into buying a bolt-action .22. “For shooting rabbits and squirrels and stuff,” he told me. “You hit one of those with your buffalo gun and you’ll be looking for pieces for weeks.”

				When we got back to the dorm room I wrapped both rifles in the sheepskin and leather I’d bought to make myself another set of moccasins and a pair of mukluks.

				As the day of leaving wound closer I added little things to the pile in our room, which by now we’d made trails through so we could get to our beds. Things like a buffalo horn I planned to turn into a true-blue powder horn. Only a few days before the wardens were due to arrive and drive me away I remembered matches and I added boxes and boxes of them. The big Ohio Blue tips. The kind I’d always liked using on camping trips when I was a kid.

				And finally I added a few books. I took The Big Sky—my bible—and things like Foxfire manuals and Bradford Angier’s books on outdoor survival and an old Herter’s pamphlet on wilderness recipes. Even after following Rader’s lead into the whole mountain man morass, I wasn’t much of a reader. I left for seven months alone with six books.

				The weekend before the wardens came Rader dragged me out into the mountains for a hunting trip. It was opening day of big-game season, and he was going to get himself an elk.

				I’d had a big night the night before and I was too tired to shop for food when we left. Anyway, I had my rifle and mountain men never had any grocery stores when they were in the woods.

				By dusk, ten miles up some sorrowfully elkless trail near Lolo Peak, Rader and I made camp. My stomach was growling and twisting but I’d sat and watched Rader snack all day, too proud to admit that the mountain-man-to-be wanted a bite of that Snickers bar so bad he could taste it. Just before it got dark I shot a tree squirrel, one of the tiny red western ones. Nothing like the cat-size gray squirrels we had back home.

				It was the first animal I’d ever killed and Rader showed me how to gut it. I was impressed how neat and clean the insides were, shiny and orderly, laid out exactly as our own. I figured Darwin must have had a similar peek into the workings of animals.

				Rader showed me how to skin the squirrel, working the hide over its head like a sock. This would all be invaluable information, once I was locked into the hills running my trap line, saving pelts that I’d later transfer into a small fortune at Pacific Hide and Fur. I kept the squirrel’s soft, furry tail.

				As we sat around our campfire that night, sipping whiskey (I’d learned to sip, no matter what the books said), Rader ate one peanut butter sandwich after another, while I slowly turned the stick on which I’d impaled the squirrel’s naked body. It grew blacker and tougher with every second over the flames and I finally ate it with feigned relish. My first kill. The inside was warm and the outside crusty, the meat tender as Naugahyde. It tasted of the pine we burned.

				When Rader finally offered a peanut butter sandwich I hesitated until I was sure I would not be laughed at. Then I wolfed it down.

				That night, while Rader snored on one side of the fire, I lay back in my bag and poked at the flames with a stick. We called them roasting sticks when we were little. I was starving and tired and cold, but I could not sleep. I wished I’d never seen the girl who’d come into the pool that afternoon. I thought of the pile of junk that had taken over our dorm room. Half of it I didn’t know how to use, the other half I didn’t want in the first place. How the hell were you supposed to cook a bean that was as hard as a diamond?

				Worn down by the frenzied drinking with all my friends—friends I realized I wasn’t going to be seeing again for a long time—those seven months finally began to seem like something real.

				But the wardens were coming for me in two days and I’d had at least ten going away parties and there was no way in the world to get out of what I’d gotten myself into. No way. If the wardens had called saying the project was off and I wouldn’t be able to go in after all, I would have danced a naked jig down Main Street. I closed my eyes and tried to force them to make that call. Things had snowballed far too long for me to back out on my own.

				Rader and I hiked out the next day and I went straight to the food service. I met some friends there and early that afternoon the last of the going away parties started. I swung past my room later, to pick up Rader before we all went downtown.

				He was sitting amongst all the boxes with Lorrie, a girl I’d gone out with my first year or so in Montana. She held a tiny, tiny puppy. It looked half shepherd, half rat, and all starved. “It’s yours,” Rader said. “You’d be crazy not to have a dog in there.”

				I looked at the scrawny little thing. “We picked her out at the pound,” Rader said. “She’s half husky, half shepherd. I waved a bunch of grouse tails at the whole litter and this one charged first.” Rader was smiling, proud of himself.

				I’d been drinking beer with the old swim team for several hours and I looked at Rader and the dog and Lorrie. I wondered when they had gotten friendly. She’d never liked him when we were going out.

				“What are you going to call her?” Lorrie asked, holding the pup up for me.

				“Boone,” I said. After Boone Caudill. A natural.

				Lorrie said, “It’s a girl.”

				I nodded. “Boone.”

				Then I turned to Rader and told him we were all heading downtown. I set Boone down on the floor and she toddled back to Lorrie. “Did you get any dog food?” I asked, proud that I could think of such logistics.

				“Uh oh.”

				“How much you suppose we'll need?”

				“A few hundred pounds probably.”

				So we made one last shopping run, adding six fifty-pound bags of dog food to the pile.

				When we dropped the dog food off I got a call informing me that my scholarship had been revoked. I had to be a full-time student, minimum twelve credits. I did some frenzied calling of my own, but it was hopeless and I watched the last of my money vanish. So much for boondoggles.

				The party was on though, and I didn’t bother taking the time to cross campus to drop out of my independent study course in journal writing. The notebooks were already packed.

				That night became a blur. The party split up downtown and I didn’t make it home until it was light out Monday morning.

				The wardens had said they’d be in by eight or nine, since it was a long drive. They’d also said they’d bring maps, so I hadn’t bought any of my own. About fifteen minutes before the wardens knocked on the door I realized for the first time that I really didn’t have any idea where I was going.
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				The wardens were businesslike, emptying my dorm room of all its supplies much faster than I’d hoped. Soon there wasn’t even an excuse left. My friends stood beside the Idaho Fish and Game trucks in the cool October sun, looking at me. Knowing there was nothing else to do, I shook hands all around, got a few kisses from the girls. I climbed into a truck then, with a warden, an older man, a total stranger. Boone crunched into my lap.

				I waved as we pulled away from campus. Not four hours ago my going-away party had been in full, riotous swing, as it had been for the last two weeks, since my twentieth birthday, since I’d accepted this job, and I didn’t feel very good. I managed to chat a little with the warden, but he smiled at my red eyes, saying they looked like road maps, that is must’ve been quite a send-off. I said it sure was, and though he was driving me deep into a place I had never been, and though he was going to leave me there for seven months, I was asleep against the passenger window before we left the string of fast food restaurants at the south end of Missoula.

				I woke up in Darby, a place I had never heard of. While the warden filled the truck I bought a Coke at the gas station, wondering when I’d taste another. Though I rarely drank soda, suddenly I couldn’t believe I hadn’t brought any in with me. What else could I have overlooked? I read an old road map pinned to the wall and discovered we were already sixty-five miles south of Missoula.

				We drove south out of Darby a few more miles, then turned off the highway onto another paved road. I realized I wouldn’t be able to recognize the turn off, that I hadn’t looked at the road signs. It seemed like a big mistake, though I couldn’t see how that lack of information could hurt. I wouldn’t be back out here until spring. But I didn’t have any idea where we were and we dropped onto a bone-jarring stretch of dirt road that tried my stomach pretty hard; I couldn’t tell if that was hangover, or the nervous, hopeless twisting of fear.

				It was too hot in the truck and another stretch of smooth pavement followed. Without wanting to I fell asleep again.

				When we hit the last stretch of dirt we were over the pass and sleep was impossible. I watched the narrow, jumbled river beside the truck and the steep, dark canyon walls that rose from its banks. It was a wet, dark looking place, with thicker, heavier vegetation than I was used to. The black sides of the river cut seemed to nearly snap shut over me.

				We hit a big clearing half full of elk hunters’ tents and the wardens pulled in. Indian Creek. Without talking much they pulled a bunch of lumber and plywood and the canvas tent from the back of one of the trucks and began cutting poles to set it up. After putting together a plywood floor, we hoisted the canvas on the ridge pole and I was left the job of tying off the guy line while they struggled to hold the tent upright. I ran the line around the tree they told me to and started looping it around itself in some sort of imitation of a knot. The warden, my boss, grunted, “A double half hitch would work best.”

				“A double what?”

				We traded places and he tied the tent up. Then he took me aside and demonstrated a half hitch. “Haven’t you ever messed around with rope?”

				I shook my head and saw the wardens glance at each other. I tried harder not to appear stupid, but couldn’t see why anyone would purposefully spend time “messing around with rope.” I still felt terrible from the night before, and that had been tremendous fun. This, with these two old strangers, was not.

				We unloaded my supplies next, stacking them into a pile inside. The warden pointed at the barrel of the twenty-two poking from the end of the rolled sheepskin. “You know you don’t have any hunting licenses?”

				I nodded.

				The warden kicked at one of the sacks on the floor and a trickle of white beans spilled onto the plywood. “I guess I can hardly expect you to eat those all winter.”

				He glanced around the tent and at the other warden, then pointed at the rifle again. “When you use that, just be discreet about it. If Old Ironsides caught you shooting so much as a rabbit he’d tack your hide to a tree.”

				“Old who?” I asked.

				He described the other warden for the district. “He’s spent most of his career looking for some way he could arrest his mother,” he said, and both the wardens laughed. “Odds are you’ll never see him. But for all our sakes, be discreet. He’d probably try to arrest us for aiding and abetting.”

				“I was really just going to use it for plinking,” I said, which was a lie. “I’ve never hunted,” I added, which wasn’t. He looked as if he believed me. After all, he knew I’d never once messed with rope.

				We left the tent then and drove back upstream ten miles to a summer ranger station, Magruder, for the night.

				In the morning the warden explained that they were going to leave the more battered truck with me over the winter. They both hopped into it and told me to go ahead and drive. Maybe they’d had a secret conversation. I killed the truck trying to get up the hill away from Magruder and they discovered I barely knew how to operate a manual transmission. They exchanged more worried looks and my boss began to explain the operations of a clutch. We lurched and bogged down for the next ten miles, but I made it without killing it until we reached the tent. I felt pretty good about that.

				By the time they discovered I’d never run a chainsaw they weren’t looking at me anymore. The boss handed me a saw file and told me I’d get the hang of sharpening. He didn’t offer any instruction. I think they were trying not to get to know me, like veteran soldiers with a new recruit who probably won’t survive long anyway.

				I felt as if I’d just hatched or something, and though they were the only people I knew, it was so uncomfortable rubbing shoulders with their acres of knowledge I could hardly wait for them to leave. But when they said they’d be heading out by noon I wished there was some way to make them stay. At least one more day.

				Back at Indian Creek my boss showed me the telephone stuck to a pole a hundred yards or so from my tent. It had a crank on the side I thought was pretty neat, like old time telephones. A single cable strung through the trees all the way from here to West Fork Ranger Station, forty miles away in Montana. He called it a land line and said to use it if there was any kind of emergency. “Crank the handle around,” he said. “Two long and one short for the ranger station.” As he explained it he demonstrated, but nothing happened over the phone.

				“Tree must have dropped on the line,” he said. Careful not to look me in the eyes, he said. “There’s another one at Magruder. Maybe the break’s between here and there.”

				They had a long drive back to Lewiston that day and were in an awful hurry to get out. I drove them to Magruder, where they’d left their truck and they stayed long enough to try that phone. It still worked and my boss said, “Great. Anything bad comes up this winter, use this one.”

				“If no trees fall on the line?” I asked, and the warden nodded. There was nothing out here but trees. I didn’t ask how I was supposed to cover the ten miles between my tent and here once I’d cut my foot off with an ax. I was feeling pretty small, and maybe it was really more obvious than it seemed.

				We stood around the two trucks in the pretty meadow in front of the old Magruder station and my boss went over clutch tricks with me again. Then he started talking about firewood. With the sun warm on us I wished he’d talk all day.

				“We left you plenty of gas, and the saw. The gas is already mixed, you don’t need to add oil. But don’t forget the bar oil. You’ll burn it up fast if you forget that.” I kept nodding, as if I’d cut down whole forests before I ever met him.

				“You’ll probably need about seven cords of firewood,” he told me. “Concentrate on that. You’ll have to get it all in before the snow grounds your truck.”

				Though I didn’t want to ask, it seemed important. “What’s a cord?”

				That seemed to be the one that broke their backs. They didn’t even look at each other that time, and they sure didn’t look at me. They’d been leaning against their open doors and they both got in and sat down. My boss rolled down his window. “A cord’s how you measure firewood. It’s a stack four feet deep, four feet tall, and eight feet long. You’ll want at least seven of them. Ten would be nice if it gets to be a hard one. Nothing like dragging firewood through snow to ruin your day.”

				He reached out then and handed me a key to the ranger station and another for the gas pump. “You’ll probably burn a tank just getting your firewood.” Then he shook my hand suddenly and said, “Good luck,” promising to try to get back in once before the road closed for good. As he let the clutch out he added, “You’ll do fine,” and they drove off.

				I wasn’t very sure of that myself, and when it took me three tries to get the truck up the hill without stalling, I was positive it was a lie.
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