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on fire. Her hips brushed against the men's legs as she handed out shots of
hard liquor and cold bottles of beer. Everything she'd said, everything

she'd done, had been effortless and flawless, like she was a perfect flame

dancing across the wooden tables, a touch of heat reflected in the men's

faces. The music rose up into her feet through the plank flocr. She'd let

Roy twirl her like a ballerina. Even Della had laughed. Every single one of
them-the entire goddamned world-golden and beautiful.

It was tempting to blame it on Roy, but it wasn't a big deal, the cocaine.

In fact, she'd hardly gotten a rush from it, so she and Roy had gone back a

few more times. Each time they tumbled with laughter out of the bath-

room, Della was watching them, unsmiling from behind the bar. Birdie

remembered her tongue and nose going numb. Then even her teeth, so

that her face felt like it belonged to someone else. It wasn't the coke that

tripped her up, though, as much as the drinking. It was as if she had been

granted a superpower-the ability to down tequila hke it was water.

And that's when she'd made her mistake. She hadn't stopped. When

she should have called it a night, counted her tips, and helped Della hustle

everyone out of the bar, instead she had doubled down. True, she'd been

goaded by Coldfoot or somebody calling her a lightweight, and the coke

made it tricky to judge just how drunk she was getting. But the real prob-
lem was herbizarre sense of hope. Maybe, somehow, this time, she would
be able to suspend herseif in that perfect moment when you've had enough

to fl1,, but not so much as to be sick with yourself.

In the cabin bathroom, Birdie put her lips to the faucet and drank sev-

eral gulps of water and splashed some on her face. She needed a shower

and a cup of hot coffee. First, she picked up her lighter and pack of ciga-

rettes from the dresser and stepped outside in her bare feet. The single

wooden step \ ras cold and damp with dew. She folded her arms tightly
against the chill as she smoked. After months of winter with no direct sun-

light, the sun had 6na11y risen high enorrgh in the sky to shine down on the

lodge. In all directions, the mountain peaks were sharp white with snow

against the blue sky, but the air smelled green,like cottonwood buds and

blades of grass and creek water.

Birdie put out the cigarette, went back inside, shoved her feet into her

sneakers, and pulled on a s\\ --:-

be out for another hour or tu c

The small guest cabins drcr ,

of their belongings in a back s^l.

bicycle and sled, was the spinr:-:.

years ago. One eye had been ;-
brittle with age, and the reel :
beat-up tackle box, she for:n;

packages and a tangle of snap s-',

Birdie always remembered hc'''

hangowr. That's what Grandpa .-

tackle box, Birdie lvalked arc';

lodge, past the picnic table an;

was probably just nor,v bre u rr 
_:

fast in the cafe.

The trail into the woods ie ; :

this early in the morning. Ins:-.

trees, and then she left the pd:.r '
The summer birds-thrushe : '
were returning after the u-r:-tl.:

birch and spruce boughs. Sht -

but the wild grass was stil1 1t,'',

grown to their full, spinv he i-:-

mosquitoes found her, she pu-..

Even with her ears covered, s..

before she could see it.

It was only as she was 11ghr

realized she'd forgotten her r- .

on her walks because there * '.
be out of their dcns noii. ::..
breath, and listened. Jhs16 n'.'-,

arvay, the low. steady roar o: . -,

"Hey bear!" she shouted a: -
Most often, bears beha',-.-.
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around at all. They avoided people and, when they heard your voice or
caught your scent, they gave you a wide berth. Black bears were often

spotted on the hillsides, grazing among the soapberry bushes. The more

mischievous among them would raid the garbage bins behind the lodge. A
shot fired into the air was usually enough to chase them off. The larger,

more fearsome grizzly bears were rarcly seen, leaving only paw prints or

piles of scat in the woods. But now and then, a bear would surprise you.

They were too smart to be entirely predictable. Jules lived just down the

highway from the lodge, and several years ago a black bear had stalked her

as she walked along the power line picking cranberries. Whenever she

turned her back to the animal, it loped more quickly at her. When she

faced it, it stopped and paced side to side, as if tryingto build up the cour-

age to go after its pre1,. This went on for more than a mile, and Jules said it
rvas like a hellish version of red light, green light, with the bear steadily

gaining on her. She was only saved because Stan heard her shouts from his

house and came out with his .37 5 and shot the bear.

Jules had told and retold that story, and others would pipe up with their

own. It was a favorite pastime at the lodge, telling bear stories. Part of the

fun was frightening the wide-eyed tourists who might overhear, but in
truth, you were an idiot to not be somewhat afraid. The most terrifying
stories were about grizzly bears, because of their astonishing size and

force. Hunters told of grizzlies circling their camps at night, huffing and

clacking their teeth in displays of aggression. A surveyor said it was like

being hit by a silent freight train when he was attacked by a sow near A1-

pine. He stillbore the scars on the back of his neck and scalp where the

bear had clamped down on his head and shook him fiercely, before run-
ning off with her two cubs. Just last summer, on the tundra north of the

Wolverine Lodge, a grizzlybear had dragged an elderly man from his rent,

killed him, andpartially eaten him before caching the body under a pile of
moss and dirt.

All these stories ran through Birdie's mind as she waited and listened.

But how many times had she hiked through these woods and seen nothing
more than a spruce grouse or porcupine? Not once had she come across a

bear near the creek. In her entire life growing up along the Wolverine

River, she had seen only a few, mostly at a distance through binoculars.

Just'cause you don't see them, : ,

r.vould say. And she'd argue ar .
place to be without a firearm. T-,
are drowned out by rushing \\';ii--

tled bear in close quarters.

If Birdie turned around anr :

though, the morning would be i,- ,

take a shower, then they'd gcr c,'

rime at all, Birdie would be bac.:

still hurting and her brain in a : -

Birdie pushed on. Once she ;
sparse and the land gent11'east;

u,ere just beginning to uncoii. T:,
float like pale green lace just .r :':

bear nearby, she would be able ,

The creek, which florved c,u:

River, was narrow enough ior !,:
she followed it downstream. \
1\,ater's edge and snowdrifts a., -

among the moss andboulders r-.=.

Downstream Birdie spottc; -.

the creek long ago. The u'ater :.
then cascaded over the r.ide t:-:
hole, but the rainbows over\\-...

sure they were in the creek r-e : :

sha1lows.

Birdie crouched on the ban.< -.-

hunting knife she kept in ther. .
off the line. After she tied on a r.-
out onto the cottonwood 1og, ;.
n'here the bark had fallen ari-a',',

Her first casts were duds. Or.
it free, and the other smacked i..

her. She reeled in again, flippe :
;he iure dropped perfectlf inic -:
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gave a tug to get the spinner working, and reeled slowly. She could feel the

lure bumping against something, but it was probably only snagging on a

sunken tree limb or the bottom of the creek.

She varied where she cast and how fast she reeled. She knew she might
be fishing an empty hole, but it didn't matter. It was enough to be out here,

to let the sunlight and the green of the forest, the sound of the creek and

the summer birdsong, wash over her. What if she could stay out here all

day, walking along the bank and casting her line, not thinking about any-

thing but finding the trout? Moss under her feet, birch branches and blue

sky over her head, no one demanding anything of her. Why couldn't that

be her real life? But it wasn't. Eventually she'd have to go back and face

Della, who would still be pissed off about last night. And she wrculd need

to call Grandma fo to see if she could watch Emaleen because it was Satur-

day and the bar would be busy again. Birdie should have asked sooner, but
lately Jo seemed put out wheneyer Birdie needed something. To make it
\\,orse,lo would have to drive to the lodge and pick up Emaleen. Birdie's

car was still broken down, something with the transmission that was

going to cost more money than she made in a month. She found herself

doing the math for the umpteenth time. Twice-a-monrh paycheck plus her

average tips, minus monthly expenses and the pile of fees she still owed at

the bank for the checks she bounced a while back-if she had to pay for
childcare, she might as well quit her job and go on food stamps. As it rvas,

even if she scrimped here and saved there, she couldn't see being able to
get the car lixed until fall. She was sick of begging rides and money, shuf-

fling Emaleen around like a piece of luggage. Ir was like trying to win a

dull, monotonous game someone else had invented, a game that, in the

end, didn't matter one lick. The drinking and partying, she knew it was

stupid, but it was just a wa1'to feel some excitement ar being alive.

As soon as your thoughts drlft away, that's when the lish strikes. Birdie
felt a sudden tug on the iine, and as she yanked upward on the rod, her
right foot slipped, so that she nearly fell. She caught her balance and con-
tinued to reel, letting the trout take line r.vhen it swam hard arva1. flom her.

The fish leapt and splashed, and then rhere was nothing. She was sure it
had broken the old lir-ie, but as she reeled, she saw the lure dragging across

the water. She iust hadn't set it well enough. She reeled all the way in, un-

tangled the line from the lure ... -

or damaged. She cast again.

In that moment, the ache --

sensation-the mess of gutlt a- -
and thrash and fight-r'anishe :
that ran down the clear line an:

far side ofthe creek again ani :.,
And then she had it. This o:.

tip of her rod and took out lint :
ing down, keeping the line taui ,
You got it, you got it.

Birdie jumped down from --.
the bank. It was a beautiful r.iL::

in its vibrant spawning Col,-'r!-

black flecks that reminded Bi:- .
down its sides. The hook can. .
trout back into the creek and .=,

been a long time since she ar;
She took the hunting knr..

of the head to killit, then crc,.r.-

she pulled out the entrails. tht --
u'iped them away from her -.-,
trout's body cavity, she ran -;.
the dark-red kidney, and the : ..-

the blood.

She glanced at her r.r,atch, I: ;
back. She hadn't brought a ba;...

rruly expected to catch anvtit- -_:

the gill plate and out its bonr -:-.

the fishing rod, and rvith the ;,-
rnto the cabin and holding the :

siept. Emaleen would 14.3[s u'r, '

sav, y ou're going to turn into a _lT': !'' "

Youre allmixedup. Aprince! .\:- '

But what about the Jrog?
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1O EOWYN IVEY

Ummm, youhate to, youhaye to kiss it and then maybe he's a prince?

See! Sowe shouldgittehim akiss, don'tyouthinkZAnd she'd hold the trour up

to Emaleen's face again, and Emaleen would wrinkle her nose and shake

her head and giggle.

Okay, okay, we don't haye to kiss him. How about we eat him for lunch instead?

Maybe Clancy tuill cookit up for us? And Emaleen would cheer.

Partway into the alder thicket, the tip of the fishing rod caught in the

bushes ahead of Birdie. She'd forgotten to carry it backward, the way

Grandpa Hank had taught hea with the tip following her through the

brush. As she tried to pull it free, the line wrapped around the end of a
branch. She set down the trout and the tackle box and began to untangle

it, swearing quietly as she worked.

When she was done and she bent to pick up the tackle box, the sound

of breaking branches continued. Something large was moving through
the alders toward her.

Before she could decide to run oryell, a man appeared out of the bushes.

It was Arthur Neilsen. He looked just as startled, and when he tried to step

back, he stumbled over a low alder bough and nearly fell.

Birdie laughed. "scared the hell out of each other, didn't we?"

He gave no reassuring laugh or smile and continued to look as if he

rvanted to flee in the opposite direction. He was a big man, well over six

f-eet, but he'd leaned out since Birdie had seen him last fall. His choppy,

golden hair looked like he'd cut it himself with a dull blade, and his beard

was full, except where a deep scar ran down the side of his head and cheek.

A11 that remained of his ear on that side was a small flap. Maybe because of
the disfigurement, or his awkward behavior and strange way of speaking,

people tended to shy away from Arthur. Birdie had always been more curi-
ous than anything.

Arthur looked down at the fish and moved closer. "The trout," he said.

"l come here to see if they are in the creek again."

"Yeah, me too. I thought I might be too early, but I ended up catching

two. Lost the first one." She picked up the gutted trout and tried to wipe

away the leaves and grass that had stuck to its drying skin.
"Got this one, though." She held it up for him to see, and his expression

took on an intensity, like a man moving in for a kiss, or a cat winding up

to lunge at a mouse. Birdie bei,'-:.

ri oods. how if anything \\'ent .'"

shouts.

"Okey dokey," she said u-itir =

Everl'body's expecting me."

He tried to step out of her ',-.,

bushes. As she brushed againsi L

take a sharp breath in through hrs

Birdie walked quickly', lool-r:
that he was continuing tou'ar.1 :.-,

ingl" A few strides later, thouE-

heen carrying any fishing gear.
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Cho pler 2

Emoleen didn't know whot to do. Her mom hod been
gone a .very,yery long time and she was scared, except she didn't want to
think about that, about how scared she was, because the fear might bubble

up out of her and grow and growto a terrible size. Instead, she was trying
to keep it wound up in the smallest, tightest little knot, and she could feel

it somewhere by her belly button.

Emaleen used to be scared of the dark. That was when she was little.
Now if it was night time and she woke up alone in the cabin, she knew her

mom was just working late at the bar. She would stay under the covers and

squeeze her eyes tight and count to one hundred or whisper stories to
Thimblina until they both fell asleep, and when she woke up again, her

mom would be in bed beside her.

But it wasn't night time. It was day time and the sun was up over the

mountains and even the dandelions were awake and starting to open their
flowers. Emaleen had watched out the window as her mom walked into
the woods all by herself. Emaleen had watched and waited and watched

and waited, shivering in her pajamas. She thought her mom might come

right back out. But she didn't. Now it had been ayery,very long time, like
a whole hour or maybe ten hours, and she didn't know what to do. The

longer she waited, the farther her mom went av/ay.

Emaleen wasn't supposed to leave the cabin by herself. She might get

smooshed by a car if it drove too fast into the parking lot from the high-

way, ot she might fall lnto the rir-e

cause it was a powerful cold river. i

into the woods bY herself. There

stinging nettles and witches and n

you, they only liked leaves and flor

verystrong and sometimes gruml

close to their babies or You didn'

stomp on you. This one time, tha

stompled by a moose until he *'as

Della was sad. She said she alx'as

dumb and chased moose.

Emaleen was allowed to leave t

she was supposed to go straight

would be a big deal and she and h

didn't like it that Emaleen someil

though she wasn't ababY.

That's how come she didn't cr

the lodge. Instead, she got dresser

dromat in AlPine YesterdaY, so he

nice-the purple T-shirt and the'

pretty color as dandelions- Once

to the nightstand and took out th

long time ago, she lost Thimblir:

her for days and days, andwhen s

bed with the sPiders and dust r

knew were down there and it wa

Thimblina. So now at night time.

so she would be safe and not get

It's okay, Emaleen said to Thi

because Thimblina was imagina

head and she'd still be able to he

worry,Mommy will comehome soon

If you weren'tverY careful,'w

plugged into the wall, so You

scooped hot cocoa Powder out
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