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The Dog is in Livingston, Montana, daydreaming about fishing the ‘Stone and, as usual, subsisting on Swisher Sweets, vodka-Tang, and the hope that pretending to forget will be enough.

He’s forged a few tenuous friendships, and now finds himself watching from the bank as troubled local girl Jesse Ringer leads D’Ontario Sneed into the swift current of young love. It’s sweet, really … but some of the locals object to the relationship on the basis of Sneed’s skin color.

Then the unthinkable: vibrant, wild Jesse is found shot in the head, and Sneed is passed out in her car, gun beside him, window seams taped, and engine running. Sneed is hospitalized for severe carbon monoxide poisoning and can’t string together a sentence to defend himself, so it falls to the Dog.

If only the Dog could run from his life without ending up in the tangle and snarl of the lives of others. A man who wants to lose himself in the current must be careful of his backcast; it’ll always keep him tethered to a life he’s trying to forget.
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In memory of Leroy Aserlind,
that he might read this in the Big Sky.







Always the Question


And then my kid fishing buddy, D’Ontario Sneed, shakes his head, rotates his beer bottle. He says, “Not my mama. My mama’s nothing to me. My mama went to prison.”


And this drunk girl, this local girl, this white girl, Jesse, says, “Hey! Really?” She lurches closer to Sneed. She sinks her fingers into the darkness of his arm. “This is wild. You’re not going to believe this. This is so wild. My daddy’s in prison!”


As for me, the Dog, when I think back to that moment—the Stockman tavern, Livingston, Montana, in the hot shank of August—I can’t determine whether to laugh or cry. I guess when two people decide to fall in love, any reason will do.


And Sneed and Jesse were in love, I guess, depending on how you define it. I still want to believe that.


But isn’t that always the question?


What is love?


Is this it?


Right here?


Now?









The Radishes Clarify


“So … uh …”


The young man’s mouth goes sticky-dry. He shifts the fly rod to his shoulder, like a rifle. But that doesn’t feel right, so he bombs the reel to the toe of his left boot. I hear the clunk and observe that it’s a steel-toed boot. As in Earth to Dog: he’s going fishing in steel-toed boots. But I’m deep in composition—I’m writing a goodbye note to Sneed and Jesse—and I think nothing of steel-toed boots. The young man stares down toward his boots and his reel. I stare too, yet I fail to notice there’s no line on the reel. His nervous throat pumps.


“So … uh … you would, I mean, if you … were me …”


“In this heat I’d go after some cutthroat.”


“Cutthroat …”


“Sure. They’re easier to catch.”


He looks up. Above us is the wide Montana sky, blurred and freighted with the smoke from a half-dozen forest fires. I focus on my scrap of grocery sack. I’m thinking to start like this, Dear Friends. It’s been a great three weeks. You ran the old Dog hard … But this raw kid before me stammers, “How … how … how …”


“Where?”


“Yeah. Where.”


Distracted, I lift my gaze to the mountains around us. There are a hundred streams, a thousand. What kind of question is where? The kid flinches and looks behind for the truck that brought him here. It’s a red Ford half-ton pickup from the 80’s, faded to pink. But his partner has followed the campground track and looped the truck around the back side of my Cruise Master RV, out of sight.


You ran the old Dog hard. I had the time of my life …


But this sounds mealy mouthed, doesn’t it? I back up. The truth is I’ve become a third wheel. Sneed and Jesse are going at it like jackrabbits. They hardly fish with me any more. Jesse’s using the Cruise Master like her personal walk-in closet. They’re calling me Uncle Dog—goddamn it—and they say they’re kidding and I try to believe it, but I’m starting to drink in the mornings, starting to drink on the stream, drinking everywhere. I guess there is something about happiness, about love, and family, about time passing around me that makes me sad.


Dear Sneed and Jesse. I’m moving on. Thanks for everything. Good luck …


But that sounds like sour huckleberries, and this fool kid in steel-toed boots still waits on the mystery of where to fish. He is raw and ugly as a pulled-up root, pale white with sunburned ears and neck. Because I am drinking, in fact, at this very moment—a mid-morning vodka with Tang—this kid strikes me as looking very much like a radish.


This makes me laugh inside. I feel better. I point toward the Gallatins, down by Wyoming. “Go up in there, any creek. Far as you can go. Most of it’s Forest Service land. No fires yet that I know of. You park and hike.”


He clears his throat and squirms. As I look the radish over, wondering why he will not leave, I somehow miss the wrongness of the fly rod matched with the shaved head. I gloss right over the tight Wrangler jeans and the wife-beater tee-shirt stenciled in crossed claw hammers. I stare at all of this. My eyes connect. But I just don’t see it. I am a trout bum, not a fashion critic, and a person can fish in just about anything. Hell, Jesse, bless her troubled heart, fishes in a bikini, sunscreen, and Tevas. That works. But those boots, black leather, laced almost to the knee—I’m not sure.


So I swallow v-and-T and I ask the radish, “Those boots are steel-toed?”


He gapes down at his boots, then clenches his jaw. His temples pulse.


“Is there a problem with that?”


“Heavy.”


“So?”


“You won’t hike very far in those. Plus, you walk in the water all day they’re going to rust.”


He looks for the buddy, the truck. Then his eyes skid back to me. I think he’s trying to read my note to Sneed and Jesse. “I’m good,” he says. “It’s not a problem.”


I take a warm orange sip of v-and-T from my tin cup, tasting all the vitamins.


“I’m just suggesting those aren’t the best boots for fishing.”


“I said I’m good.”


He jerks his head around, looking for his buddy. But the pink pickup is still hidden behind the Cruise Master, its engine noise lost beneath the heavy purl of the Yellowstone River, water flowing on and on behind me, an eternal freight train of water. I wonder if the old pickup has stalled back there, behind the Cruise Master, and a stalled vehicle gets me thinking of Sneed and Jesse. Jesse’s battered Oldsmobile is a compendium of maintenance failures, among them a coolant leak. Did they break down?


How about this? Kids: Gotta go. Take care. Safe sex and all. Uncle Dog.


Sure. Capture that jauntiness. Devil may care. But a bolt of sadness clobbers me, right there in front of the radish. My vision blurs, my chin quivers. I have to close my eyes and breathe like some verklempt old dame, and while doing this a voice asks me: Why can’t you just tell them the truth?


The radish is still there. He raises a hand to scratch a botched tattoo on his shoulder. The tattoo is an Iron Cross. I see the Iron Cross—but I don’t see it. All I say is, “So good luck to you.”


Then I look at my watch. It is now one o’clock. I have been laboring for three hours on a ten-word note. Sneed and Jesse drive guide-shuttle for a local outfitter, this shady operator named Hilarious Sorgensen, and they should have been back to camp an hour ago, ready to spend their fifty bucks a day on beer and takeout, condoms, weed and fishing tackle.


The truth being this: I have come to care for them, Sneed and Jesse, and in this state of sentimentality I have lost focus and momentum. I am stuck and all too close to happy. And lately, I mis-read water. I miss takes. I fish the wrong flies, too distracted or too lazy to change. My loop collapses in the thinnest of breezes, and I wrap line, daily, around my own dizzy head. I’m hooking whitefish, chubs, huckleberry bushes, my own ears. And I am laughing about it all, like it doesn’t matter, sitting in the sun and laughing while fish rise around me. This has to stop. It has to. It confuses me.


And so it will stop. I chuck the rest of my vodka-Tang down the hatch. “Good luck,” I say to the kid again. I put a shove in my voice: “Have a good one.”


But still he stands there, this scrawny, quivering, steel-toed radish who wants to fly fish.


“But which … which … which …” the radish stammers, glancing toward the Cruise Master.


“Cutthroat don’t care which fly. Here.”


I pluck a Madame X from the mess-kit dish on my picnic table. This outfitter, Hilarious Sorgensen, has me groping for cash too. I’ve tied a hundred Madame X for the big man on spec, a buck apiece. There is even some chance, Sneed and Jesse say, that Sorgensen will live up to the deal and pay me.


So cash in, Dog. Gas up. Go.


I push the big attractor fly across the table. I glance over my shoulder to see if finally the pink pickup has emerged around the Cruise Master.


But no.


I stand.


“Tie this on for you?”


The radish tilts the rod out of my reach. Now, finally, I comprehend that his reel has no line. He says, “I’m good.”


“Your reel has no line.”


“I said I’m good.”


I shrug. I put the Madame X in his palm. There is a different tattoo in there—under green-white skin—but he keeps his fingers bent and the tattoo crunched up.


I ask him, “You know the clinch knot?”


“Yeah.” He shoves the hook point into the rod cork.


“You sure?”


“Yeah I’m sure.”


I say, “That’s a beautiful old rod. They don’t make them like that anymore. Can I take a quick look? Thanks. Wow. Lovely.”


To which the young man mutters a word that I swear sounds like faggot. But this can’t be right. This is not possible, I think. What cause? I’m a faggot because I like his rod? Probably it is this: always, my ears are the first ones drunk. The river is loud behind me. I believe I have misheard the radish.


But now, at last, the pickup noses out from behind the Cruise Master, and I get a better look. The truck has rusted wheel pits, an oil drum in the bed, a confederate flag decal on the box window. The driver is a bigger, rounder radish. I smell smoke suddenly, acrid, like plastic burning. The driver wears a flushed and lurid grin. He hollers, “Come on, Dumbshit. We’re outta here. Get in the truck.”


The radishes clarify for me suddenly. The driver is the chief radish. Assistant radish jerks and twitches before me, conflicted because I now hold his rod as a hostage. “What the hell is going on?” I demand. Because something is wrong here. Something has gone down, back behind the Cruise Master.


The assistant radish lunges, reaches out that tattooed hand and snatches at the rod. He gets the tip. Fiberglass snaps, he gets half the rod, runs.


“Hey—!”


My legs are trapped between the bench and the picnic table. I have to unwind and step high. I’m a little wobbly and way too late to grab him. Assistant radish gallops around the pink Ford, kicking up dust. He chucks the ruined fly rod into the truck bed, where it cartwheels over the oil drum and disappears with a clatter.


“Hey! What the—?”


Chief radish hits the gas. The pickup spews gravel along the campground track, fishtails up the drive, and roars off down the highway in the direction opposite those easy cutthroat trout. For good measure, chief radish lets go of the wheel. Both hands out the window, flips me a double bird as the pickup thunders away.


Dog damn it.


I wobble to the Cruise Master and then around it. Skinheads. That’s what they were. Skinheads. And Sneed’s little tent is on fire—has already flared down to a ring of smoldering nylon around a flaming heap of clothes and blankets, ground pads melting beneath.


The galley door to my Cruise Master RV is open. My meager trout bum possessions are strewn. Jesse’s things have been yanked off their hangers. Bras and tops and panties, cargo shorts and t-shirts have been slung across my gritty floor and down the portable steps. All these things are wet and smell funny, as if they have been—I sniff—sure enough, Jesse’s clothes have been peed on.


Those were skinheads.


Then, kicking dirt over the fire, I see the text of their message. Against the hot rocks the skinheads have left an orange-black sign that screams NO TRESPASSING.


I flip it over.


The message continues. The reverse side, in handwritten marker, tells someone—Sneed and Jesse I presume, black boy and white girl—Turn back now!







The Actual Sheriff

I flag a motorist, borrow a cell phone, and wait forty minutes. During that awful patch of time, I discover that the fat skinhead, the driver, has been under my sink too, into my lock box, and has taken my last two hundred bucks and my Glock semi-automatic pistol—all while I dithered over vodka-Tang, farewell phrasings, and the other punk’s now-obvious inability to feign interest in fishing.

Dog damn it.

And where, by now, are Sneed and Jesse? They should be back.

Park County sends the big hitter. At first, when he pulls that blue-on-bronze cruiser up too close to my toes and rasps at me, “Roy Chubbuck, Sheriff,” I take this as a sign that this kind of thing matters in the county, that heads will roll. Hate crime, right? Under the guise of fly fishing. What could be more sordid, more wrong? Bring on the actual sheriff.

“Skinheads,” I tell him. “They were skinheads.”

Sheriff Roy Chubbuck wheezes at the window of his cruiser, pants faintly through thin, cracked lips. The man looks like a turkey buzzard on life support. He is skeletal and red-faced, stooped at the neck. On his back, wedged against the seat, he wears an oxygen pack. Tubes, thin and clear, lead into his nostrils.

“Well, now … let’s start with who you are. You got a driver’s license?”

“I still can’t believe it,” I go on. “They had the haircuts, the tattoos—”

Something in the sheriff’s manner stops me, tells me we are not exchanging astonishments or pleasantries, not even for five seconds. He cocks his head, fixes me with his furthest eye, the right one, imperious blue inside its dropsied red lid. His cruiser remains in drive, engine humming, front tire not six inches from my feet.

“Driver’s license?”

“Yeah. Sure. Hang on.”

As I reach for my wallet, I hear gravel crunch. I look away toward the road. I am hoping to see Jesse’s golden Olds. Maybe Sneed saw pronghorns and they stopped to watch. But as I hand in my license to Sheriff Chubbuck, I see instead a black SUV up where the campground road meets the highway. The vehicle is brand new. It has tinted windows, multiple antennae, themeless bland-blue plates that could be government. It turns around in the campground driveway and lingers, sun glinting off its south-facing windshield.

“You’re a long way from home,” the sheriff tells me.

“Fishing trip.”

“Not enough fishing out East?”

I wonder how to respond to that. The sheriff keeps that sharp blue eye on me, taking oxygen through his veined and scabby nose, waiting for an answer.

“As a matter of fact,” I decide to say, “no. Not for the number of people. But that’s not really why—”

“Just giving you a hard time,” he cuts in, with no trace of humor. “We’re proud of our fishing out here.”

He returns to his study of my license. Only that right eye seems to work, drawing a bead on my real name—Ned Oglivie—and below that upon assorted other claims, mostly false. I no longer reside at 223 Thurber Lane in West Newton, Massachusetts, but instead in the 1984 Cruise Master RV, strung with laundry and baking in the sun and dust just behind me. My once-brown eyes are mostly red now, and I can no longer assert myself at a healthy one-hundred and ninety pounds, not even with my waders full of water. It is also no longer true, obviously, that I wear suits and groom myself and smile for the camera.

Nope. I am the Dog now. I am a trout hound. I fish, I drive, I fish, I drive, I fish. I follow my nose. Not to wax poetic about it, but I dig holes. I scratch myself. I howl at the moon, and I know where I will go to die. I am also, for the record, a pretty decent fly fisherman.

“Well,” the sheriff rasps finally, looking from me to the picture on the license and back again, “you’ve still got your height.”

“They were skinheads,” I tell him. “They got my pistol and my cash, but that’s not what worries me.”

No answer except to file my license between two knobby knuckles and put the Park County cruiser in reverse. He makes an adjustment of about fifteen degrees in the angle of the car’s long snout and then begins to navigate at low speed along a vector between the picnic table and the Cruise Master.

I pace alongside. “See, my buddy Sneed is a black man.”

“Good for him.”

I squeeze ahead around the corners of the table. “And this local girl, Jesse—”

“I know Jesse.”

“She—”

“Everybody knows Jesse.”

He feathers the brake, pauses alongside the front end of the Cruise Master. He turns his neck to keep that right eye in play. As it happens, it’s laundry day for the Dog. A ragg wool sock dries over each extended wiper. The side mirror wears my extra boxers. My spare pants hang wet by a belt loop over the radio antenna.

“Been out a while, Mister Oglivie?”

“Four years.”

“Hmm,” the sheriff says. “Catch anything?”

“A few.”

Again he starts the cruiser rolling. I hear another crunch of gravel on the high road—but it is more false hope. It’s that same black SUV, pulling ten feet ahead, keeping us in sight while the sheriff does more geometry with the car nose, cutting closely between the bug-spattered grill of the Cruise Master and a lodge pole pine grievously wounded by the hatchet of a previous camper. Now, without leaving his vehicle, the sheriff is in full view of the crime scene.

I tell him, “The truck came around here, paused for a long time, five minutes maybe, and then—”

He interrupts. “Dry season—” his nose pulls at the tubes”—no fires.”

“Sure. Okay. But—”

“Looks to me like an illegal camp fire got out of control.”

“But my friends didn’t—”

“Aren’t those marshmallows?” the sheriff rasps. That sharp right eye is on the crusts of Jesse’s Jet-Puffs from last night, melted over the fire-blackened stones. My heart jumps a little. I glance about as if in search of a witness. What’s going on? But there are only trees, stones, the Yellowstone River, that glinting black vehicle up at the road.

“Sheriff, I smelled the smoke. The tent was burning when I came around here. And what about the sign? They left a message, for God’s sake.”

He pulls the cruiser forward so he can look out his window directly down on the melted ruins of Sneed and Jesse’s little love nest. Then he pulls farther forward and painstakingly turns around beneath the wounded pine, as if to take another angle. I realize this: he does not plan to leave the vehicle. Not for skinheads.

“Could have been roots,” he says. He coughs. “They smolder underground.”

“What the—?”

“Where’d you find that sign?” he wants to know.

I’m dripping sweat now, my jaw clamped tight. I show him. The sign was propped on the fire pit rocks—and this proves, doesn’t it, that the fire didn’t spread from there to the tent? At least over-ground? And that root theory is asinine, a fraud.

He says, “You moved the sign. Picked it up. Is that correct?”

I glare back into that beady blue eye.

“Did you witness them leave the sign there, Mister Oglivie, where you said it was?”

“No. I didn’t.”

“Well, then …”

“I was talking to the other guy. He was distracting me. Pretending he wanted to fish. Listen, Sheriff—”

But his window hums up, closes tight. Not listening. I watch him make a call on his radio, speak back and forth for about a minute. I’m looking up at the SUV on the road, wondering, when another one pulls up, this one midnight blue and streaked with Montana’s powdery dust. The two vehicles pair up opposite, like horses swatting each other’s flies. The sheriff’s window hums down.

“Mister Oglivie, was your pistol registered?”

“Yes.”

“When was the last time you knew for certain—” he pauses, needs O2 “—for certain that your pistol was where it was supposed to be?”

I want to lie to him. I should lie to him. Something is wrong here. But my mouth skids ahead of my brain and my answer comes out straight. I haven’t opened my lock box, haven’t needed cash or laid eyes on the Glock, for two or three days.

“So it could have been taken yesterday,” says Chubbuck. “Or the day before.”

He exhales through his dry, pursed lips, watching me squirm. Then he looks at my license again. He moves his head to read, scans like a bird tracking ants back and forth across the ground. He passes my license back with a trembling hand.

I blurt, “Well?” I open my arms to the crime scene, implying the concurrence of factors here, the undeniable entirety. “Are you going to do something, Sheriff?”

“Yes, I am,” he says. His radio squawks and he turns it down. “Mister Oglivie, I’m going to give you a warning.”

“What?”

“Your license is expired. More than a year ago. You’re driving illegally.”

I stare at the damn license. So I’m the problem here. I’m the lawbreaker. Suddenly I could spit on the man, strike him, but I command myself not to.

“Pretty sizable ticket in that,” the sheriff says.

“Yeah. Well. I’m sorry. I didn’t realize.”

“But I’m gonna let you drive out of here with just a warning.” The Park County Sheriff takes a sniff from his tubes. “And here is that warning: from the look of you, you got some water that needs fishing at home. So go home, Mister Oglivie. Directly. And fish your own water.”

He hits the button and his window starts up.

“But what about the—”

His window fits me neatly out. At the wheel, patiently, the sheriff executes a sine, cosine, arc-tangent maneuver and somehow inches out between the injured pine and a steep scree of brush and rock that climbs to the heat-struck highway, where the SUVs have unpaired and split to flank the campground drive.

Chubbuck pulls his cruiser up between them. For a long moment he hesitates there. At last he pulls out and trails the dusty blue vehicle south, toward Yellowstone Park, while the clean black one speeds away toward Livingston.

“—what about the skinheads?” I finish.

Then I answer myself.

Sneed and Jesse. Before you leave. Warn them.







A Chump, An Old-Timer, An Uncle


“I’m looking for Sneed.”


“You got my order done?”


“Count ‘em.”


I submit a family-size Tang can, net contents one hundred Madame X. These are large dry flies, terrestrials, Gothic grasshoppers on steroids. An outfitter like Hilarious Sorgensen gets two-fifty each from his clientele of mostly dentists and doctors and veterinarians from mostly the east and the Midwest.


“A hundred exactly?” Sorgensen, like all cheaters, is by nature suspicious. “You know I’ll have Lyndzee count ‘em.”


I look for Lyndzee, his wasted little harpy, but today she doesn’t seem to be around among the fly bins and landing nets and racks of hats and sunglasses.


“Go ahead. Count. You owe me a hundred bucks.”


“End of the month,” he tries.


I take the can back. “Okay. If I can’t sell them to Armstrong’s or Bailey’s by then I’ll be back.”


“Sheesh! Godalmighty!” Sorgensen is an ex-rodeo clown. He goes over the top in a hurry. “I’m a businessman, not a cash machine! Crimenently, fella! Why don’t you just come in here with a gun and stick me up?”


This guy makes me tired. Jesse says a speed habit causes his fat. Pain from broken bones keeps him inactive, so he eats incessantly, mostly peanuts, to knock down the amphetamine buzz. These cling to his lips now, fragments of peanut, they hang in his beard. I have to look away.


“I’ll come back if the others don’t want them.”


“Seventy-five bucks,” he offers.


“You promised a hundred.”


“Sheesh. I tell you.”


He opens a drawer beneath his cluttered desk and counts out my money, relieving himself of tattered ones and wrinkled fives and finishing me off with a foursome of Canadian quarters.


I push the quarters back. “Actually, it’s only ninety-nine. I gave one fly to a skinhead. So where’d Sneed and Jesse go today?”


Hilarious Sorgensen swivels in his groaning desk chair, peers red-eyed over his reading glasses, then chucks a handful of Planters into his maw and struggles to stand. I step back. He wears some kind of filthy culottes made at a tent shop. He uses plastic leg braces and a burl-wood cane, his bare legs like shaky columns of cottage cheese.


“Sneed? And Jesse? Crimenently.”


This morning, upright, Sorgensen looks jittery and more soiled than usual, like he’s fallen down and been stepped on by a bull. Maybe Lyndzee’s out of town then, as she so often seems to be. When that happens, Sorgensen has to track everything himself: match the clients with the guides, assign the shuttle drivers, confirm the drop-off points, distribute the lunches, pay out his shuttle drivers when they finish: fifty cents a mile—minus haggling, cheating, odometer disputes, all of Sorgensen’s tricks.


“Didn’t them two tell you what they did?” he asks me.


“Apparently not.”


“I fired those kids nearly a week ago.”


“What?”


“They stole a rod from a guide’s vehicle. A custom-made Sweetgrass bamboo, worth a couple thou. Trust is everything in this business, what with us handling everybody’s keys. I had to let them go.”


“They didn’t tell me.”


I flounder for a moment. This hurts me. It humiliates me. Sneed and Jesse didn’t say a thing. They kept “going to work” in the morning, treating me, I guess, like a chump, an old-timer, an uncle, no kidding about it. Oh well, I manage to tell myself after a moment or two, all the more reason to go, Dog, go.


I ask Sorgensen, “You tell the cops?”


“The cops?” In goes a handful of Planters. “Hah. Never.”


“You got a pen and paper?”


“What for?”


“In case they come back for some reason. I want to leave a note. Let them know about the skinheads.”


Sorgensen looks uncommonly reflective for a few seconds. Or maybe a peanut is stuck in his teeth. Then I realize that while he does have pen and paper, those items are on his desk, and he has just stood up. This would be akin, I guess, to arranging several hundred pounds of books on a shelf and then discovering that the shelf needed moving.


“Lyndzee’s out of town?” I ask him.


“Yeah. Death in the family.”


“Another one?”


“Yeah. It’s tough.”


I try to picture Lyndzee with a family, wearing a funeral dress, with her squinty eyes and her mad voice, her sad dry-gulch cleavage and her cloud of Parliament smoke. But the picture, like Lyndzee herself, never quite comes to focus.


“Stay put,” I tell Sorgensen. “I’ll grab what I need.”


I find a pen and a scrap of paper on his desk. Behind me Sorgensen mutters faintly skinheads, then chuckles over the idea, then just waits and breathes hard and smells like sweat and grime and burped-up peanuts while I try again to write the note.







Private Water

Dear Sneed and Jesse: I decided to hit the road. It’s been great. Your tent was burned by a couple of skinhead punks and the sheriff doesn’t seem at all concerned, so I’d watch out. Jesse, I washed your clothes and dropped them off with Uncle Judith at the liquor store. Take care. Keep your flies on the water. Your friend, Dog.

But this doesn’t feel right either. This voice feels glib, disembodied from the secret gravity of my leaving, dismissive of the sediment amassing in my gut.

I park on a side street to avoid the sheriff. I hike to the liquor store down Main Street with an unwieldy armload of Jesse’s clothing. I spill a stiff burgundy bra onto the sidewalk and have to kick it along when no one is looking. You’re botching this, Dog. You’re botching it.

Old Tick Judith, clerk at the liquor store, is the Arnold Palmer of snoose. He sees me coming through the door and nails his spittoon, drops it right in the cup, from a difficult lie among the cordials. “So they broke up, huh?”

“No. I’m leaving. Jesse’s stuff was in my vehicle. I don’t know where they are.”

“Figured they’d break up soon.”

“Well,” I said, “they didn’t.”

“Jess ain’t over the last guy,” says Uncle Judith. “Not by a long shot. So I figured this would happen.”

“Except it didn’t.”

He scrapes out his lip, tees up a fresh one, wipes his fingers on his Levis. He’s a Copenhagen man, fine cut, old school, takes pinches big as walnuts, and is thus a spitter not a swallower. He sets a plastic fifth of Smirnoff’s vodka on the counter, drops a routine putt into the spittoon to clear his voice. “Twenty-nine bucks. Jess and that colored fella have a fight or something?”

“Not that I know of.”

“Bound to happen.”

I give Tick Judith a look-over, wonder about his hearing. He is not Jesse’s real uncle. He is a close pal of her father’s from the bull riding days, a short, wiry, hot-tempered scrapper who hung on to his bulls like a tick—trophies back among the Grand Marnier and the Galliano to prove it. Uncle Judith is like her other father, Jesse has told me. He is her guardian, provided her crash pad until she was eighteen, all that. And sure enough, the old bull rider accepts the girl’s laundry like it’s part of the deal.

“She’s an adult now,” Uncle Judith tells me, folding a tube top. “I can’t do nothing but watch.” He now has a bit of a dogleg from the end of the counter to the spittoon beneath the register. He spits with a slice and bangs it in. “But I assure you that I do watch. Anybody hurts Jess is gonna answer to me. I promised that to Galen.”

I pay for the vodka out of Sorgensen’s money. I figure I’m going to need it. I figure, also, that this is the man to ask: “You know anything about skinheads around here?”

He grins, juicy and brown, over a handful of Jesse’s panties. “You mean them two dickheads with the pink truck that bought twenty-five cases of Heinekens on Tucker’s account the other day?”

“I probably do.”

“Tattoos?”

“Yup.”

“Knee-boots like a couple of prairie whores?”

“Yeah. What do you mean, Tucker’s account? Those two little Nazis work for Dane Tucker?”

Uncle Judith clears the queue with a lazy wedge shot that splats to the floor an inch or two short. He turns away, disinterested in the gimme.

“The two of them come in here to get about twenty cases of beer. Only one explanation for that. Dane’s at the ranch with a bunch of his Hollywood friends, doing their drug parties or their orgies or whatever. And those punks work for him.”

“Come on. Hollywood sent skinheads to get beer?”

Uncle Judith shrugs this off. Old news to him, apparently. But me, I have only recently learned that Dane Tucker owns a two-hundred-thousand-acre spread in the Paradise Valley, a new-age western empire assembled from foreclosed family ranches. I have only begun to process the fact that the star of Epic Force, Force Factor, and Force Down hoards an entire river, the storied Roam River, a public waterway and a fly fishing gem, inside his fences. But skinheads?

Uncle Judith handles Jesse’s panties with gnarly certitude, gets them in a nicely managed bundle. Her father went to prison, I remember, when Jesse was fifteen. Her mother has never been mentioned—except that Tick Judith, she claims once in a while, basically is her mother.

“Word is Tucker has those Nazi punks watching his fence lines,” Uncle Judith tells me, setting those panties down inside a Jack Daniels box he carries up from the back hallway. “When they’re not making beer runs.”

He does something Arnold Palmer never tried, a fairway shot on the move. For this he employs the gap between his front teeth, drills one low and hard with crisp zzzt! and a resonant ping! on brass.

“Lotta beer going out to that place lately. Fancy liquor too.”

Uncle Judith gets a girly pink tank top spread out in front of him, getting it oriented, nipping it in under his chin to get both hands on the job, and just then a customer—a big, raw night shifter, thirsty-looking—jangles through the door.

“Hey, old man,” this guy brays, “you finally got that pretty girl’s clothes off her, did ya?”

Uncle Judith folds that shirt up real nice, starts a new pile. His ears are red as he sets a pint of Jim Beam on the counter. He says, “Four ninety-five.”

“I hear she’s running with one of them reverse Eskimos.”

“There be anything else?”

“Well, gee. Lemme see.” The night shifter fairly drools over Jesse’s panties. “You got anything in a size four?”

These could be fighting words. Uncle Judith would like to spit in his face, I can tell. But now he becomes the Mahatma Gandhi of snoose. I see how much he loves Jesse. I see incredible restraint. Eyes down, he just swallows, and swallows, and swallows again. As he makes change, I lean across the heap of Jesse’s unfolded clothes and I ask him quietly, “Hey. Do me a favor? Can I leave them a note?”





Howl

Dear Sneed and Jesse: Two skinheads burned your tent. They work for Dane Tucker and drive an old red Ford with an oil drum in the box. They left a no trespassing sign that said turn back now, so if that means anything to you, I’d do it. You never know about people like them. As for me, I’ve moved on, which is my sad answer to what the two of you made me feel. Love, Dog.

Yeah, well, I guess that’s it. The sky looks like a dirty sock when I step out of the liquor store. The Canyon Ferry Lake fire has pushed a smutty wrinkle up beneath the jet stream, and the smoke sprawls out over Livingston, stinking and trapping heat. I feel bad leaving. I just feel bad. But here I go.

Inside the Cruise Master one block behind Main Street I get ready to ride. I decant Smirnoff into a travel cup, shake in Tang, stir with my finger, give it a healthy taste test and then lodge the cup in its holder. I rip open a pack of Swisher Sweets, find matches, and set these in readiness on the little ledge in front of the odometer. I’m ready to pull out. I’ll head down Main toward the BP station on Park Street for seventy-one bucks of gas. That’s how far I’ll make it toward my dark deep on the Big Two-Hearted River before I’ll have to stop again and do life. I’m deciding between interstate and local when a shrill whistle makes me hit the brake.

“Trying to kill me?” huffs the jogger at my window as he passes down the middle of the street.

I’m in a bit of daze as I watch this guy. He is lean to skeletal, shirtless and freckled, in scant silky yellow shorts and a red ball cap. A large fanny pack rides one hip, a holstered water bottle the other. Dust coats his ankles like a pair of raw umber socks. He kinks along like he’s in pain, his left leg splaying wide, his right hand jerking up and down like a band leader’s to keep things balanced. All this and he still manages to flip me my third bird of the day.

It is one of those moments, to be sure. I am a split second from a particularly nasty fit of road rage. Try running on the sidewalk, turkey-butt. I yearn to flatten him with the Cruise Master. But I check it and watch, thinking I’ve seen this guy before.

At the next storefront—law office, I think—he stops. He’s done running, is ready to collapse, but this phase too must be done centrally in the public arena. He spreads his legs across the sidewalk, puts his hands on his knees and then heaves, gobs on the sidewalk, a string of saliva yo-yoing from his chin. Then he straightens up. Hands on hips, head thrown back, he staggers in gaudy circles, gulping air. Off comes the harrier’s cap and next comes the water bottle, its last few ounces dumped over the top of his stiff, reddish hair. From his next gesture—he fires the empty bottle to the pavement—all of us among his audience are to understand that he is unsatisfied, that he thinks he should have done better, and we are to discover therein how driven, how heroic this man is. Or something.

Instead I’m thinking: As a matter of fact, I have seen this lunatic before. Someone Sneed pointed out as one of Jesse’s former men friends.

And: Can I drive on the sidewalk? Could I get up enough speed to run him down?

The jogger enters the office and the moment passes. I’m over it. I turn the Cruise Master around and realize I’ve decided on a detour.

I am leaving Livingston to the south. The Big Two-Hearted can wait a bit. I’m going to drive down along the Roam River, check out this movie star Dane Tucker’s place, check out his fences and his skinhead watchdogs. I am going to look, I have decided, for a little slip-through in the fence, a little recreational trespassing. Scoot in, fish the bastard’s stolen water.

But instead this happens. I drive the entire length of Tucker’s property, twenty-five road miles, looking for a weakness, a way in. There is no such thing.

I double back. All the access roads are gated and chained. All the rangeland is fenced tight with four-strand barbed wire and posted NO TRESSPASSING.

I triple up, wasting precious gas now. For long stretches, the lower Roam River is a full-bodied and sinuous dream, taunting me from the road—and then it disappears entirely into upstream canyons that force the pavement several miles west. Yet still here, along glittering rhyolite cliffs and non-negotiable jack pine screes, Tucker’s fences and NO TRESPASSING signs persist, driven and strung and posted all the way south to a sign on a pitted dirt road that says National Park Boundary and means, I believe, that I am now entering Yellowstone Park.

So I quadruple back downstream, Dog damn it, to what must be Dane Tucker’s main gate. I take a medicinal bellyful of v-and-T as I look the structure over. Molded concrete pillars support a roll-away Tymetal gate on a remote-controlled motor. A covered box contains the key pad and the intercom. Cameras watch from the tops of the pillars, tented under sheet metal and aimed down at me.

I was in this business once, so I know. This is the whole high-security embassy gate package. This is what my company, Oglivie Secure, once installed for House Speaker Tip O’Neill in the Boston suburbs.

But why here?

Beyond the gate stretches an access road, arcing across an expanse of desiccated rangeland where a few hobby bison graze listlessly in the heat. A plank bridge bears the road over a slow stretch of the Roam where trout make lazy dimples. Then the road turns upstream and winds with the river into a deep draw out of sight.

I press the intercom button.

After a long wait the speaker crackles: “Can I help you?”

“I want to speak to Dane Tucker.”

The voice comes back twangy and harsh: “What you want to do, Pedro, is get your bug-ass off this property.”

Pedro? I say, “Is this Dane Tucker?”

Silence. I look at the camera on the left-hand pillar. Its eye stares back, blank and dusty.

“I’d like permission to fish the Roam.”

The speaker crackles. “This is private land.”

“But the river’s public. I’ve got a right to fish it. Are you Dane Tucker?”

Silence again, like this is a hard question to answer.

“Because if you are Dane Tucker—”

I pause here to wonder if I have had too much vodka. But this cannot be clearly established, so I continue: “Because if you are Dane Tucker, I’d like to discuss my riparian rights with you. I’d like to know the basis on which you feel justified in denying me and everybody else—”

The speaker goes dead with an obvious click. For a moment I feel disoriented. I turn a full circle. The Yellowstone River is no more than a few miles west as the crow flies, but it’s a rugged and forbidding few miles, with the Roam and the ‘Stone separated at this point by an ancient volcanic ridge, grizzly bear country, thick with pines stands and huckleberry tangles. I think: isn’t that the ridge, near the top, where Jesse showed Sneed and me a little spring pond with big wild cutthroats? Isn’t up there where she stripped down to panties and went topless into the pond, then rode around on top of Sneed’s shoulders, laughing at my tighty-whities that weren’t very white or tight at all?

I turn back, jam a finger into the intercom button. Bring on the skinheads. But nothing.

I buzz again. The speaker snaps on. I open my mouth to speak for the masses, for all of us fly fishermen denied, but the guy inside beats me to it, his voice harsh and preemptive.

“You wanna see Dane Tucker, buy a movie ticket, asshole.”

And the system goes dead.

But now I’m feisty and drunk and alive with memories, and I decide that I’m going to fish that mountain pond once more, strip naked and swim, leave behind my underwear on a stick for Jesse to find, as a joke. I’m going to miss those two. I’m going to miss my buddy Sneed, especially, and I drive off from Tucker’s gate knowing I will never make a friend like that again.

I was in Idaho when it happened. I was exploring the upper north fork of the Snake River. Crossing that river on a bridge, I had become entangled in the sprawling, messy efforts of a bridge-painting crew. Paint-glazed and zombie-like, the crew was moving things—barrels, cones, hoses, compressors—to the other side of the bridge. The flagman was awol and the Cruise Master was enmeshed before I realized there was no place to go.

It was hot, mid-nineties. The foreman was pissed. Assorted ethnics reeled around high on oils and thinners, their ages and races difficult to determine through all the masks and bandanas and silver dustings of paint spray. They clanked around in their safety harnesses like sloppy robots, like bizarre Christmas ornaments. This was one miserable-ass job, I remember thinking as I tried to back up. “No, no, no, goddamnit,” the foreman yelled. “Just stay put. We’ll get you through here.”

I did get through, eventually. But from up high, waiting, I had spotted a good hole beneath the bridge, big trout feeding in it, and so I drove only as far as the end of the bridge, where I parked behind the extended-body van that transported the painting crew. I rigged up, skidded down a steep embankment, and waded chest deep into that clear, cold water.

I had worked that hole downstream for maybe fifteen minutes—long enough to cover fifty yards or so and forget the goings-on sixty feet above—when I was startled by a banshee yell and turned to look. Down from the bridge plummeted a thin silver body.

There was no time for concern or disbelief. No time to retreat out of the way. The body was streamlined, knife-straight, and screaming. About halfway down a paint-caked hardhat separated from a dark brown head—just a kid, I saw, screaming, holding his nuts—and splash!

This, of course, would be my buddy Sneed, tendering his resignation from the bridge painting crew.

The kid stayed under some time. Maybe he was knocked out. Guys yelled Spanish and perhaps other languages over the bridge rail. His silver shape spun toward me along the scrambled edge of a big, slow eddy. His hard hat floated ahead, past me, and out of reach. I was pinned in heavy water. Nothing I could do except to wonder how it would feel.

Then this kid corked up to the surface. He was sputtering and wild-eyed, with silver ears and neck, laughing and coughing and cussing and dogpaddling like a guy who couldn’t swim ten feet to save his life but would rather die than paint another bridge.

But then the eddy let go, and he thrashed into reach, and so that kid’s life, fortuitous Dog, I had the luck to save it for him.

I drive up the dusty logging road toward that mountain pond, thinking how Jesse came into our lives more-or-less like that too. It was a couple weeks of fishing lessons later, me and Sneed townside, getting a beer and a burger on Sneed’s last paycheck, and this pretty girl just parachuted in, landed drunk on a bar stool next to Sneed, started touching his arm and making talk about parents and prison and who was I and how long was he going to be around town?

The ensuing three weeks, I admit, were more like an actual life than anything I had experienced in my four years of trout-bumming. I’m not sure who was the bigger rip-snorter, Sneed or Jesse, but they seemed made for each other, and I experienced the oddness of pride in the way they flaunted their racy love around town. Screw it. Life is short. Get your own excitement. That was my position, and I sheltered them. I thought.

The logging road forks about a mile up and narrows after that. It is not wise, I know, to push the Cruise Master up this far. We left my beast at the campground and took Jesse’s car, that traumatized Oldsmobile sedan, dust-on-gold, a gift to Jesse from someone she always referred to as “this guy.”

Somehow, though, I’m pushing up this mountain anyway. Soon enough, as these things happen, I’m a thousand feet up an eight-foot-wide dirt road in a four-ton recreational vehicle with bad brakes, and there is no good place to turn around. I’m jittery now, mashing a Swisher, spewing smoke. I wonder why, if life is short, I am doing something so obviously stupid. It seems like I’m doing it for Sneed and Jesse, like those notes just didn’t get at it—but what sense does that make?

A small turn-out appears on the inside of a straight climb about two miles up. A careful Y-turn, shavings of road taken about a hundred times, might do it.

But I keep on. The road worsens. The Cruise Master bucks and shudders a full mile upgrade until at last another opening signals the little spur to the pond. I have made it. I can swim now, reminisce, leave my underwear, maybe even get the Cruise Master turned around and down the mountain.

Why am I not relieved?

Maybe it’s the altitude, or my aging nerves, or all the forest fire smoke in the sky. Or maybe it’s too many Swisher Sweets and too much vodka. I can’t figure out the bad feeling I have. As I hike that spur along the shoulder of the mountain, I can’t suck a breath down past the top half of my chest. And then my breath stops completely when I see Jesse’s car.

The girl’s golden Oldsmobile is parked on the piney bank above the pond, nosed into a little thicket of huckleberry brush. I see Sneed’s dark head inside the car. I see a liquor bottle spun out across the pine needles, just beyond the passenger door. Then I see Jesse about thirty feet away—Jesse face down. I am running—arms and legs spread like she’s getting a suntan, except with no towel under her, only a wide, dark stain.

I skid to my knees. “Jesse!” Her face is split open at the nose, stuck in a black crust of blood that has soaked into the dry ground. Her wild blond hair parts just slightly behind one ear where a bullet has entered.

I freeze. Everything—heart, breath, thought—stops.

The car, Sneed, everything else, is at my back. But I cannot turn. My whole body wants to vomit, wants to jerk itself inside out, but I am as rigid as the hard ground, eyes fixed on Jesse’s lifeless body until they burn out and stray away for relief to the liquor bottle drawing ants just beyond her left foot. The bottle is empty. Frangelico, it says. Premium hazelnut liqueur, it says. Enjoy! it says.

Then I lose it. I stand and stumble backwards, coughing, spilling bile across my front and calling, “Sneed … Sneed …”

He is inside the car. He is naked to the waist, his jeans on but unzipped. He is slumped in a corner of the backseat, his beautiful brown skin turned ashen purple, his lips nearly white and his eyes half open.

I grab door handles but they snap back. Locked. Front and back. “Damn it! Come on, Sneed!”

I circle, tearing at the stubborn handles. Strips of silver duct tape hang from the inside door and window seams. A can of lighter fluid rests on the seat, and on the floor, between Sneed’s long, splayed legs, squats the little hibachi grill that Sneed uses to cook hot dogs when he and Jesse go on their “picnics.” The grill’s coals have burned out.

“Sneed, God damn it!”

I stagger to the pond edge, come back with a heavy rock. I slam the rock through the driver’s window and reach in. I rip the side door open. On a tide of stale air, Sneed slumps out against me, heavy and limp.

“Dog,” he moans.

“Sneed … what the …”

He makes a second feeble moan as he drags down my leg, flops onto his face and lays still on the pine needles. My eyes jerk back inside the car: on the seat, beneath the sweat-damp spot where Sneed has slumped away, rest my Glock and Jesse’s keys.

I turn my face to the sky and howl.
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