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“This is a beautiful book. Short, sweet, tough, brave, tender, resilient, heartbreaking, true. All that. Ryan Rickrode has written a terse and beguiling and remarkably beautiful novel. Read this.”

—Bret Lott, bestselling author of Jewel, an Oprah’s Book Club selection

“Throughout this novella, Ryan Rickrode not only masterfully interweaves both points-of-view as a husband and wife consider fleeing from a marriage wounded by tragedy, but also uses that struggle to explore the fundamental search for life’s meaning and purpose, a universality that should engage a wide variety of readers.”

—Gary Fincke, author of The Out-of-Sorts: New and Selected Stories

“In The Mountains May Depart...Ryan Rickrode evocatively and lyrically reveals the nuances of how this couple navigates a new world they hadn't anticipated and how their actions and their views of each other powerfully affect their future.”

—Nathaniel Lee Hansen, freelance editor and former editor-in-chief of The Windhover

“Grief isolates Rickrode's characters; it is the fulcrum upon which their agony seesaws. Should they fight or flee? Forgive or forget? Rickrode walks a daunting tightrope between tension and disclosure. The juxtaposition of what is thought versus what is said when two people are poisoned with resentment is maddeningly authentic and forces us to examine how we resist choosing love in our own lives. This book is a small whirlwind!”

—Tara Stillions Whitehead, author of The Year of the Monster

The Mountains 
May Depart
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to my wife, to my parents, 

and to my son, 

with love and gratitude

Forgive and forget, they say, but that is surely wrong. . . . Love does not say to the beloved that it does not matter. Spare me the sentimental love that tells me who I am and what I do does not matter.

– Richard John Neuhaus, 
Death On A Friday Afternoon
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The sun climbs the mountain, the morning light skulks in. She wakes to the sound of her husband waking, and she lies still. 

He moves and she listens. The shush of his drawers, his trek to the bathroom. A scrape of stubble as he kisses her on the cheek, the weight of his feet on the stairs. The coffee begins to percolate. The back door thumps shut. He is gone.

When she’s more asleep than awake she can almost recall the old pleasures of near-dawn: her husband’s small noises mingling with that hot-coffee smell, the cotton sheets tangled in the sunshine, the slow fill of the house, a deep breath before the exhale of day. But it isn’t before, and rather than wait for things that won’t come, she forces herself out of bed and onto her knees. She does this every morning while he jogs. It brings her no comfort. She does not feel close to God when she prays. 

She prays anyway. She prays, “Incline your ear, O Lord, and answer me, for I am poor and needy.” She prays, “Bless the Lord, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits—who forgives you all your iniquity, who heals all your diseases, who redeems your life from the Pit.” 

In her prayers God is like an unseen animal, immense and aloof, stamping and snorting in the fog, and she is taken by the audacity of the psalms, so many imperative sentences: “Hide your face from my sins,” “Do not cast me from your presence,” “Restore to me the joy of your salvation.” As if God will do these things simply because she tells him to. There is as much sense in praying the psalms as there is in asking the Bitterroots to cast themselves into the Pacific. Who is she? 

The words come like pointed fingers, what she is, and she tries not to think of them, not yet. She reads the sentences on the page, forming them with her lips and speaking them aloud. She tries hard to mean them. It’s like attempting to start a fire with two sticks: “For God alone my soul in silence waits, from Him comes my salvation.”

She closes the prayerbook when she hears him return. He thumps through the back door into the kitchen, vigorously noisy in the way only a man can be, taking a cup from the cupboard, filling it with ice, filling it with water, glugging it down.

As he sacks the kitchen she dresses for the day, black slacks, green polo. When she hears him heading upstairs she takes a final look in the mirror, her unwashed hair. 

She meets him in the hallway, red-faced, still perspiring.

“Good morning,” he says.

“Good morning.”

Every morning she feels more certain she should leave him, that leaving would be the loving action. Kissing Dan is like saying the psalms, outrageous winter faith.

In the kitchen she spreads the newspaper across the table. The internet is too alive, too crowded. She’s stopped logging in. Instead she scans the pages of The Missoulian as she sips at her coffee. 

She is trying to teach herself to take it black, has found the sugar easy to part with but misses the cream. Some days she’ll retrieve the half-and-half from the fridge and feel a tug of guilt as she’s stirring it in, but today she takes it black. She flips through the paper, skimming headlines on her way to the comics: something about the president, something about the Vatican, a meth lab busted in Butte, the Top Hat Bar is closing and reopening under new ownership.

Never before has she had so much time to read—no papers to grade, no e-mails to delete, no (no, don’t think of those things)—but so little appetite for books. At Christmas she picked up an Alice Munro collection only to put it down halfway through the first story. All she can manage is the newspaper and occasionally, when she needs to remind herself that she is still, somehow, a poet, a little T.S. Eliot, gloomy and cerebral, a distraction. Beyond that literature just asks for too much: empathy, emotion, imaginative energy, Come, follow me, but she just can’t. The fictional sorrows of Munro’s women are too much. She is sticking with Dagwood and Garfield and J. Alfred Prufrock until it’s time to leave for the laundromat, and Dan is already jaunting down the stairs.

“How’s Ziggy?”

“The pharmacist shot him in the face with one of those trick flowers full of water, because ‘laughter is the best medicine.’”

“That’s funny,” he says without laughing. These days he’s always speaking loudly. It’s as if he’s confused being sad with being hearing impaired. He is thirty and she is thirty-one. Married seven years, and it feels like longer. It feels like forever. Maybe now that he’s asked about Ziggy he’ll be quiet. 

Through the winter he was acceptably sullen, but now with spring tilting into summer he’s grown manic, jolly one moment and brooding the next. Good God, the summer—May’s nearly here and Dan is done teaching the first week of June. What will she do when school lets out and he’s just . . . around? He insists on dashing himself on her sadness. He ferrets her out, finds her crying in the bedroom, the office, the pantry. “What’s the matter?” What a stupid question. She says, “That’s a stupid question.” But he keeps trying. It can’t go on forever. He sits down with his cereal bowl, and though he makes no further attempts at conversation she can feel him searching her face for signs as she reads the Dear Abby: “Dishwasher Sows Discord Between Husband and Wife.” He stares quite openly. It’s as if she’s the dregs of a tea cup or the entrails of a bird.

His spoon scrapes the bottom of the bowl and he carries it to the sink, and she is glad, if reflexively annoyed, when he jingles the keys like a leash. “Ready to go?”

She nods. To the garage, to the car. The sun is peering over the mountains, they drive across the bridge. The sky is stretched with rays of thin white light. All this was once underwater, a glacial lake, the whole valley.

When he pulls into the parking lot of the laundromat he leans across the armrest for a hug.

“I love you,” he says. 

She speaks the response. She tries to mean it: “I love you too.” 

A dead thing within him has wormed itself awake. Two months and a year since Sam died and Dan has begun to catch himself catching glimpses of Carolyn Lakes.

Sam was his son. —is my son. Sam was and is my son. The boy was four years old when he went. That was last February, but suddenly somehow it is April again. It is April and the world is warming and Carolyn Lakes’ knees are peering out from beneath the hemline of her skirt as she flips through an old issue of NEA Today on the far side of the teachers’ lounge. She’s blond, two years out of college, five or six years his younger. She dresses professional, but underneath . . . 

He hates that he has these thoughts, but there they are and lately he is inclined to indulge them. A part of him keeps saying that he deserves these glimpses, that it is April and the world is warming and he deserves restitution.

In the mornings, every morning, as he puts on his running shoes, he resolves to swallow back his if-onlys: if only Sarah hadn’t been fumbling with her cellphone, if only she hadn’t been in such a rush, if only she’d checked her blind spot before merging, then— 

It’s all as neat as ninth grade geometry, but he will swallow back these if-onlys forever if he has to, because he loves his wife goddammit and she blames herself too much already. He is thirty, almost thirty-one, and he knows how the story goes: Couple loses son, only son. Couple falls apart. At night he can feel the narrative passing over their house like weather, and there are moments when he is seized with a desire to hold her and hold her, his wife, his best friend. The brisk way she undresses in the evening, a toss of her hair, lately it takes almost nothing, but in the bedroom she shudders at his touch.

He rolls over, big spoon, and kisses the nape of her neck. Wisps of her hair now cling to his beard.

She says, “I’m too tired for cuddling.”

“You’re tense,” he says, and with the pad of his thumb he begins to work a small circle into the muscles of her shoulder. She allows him the massage but takes no pleasure from it (no little moans). He soon stops.

“I love you,” he says.

“I love you too.”

“Good night.”

“Good night, Dan.”

Outside, in the night, there is a rumble like thunder as a length of train cars comes slamming to a stop. He begins to count to himself. He counts in multiples of thirteen—twenty-six, thirty-nine, fifty-two, sixty-five. . . .

Beside him her breaths swell and then deepen, and he is dimly jealous, though he knows she’ll startle awake once or twice before the morning: she’ll sit up and look around and when he asks what’s the matter she’ll say nothing. Nightmares, he suspects, or back pain from the crash. Maybe both. 

He is tired of not knowing. That morning, after his shower, while Sarah was downstairs with the newspaper, he entered her office and opened her writer’s notebook (a cardinal sin in their house). The latest entry was the scraps of a poem, not promising:

these are the days you would summarize and skip over

if only you knew there was some sentence coming after

A line break, perhaps a pause, then she wrote:

these days which we would cross out

God takes note of them I suppose

I suppose he allows us to suffer

so that he might wring out of us something true:

Lord, I have loved you,

but only for my own sake.

Lord my ass, he thought, and shut the book.

Before the accident they were religious people, regulars at a church that was also a coffeeshop, a hip little place with Mumford & Sons lyrics stenciled on the walls. At night in bed they used to join hands and thank God for the day and remember the less fortunate, and it hadn’t felt foolish, not then. 

What she thinks of God now he doesn’t know. She’s gone in for high liturgy, Lutheranism, a white-hair-and-hearing-aides crowd that takes its communion every Sunday. She seems to find some solace in the rituals. Now we stand. Now we sit. It’s a fortress of a church, more German than Montanan. Every time he follows her up the stones steps to the building, he imagines arrows fired from the stained-glass slits of the windows, hot pitch spilling down its sides.

When she closes her eyes for the Brief Order of Confession and Forgiveness, he pretends she is speaking not of God, but of him: If we say we have no sin we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. But if we confess our sins Dan who is faithful and just will forgive our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.

He knows, or is sometimes certain that he knows, that inside she is as wracked as he is—although, hell, for all she lets on she may only be composing a grocery list behind those cold breakfast table eyes each morning. Her eyes are like the dark eyes of a bird, indecipherable, and if he can’t decode her grief, how can he participate in it? How can I if she won’t let me? he says, not to God, of course, but to himself and to the ceiling.

He is getting angry. Deep breath. The shadows in the bedroom are vague shapes cast by the street lights and the moon. They are far from their antecedents. Again he closes his eyes. Two eighty-six . . . two ninety-nine, three twelve . . . . 

Two years ago he and Sarah were like two whirling cogs meshed together, velcroing shoes, cleaning spills, kissing cuts. Bath time, bed time. They’d made love while their son was asleep.

He was wondering then, in those days, whether she too might want another baby, a second Sam, a little sister or brother. It was logical. Was back then. It wasn’t so long ago that she took the story book from his hands and corrected him with a whisper, a double message, the words warm and arousing in his ear. She said, “Blue Beard is neither a pirate nor a children’s story,” but her eyes flashed like doves in the rocks. 

She slid into the other side of the narrow little bed, wedging Sam in between them. He was sleepy but not asleep, twisting in his jammies and pouting for the confiscated tale. Dan had promised him pirates and parrots and maps to buried treasure.

She stroked the boy’s blond hair, still wispy just a little though he was a baby no longer. She said, “Can Mommy read you one of her favorites?”

Emotion moved like little red clouds across his smooth cheeks. Verging on tears he pressed his face into Sarah’s side. Her fingers through his hair kept him quiet. 

She read aloud: “‘Attention please, we’re going to begin. When we’ve got to the end we’ll know more than we do now.’” 

The cadence of the story was not naturally her own. It took a few sentences for Sarah to fall into it: a wicked troll had made a mirror, and that mirror marred everything it reflected, making beautiful landscapes look like boiled spinach and honest men look grotesque. Now the troll and his troll students were flying the mirror up to heaven to mock God and his angels (how she divined what was and wasn’t “appropriate for children” was beyond him), “‘and the higher they flew the more the glass grimaced till they could scarcely keep hold.’” The mirror shattered on the ground, slivers lodged in people’s eyes, and those people then had only eyes for what was wrong with the world, and other slivers lodged in people’s hearts “‘and that was horrible, for each heart became just like a lump of wet ice,’” and Sarah’s voice grew stronger as she came to the end of the section: “‘The evil one laughed till he split, it tickled him so. Out in the world bits of glass were flying in the air. Now we are to hear all about it.’”

She turned the page to read on, then paused. “Sam-baby?”

A little whistle had settled into his nostrils.

She kissed his forehead and mouthed: I think he’s out.

They slid cautiously off the bed.

In the hallway: “Should we call it a night?” 

Again those dove-y eyes.

“I’m not so tired.”

She took his hand and led him to their room.

Here they are, side by side but with air in between, like two parallel lines extending untouching into infinity. They used to sleep with their ankles intertwined, but now— No, the thing to picture is two parallel lines meeting at the horizon. An apex. He will get them there. She just needs more time, that’s all.

In the meantime he will wash his mind with large numbers, multiply himself into slumber, and he won’t think about—  No, he won’t think of her at all. He won’t think about anything. Not a thing. Nothing.

Three seventy-seven . . . three ninety . . . four hundred and three . . .
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. . . four sixteen . . . .

. . . four twenty-nine . . . 
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. . . four forty-two . . . .

––––––––
[image: ]


. . . four fifty-five . . . 
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. . . four sixty-eight . . . . 
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