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“Do you think there could still be any grizzlies in the mountains?” Cloyd asked.


Up and out of the yellow pines they rode and into the aspens, their quaky leaves shimmering with the slightest breeze. Out of the blue skies and into the clouds and the rolling thunder. Out of the heat and the stale smell of the low country and into the windblown freshness of the high.


In search of a lost Spanish gold mine.


Up ahead, the old man stroked the white bristles of his beard and rode on without answering. Cloyd knew that the old man was deep in thought. Walter wouldn’t give a quick answer to his question about the grizzlies. Walter knew how important it was.


It was the middle of August, and they were following the Pine River Trail into the mountains. Walter Landis led on the sorrel mare, trailing his four packhorses. Cloyd followed on the blue roan, trailing four more.


Around a bend, the old man had reined in the mare and was waiting for him to draw up alongside.


“Dunno about your grizzlies,” he said. “That one you saw Rusty kill, it really could’ve been the last grizzly in Colorado.”


It wasn’t the reply Cloyd had been hoping to hear. He’d kept his dream to himself, that there were others. There had to be. It was too hard, knowing that if he had never talked about seeing the bear, Walter’s old friend would never have tracked it and killed it. It wasn’t something Cloyd could get over. He had boasted to the best hunter, trapper, and tracker in the mountains that he had seen a bear, a huge brown bear.


Cloyd was surprised that Walter had mentioned Rusty’s name. Maybe the old man thought enough time had gone by to blur the memory or ease the hurt. For his part, Cloyd was never going to speak the man’s name. Words had power, and if he never said the outfitter’s name aloud, he wouldn’t be giving even an ounce more power to this man who had so much and deserved so little.


The man who killed the bear.


“Of course,” Walter continued, “nobody’s looked under every tree for grizzes. You’ve got to figure, there’s only one road over these San Juans in a two-hundred-mile swath, and that’s Wolf Creek Pass way over above Pagosa. That’s a lot of wild country—big enough to have hid that bear for twenty-three years. That’s how old the lab in Denver said he was, from the teeth or whatever.”


Cloyd regretted that his question had led to talk of the dead bear and the man who killed the bear. He shouldn’t have asked his question.


It seemed the bitter taste would never go away.


The red-haired man seemed to have gone away, but hating him, that had never gone away.


Rusty never came anymore to the farm on the Piedra River to check in on his old friend Walter. Cloyd understood why. It was because Cloyd was living at the farm. Cloyd was the only one who knew what really happened up there, high on the Continental Divide.


Rusty would have known that Cloyd wasn’t living at the Ute group home in Durango anymore, hadn’t returned either to his grandmother over in Utah at White Mesa. He must have heard that Cloyd had stayed at the farm to help the old man get through the winter. But he’d never come by, not even once.


Cloyd still couldn’t help feeling that the bear had showed itself to him on purpose. Because Cloyd was a Ute, because Utes and bears were kin. Because Cloyd had found a turquoise bearstone by the burial of one of the Ancient Ones, and had named himself Lone Bear.


There wasn’t a day that had gone by that the grizzly hadn’t come to mind, almost always as Cloyd had first seen him: standing at the edge of the meadow in the Rincon La Osa with the dark spruce timber behind, and big as a haystack. The bear was standing on two legs, flat on his feet the way people stand, forepaws at his sides, with those enormous claws. The brown bear was just watching him, squinting for a better look, his head swaying slightly back and forth, his forehead wide and dished out a little in the middle.


More than anything, the bear was curious. Alert and intelligent and curious. That’s the way Cloyd liked to remember him.


But sometimes that other scene came to mind, the one burned into his memory forever. Time and again it would return without his bidding. On one of the terraces above Ute Lake, the bear was turning over rocks along a line of brush as the red-haired man nocked his arrow and bent his bow. It was a moment that would never let go of Cloyd. He was hollering with all his might into the wind, and the wind was blowing his warning behind him, up and over the Continental Divide. The bear never heard his warning.


Up ahead, Walter was riding out of the trees, and now Cloyd also rode out into the light and the greenness of the longest meadow on the lower river. Here the Pine ran smooth over gravel beds of ground granite, and on the outside of the turns there were deep pools where the biggest cutthroat trout could be found. Cloyd paused for a moment as bits of color in the bushes lining the banks caught his eye. “Walter,” he called, “hold up.”


They tied their horses at the edge of the trees and then they fell upon the raspberry and currant bushes like bears filling their bellies against winter. The berries were juicy and sweet. The boy and the old man were laughing at the sight of the stain all around their mouths, while their fingers kept working as fast as they could go. “Can’t recall berries this prime,” Walter observed when his stomach was full. “Must be all the rain.”


Cloyd’s fingers were still flying. He had a bigger stomach to fill, and nothing they’d brought along to eat could compare with this.


Walter’s old eyes had noticed something up the valley. Cloyd looked and saw a string of horses entering the meadow. Behind, toward the peaks, the tall clouds were beginning to turn dark, and thunder was rumbling. Down on this meadow, though, the sun was still shining. He’d be comfortable in his T-shirt awhile.


Cloyd turned back to his berry picking as the old man kept his eyes on the trail, and when Cloyd looked again several minutes later he saw that the packstring was led by a single rider, a big man with a large face framed by a full red beard and red hair spilling from under a dark felt Stetson. A rifle was scabbarded under one leg. Cloyd’s hands stopped their work, and his dark eyes locked on the face almost coming into focus down the trail.


“Could it be?” the old man wondered aloud.


Cloyd was wondering the same thing, and he was hoping the old man was mistaken. The red-haired man had never had a beard before.


The horseman rode closer and closer, close enough that recognition showed in the old man’s face. Walter was smiling and shaking his head, surprised to see his old friend looking so different, pleased to be seeing him after so long even if there was reason not to be pleased. “Speak of the devil,” the old man said in greeting. He said it in such a way that it was friendly and it wasn’t, both at the same time.


Rusty’s eyes were on Cloyd, not on his old friend Walter. He nodded to Cloyd, and then he broke out in a big smile all surrounded by the deep red of his beard and mustache.


“Long time …” Rusty said in that unmistakable gravelly voice, as he lifted his hat and ran his hand through his wavy hair. “You’re the last two people I expected to run into on this trail.”


The old man played dumb. “Now why’s that?”


The red-haired man’s eyes ran to the picks and shovels sticking out of the gear. He was shaking his head and grinning. “Walter, don’t I recall you blowing yourself up last summer? Don’t tell me you’re going to have another go at the Pride of the West!”


“Just out for a ride,” Walter replied with a glint in his eye. “Never know when you might have to dig a hole in the ground.”


“So what’s the long gizmo all wrapped in black on top of that third horse?”


“Broom,” the old man quickly replied, with his tongue in his cheek. “We keep a tidy camp.”


“Got to be gold you’re after,” the outfitter said confidently. With another glance at Cloyd, he said, “Sorry I never came by the farm. No excuses, I guess. Glad I saw you two, though—I’m leaving for Alaska real soon.”


The red-haired man tied his horses, and then he came back and sat on the edge of the stream bank with the old man. Cloyd stayed well out of the reach of Rusty’s crushing handshake and kept to his berry picking. He could stay near, close enough to hear. The red-haired man kept glancing his way, but he seemed to know not to try to speak to him. Walter would know why. There was something between Cloyd and Rusty, and it was because of the lie. The bear hadn’t attacked the big man, as Rusty had told the game wardens and the newspapers. Rusty was the one who had surprised the bear, and he’d known it was a grizzly he was tracking.


Cloyd knew now—he’d known for a long time—that he should have told what he saw. He should have told how the bear really died. This man would have lost his outfitting license, would have had to pay a huge fine, and maybe would have even gone to jail for killing an animal that was endangered. But no one else had been there. It would have been his word against Rusty’s. Would they have believed him, an Indian kid from Utah who didn’t have a father or a mother? Now he would never know if they would have believed him or not.


It had been a mistake to leave it up to the red-haired man to tell the truth. People knew only the lie, and people believed the worst of the bear. No one would ever know what really happened.


Rusty liked to stroke his new beard, long and shaggy like a mountain man’s. Cloyd hated him for his vanity.


“So you’re leaving for Alaska,” the old man was saying.


“You know how much I like it up there…. The way I feel, Colorado’s just not big enough for me anymore. I might even stay up there one of these times.”


As he looked from Walter to Cloyd and back, the red-haired man had a curious expression on his face. “You really haven’t heard what I’ve been doing all summer up in the mountains, have you? Or what I saw back in May?”


Matter-of-factly, the old man replied, “Sure haven’t.”


The red-haired man seemed a little surprised. “The game wardens and the forest service have been keeping a pretty tight lid on it, but there was one short article in the Durango paper—thought you might have seen it.”


“Don’t always get the paper,” Walter said.


With a quick glance at Cloyd, who for a moment met the man’s blue eyes before looking away, Rusty said, “I found a grizzly and three cubs back in May, up in the Rincon La Vaca.”


Cloyd felt the breath go out of him, and his throat went tight, and he couldn’t breathe. Was it true? Or was it another lie?


The wind was starting to blow. Cloyd realized that the sun hadn’t been shining for some time, and he was cold. But he wouldn’t go to his saddlebags for his jacket, not now.


“I spent three weeks looking in May,” Rusty was saying. “On snowshoes mostly. The animals aren’t used to seeing people up there in May—I thought it would give me an advantage. I knew, if there were any grizzlies still around, they had to be uncommon wary even for grizzlies.”


The old man’s eyebrows were arched high. “Get any pictures?”


“The camera was in my pack at the time. I never had a chance to take a picture. But I know grizzlies, and I know what I saw. The sow was a silvertip, and the cubs were brown, gray-black, and one sort of cocoa-colored. Chances are they were sired by that male I killed last summer….”


The old man turned and addressed Cloyd. “There’s your answer, Cloyd. There’s not only one grizzly left in Colorado, there’s at least four.”


With the red-haired man’s sharp eyes waiting for his response, Cloyd shrugged and said nothing. His shrug said, Why should I believe you?


It pained the trophy hunter not to be believed by a kid, an Indian kid, and it showed. He went back to talking to the old man, and now all three were keeping an eye on the weather, which was building fast. “So this summer that’s just about all I’ve been doing,” Rusty was saying. “TYying for another glimpse of that grizzly and her cubs. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is all excited. They want proof, and they’ve had teams of government people and all sorts of grizzly experts combing the mountains this summer. With not a bit of luck. That grizzly’s keeping herself and her cubs well hidden.”


Up the valley, the rain was already falling. The old man stood up to go to his horse, and then the red-haired man stood up too. “Keep your eye out for those grizzlies when you’re up there,” he said. “Walter, I guess Cloyd’s lost his voice completely over the winter … it’s a shame. Just in case he’s deaf too, tell him I heard how he kept your place open all winter, how he put up two haycrops this summer. I may not have come around, but I’ve been trying to keep in touch after a fashion.”


Walter grinned and said, “I’ll tell him.”


“How old is he this summer?”


“Fourteen or fifteen—no records.”


“Tell him he’s looking lean and mean—lost his baby fat, I guess.”


Cloyd grinned a little too, despite himself.


“One more thing,” the red-haired man said over his shoulder. “Tell him I didn’t kill the last grizzly in Colorado after all.”
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They were climbing, climbing all the time. Cloyd could feel Blueboy’s excitement beneath him. Blueboy was a smart one, and he remembered this trail by heart. It seemed the horses knew they were heading tonight for the tall grass in the meadows of the Pine, a horse heaven above these plunging mountainsides, this cascading whitewater.


Grizzlies in the mountains! A mother and three cubs!


Maybe Rusty hadn’t lied this time, Cloyd thought. Walter Landis didn’t think so. The old man said that Rusty had a “monkey” to get off his back. Cloyd didn’t exactly know what that meant, but he understood the sense of it. Walter was saying that maybe Rusty had spent those three weeks in May looking for grizzlies because he was having a hard time living with his lie. Maybe he was even ashamed of what he’d done. Maybe.


Lightning cracked and its thunder came rumbling through the narrow canyon of the Pine. Rain was bouncing off Walter’s ancient cowboy hat, the brown felt one he favored. The Cachefinder was wrapped up good and dry atop one of the pack boxes. The old man’s hightech metal detector had to be kept a secret.


Walter was like that about gold. But at least, over the winter, he’d accepted that his days of drilling and blasting and mucking were finished. As the old man had healed up from his injuries, Cloyd had seen him pick up his beloved Mining Gazette less and less. Instead, in the long winter evenings, Walter would pore over and over the stories in a dusty book he’d taken from the very bottom of the parlor’s bookshelves. It was called Lost Mines and Treasures of the San Juan Mountains of Colorado.


Walter would read the stories aloud, and sometimes Cloyd took a turn, There was one tale in particular they’d come back to two, three times. It was called “La Mina Perdida de la Ventana”—“The Lost Mine of the Window.”


It was a good story, Cloyd had thought, but the best part was that the lost mine was supposed to be close to the Window, that spectacular notch in the Continental Divide on the high ridge that stuck out from the Rio Grande Pyramid. He could almost believe that a fortune in lost gold was waiting to be found there. It was that kind of place, full of power and beauty, danger and magic.


Still, Cloyd didn’t believe in those gold stories. It tickled him, though, how the old man believed every word.


The lost mine had made only a story to think about until the second cutting of hay was in the barn, and that’s when the old man had started talking about the mountains, about going back again. Cloyd was surprised. All summer he’d daydreamed about the high country, but he never shared his daydreams with the old man, who would never again be able to work his mine back in the mountains. For the rest of his days, Walter would carry a bad limp in that right leg that had been so badly broken.


With less than a month remaining until school started up, Walter had come to him, and he had a faraway look in his eyes. “Mostly I just want to see those mountains up close, one more time, while I can still ride. I’ve never seen the Window, Cloyd, like you have. I want you to show it to me. I want us to see it together.”


Cloyd had shaken his head, almost like he was being asked permission; and in a way, he was.


“One more time while I can still ride.”


Cloyd was startled. “You’ve been on a horse again?”


“While you were bucking the second cutting up into the barn,” the old man replied sheepishly. “Who knows, Cloyd, we might even find the Lost Mine of the Window. Now wouldn’t that be something.”


Then the old man confessed that he’d already sent away for “the best metal detector money can buy.”


According to the story in the book, the Spanish were supposed to have left three caches of high-grade gold ore behind, two hundred and fifty years before. The old man was sure he was going to find at least one with the Cachefinder he’d seen advertised in his Mining Gazette. The Cachefinder was supposed to be brand-new and far better than any metal detector ever made. At least he wasn’t going to try to blast open his old gold mine, Cloyd thought.


Cloyd rode up the Pine River Trail grinning about this old man who was always sure that tomorrow would bring greater things than today and who always dreamed his dreams on a grand scale.


Lightning snapped closer this time, and Cloyd snugged his red baseball cap down. Walter had found a good little bench off the side of the trail with a tight cluster of spruces that would shelter them until the storm center moved past.


“It’s really steep through here,” Cloyd observed as they shared a candy bar.


“Narrow too,” Walter replied. “This has to be like that hill country in West Virginia where my father grew up.”


“Pretty narrow back there?” Cloyd asked, because he knew the old man would expect him to ask.


The hint of a smile played on Walter’s weathered features. “Never seen it myself, you understand. I was born and bred on the Pine before I made my big move to the next stream over, the Piedra. According to my father, that West Virginia country was so steep, all a fellow had to do to bring in his apples was to give the trees in his backyard a shake, an’ the fruit would run right down into his cellar.”


“That’s pretty steep,” Cloyd agreed, keeping his face blank as any poker player’s.


“So steep they developed a breed of cattle with legs shorter on one side for easier grazing. Even the cornfields were steep. They planted corn by firing the seed out of a gun into the opposite hillside.”


Cloyd was trying as hard as he could to keep from smiling. “Did you believe him?”


The old man’s ears were turning a little red, and the veins in his forehead and temples were standing up high. “Why, of course I believed him,” Walter protested. “I asked my dad once how come his teeth were worn down so bad, like an old horse’s. He explained that level ground was so scarce back where he grew up, chimneys crowded the hillsides and gravel was always falling into the pot of beans set to cook in the fireplace. We think we’ve got steep and narrow in our mountains…. Back there the dogs had to wag their tails up and down, and you’d have to lie down and look straight up to see the sky.”


Cloyd glanced away, stifling his laughter. He wanted to make the old man laugh first. For his part, Walter was trying hard to keep a straight face. It was easy to see that the old man wasn’t going to last long. “Is that true?” Cloyd insisted.


“Yes sir,” Walter mused. “It was so narrow back there, the moonshine had to be wheelbarrowed out every morning, and daylight wheelbarrowed in.”


Now it was raining hard. The horses’ rumps and the tarps over their loads were streaming wet. “Did it rain a lot?”


“Why, no,” Walter said quickly. “The way I remember hearing it, that was a country so dry, if a drop of water were to hit a man, they had to throw a couple buckets of dirt on his face to bring him to….”


Cloyd couldn’t help it anymore and started laughing. Then the old man was laughing too, and his face above his thick white whiskers was all red, and his ears were turning red.


The storm passed, and the horses climbed once more. Finally Cloyd saw the first of the Pine’s upper meadows, miles of meadow green and wide and long, with the spruce-covered mountainsides standing back at a distances. And there was the river, winding its way toward them in gentle oxbows.


“ ‘He maketh me to lie down in green pastures,’” the old man said reverently.


Cloyd said nothing, only gave Blueboy a pat on his withers and ran his eyes up the valley, up the dark slopes studded with massive granite outcrops. The last creek on the left, another nine or ten miles up the valley and immediately under the Pyramid—that’s where Rusty had seen the grizzly and cubs, if indeed he had.


It was important to Cloyd to see those grizzlies, even if it was just as unlikely as finding Spanish treasure. He’d found everything in the school library on grizzlies. He remembered that a grizzly would cover thirty, fifty, even a hundred square miles in its territory. At least Spanish gold didn’t move around every day.


Still, he might have some luck left, some bear luck. More than anything, he wanted to see those grizzlies for himself.


“Fresh fish tonight,” Walter said. “Fried in cornmeal blankets. If my Ute guide can still produce, that is.”


“I can produce,” Cloyd assured him. “I’ve even got flies and lures, and I can always dig worms.”


Cloyd came back into camp with six orange-jawed, orange-bellied cutthroats on his willow stringer. The old man had the old sheepherder tent set up and was limping around the fire. “Let’s stay a couple of days,” Walter suggested. “It’d be a good idea for me to get used to the altitude before we go on up high.”


“Gonna try out your metal detector?” Cloyd asked.


“Do you walk to school or carry your lunch?” the old man replied mysteriously. “Wouldn’t think of it, Cloyd, not with hikers around. Let’s keep the Cachefinder hid away in its case. There’s no percentage in advertising what we’re really up to. When it comes to gold, people get … peculiar.”
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The old man understood Cloyd’s need to roam in search of those bears. A glimpse would satisfy him, just a glimpse to verify Rusty’s words. With only his daypack on his back, Cloyd roamed away from the trail, into the deep woods, across the rockslides, up the grassy avalanche chutes, and into a high basin that had no name on the map.


A little higher, Cloyd thought, and he might be able to glimpse the Rio Grande Pyramid. But he’d spent the day climbing, and now it was time to start down. Heading back for that old man always made him feel good, whether it was on the long bus ride home from school in Durango or charging down off a mountain.


The second day of Walter’s rest-up on the Pine, Cloyd said good-bye and set out more deliberately. Again he would leave the trail and go places that hikers would never see, but this time he would go slowly, using his eyes and his ears and his feel for the unseen. He practiced moving like a shadow and pausing for five, ten minutes behind trees without moving at all, just watching and listening.


Cloyd even tried to employ his nose, though he knew that a bear’s sense of smell was a hundred times better than his. He watched squirrels caching seeds under the roots of the trees. He crept up so close on a marmot in a boulder field that the so-called whistle pig didn’t sound its screeching alarm until Cloyd could have almost yanked the big rodent’s tail.


In the afternoon he stayed in one place and watched a shallow pond in a clearing in the trees five hundred or so feet below the tree line. Someone might come to drink at this pond, he thought. Deer or elk or maybe even bears.


His hands found themselves whittling on a piece of spruce. He made a stick that was about a foot long, straight and smooth. It reminded him of the rubbing stick the singers had used at the Bear Dance he had gone to in May at the Southern Ute Reservation down in Ignacio, only thirty miles south and west of the old man’s farm.


Cloyd looked around for material to make the second stick, the notched one. The singers had used axe handles, long and hard and perfect for holding deep notches.


By the pond grew a cluster of chokecherry bushes. They would be perfect, if he could find a dead limb. In his favorite class at school, Living in the Southwest, Mr. Pendleton had said that the Utes used to make their bows out of juniper or especially chokecherry. No juniper grew this high, but here was chokecherry. If it would make a good bow, why not growler sticks?


Two bull elk with wide, branching antlers, all in velvet, came out of the woods and approached the pond before their eyes caught the motion he was making. Cloyd never saw them, he was so intent on his whittling. The chips were flying, and a growler stick was taking form.


When Cloyd tried the smooth stick across the notched growler, he was satisfied with the sound. He wasn’t worried about scaring off any bears that might be close. Maybe this rasping would attract them! It was this thunder, this scratching and growling of bears, that called to the bears in the mountains all the way from the brush corral at the Bear Dance in Ignacio. This sound called them out of their big sleep with the first spring thunder into a world that was coming to life again for bears and people—kin to each other, as his grandmother often said.


In the earliest times, his grandmother had said, a person could become an animal if he wanted to and an animal could become a person. His grandmother had told him that when he was little, and it had stuck in his mind. As he grew older he realized it was only a story, even if his grandmother didn’t think of it as a story. But it was a story he’d always wanted to be true.


When the first people and the animals crossed back and forth, his grandmother said, it made no difference whether they started out as person or animal. Everyone spoke the same language. Back then, words were magical. A word spoken by accident could result in strange consequences. Thoughts spoken could come to life, and what people wished to happen could happen—all you had to do was say the words. Nobody could explain why this was the way it was, his grandmother said. That’s the way it was in the earliest times.


When he was little, these stories had been just as real for him as they were for his grandmother. They were still good stories, he thought.


Cloyd kept up the rhythm, the rasping, scratching, growling rhythm of the smooth stick over the growler. It was too bad he lacked the big drum dug into the earth. Eight men rasping over that long, metal-covered drum could create a powerful thunder that ran through the earth. He could remember it coming up through his feet and running through his spine.


The more Cloyd rasped, the more it took him back to May and the Bear Dance. When Walter dropped him off in Ignacio that Friday morning at the Bear Dance and he saw the brush corral, ten feet high and a hundred feet across with the one opening to the east, he realized he’d seen it before. Once, when he was little, his grandmother had taken him from White Mesa in Utah all the way to Ignacio, Colorado, for the Bear Dance. That was back when she used to call him “honey paws” or “short tail.” She had told him that the brush corral was round like the inside of a bear den is round.
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