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AUTHOR'S NOTE

This story is my recollection of events in my life told with a great deal of love. While some dialogue is reconstructed and approximate, I've made every effort to reflect my understanding of the intent and nature of what was said. In some dialogue, people use gender pronouns for me that I used at the time but no longer use. A few names have been changed and identities obscured. Otherwise, this is the story, accurate to the best of my abilities.




PROLOGUE

GOAT PASTURE

FEBRUARY 2014

Boise, Idaho

For four years in the middle of my already wild life, I lived as that slam dancer who has strayed from the mosh pit at a Joan Jett concert. I wandered out into the alley with an empty flask, dancing with a wall until my bones ached. Occasionally, I drew a crowd to dance there with me in the street light and snow, but mostly in those years I spun alone between the trash cans, music distant but ever in my head—”Bad Reputation” at high volume.

On this night, I am living alone in a goat pasture, a literal goat pasture with two ponies, two large goats, and a barn. On tall posts, yard lights shine, reflecting off snow. I squint, frost on my lashes. Goat bodies blur in the ice fog. Their hooves scrape gravel and straw. I am returning from a night downtown and they follow me.

The city around me is a hiss of quiet. Hills in darkness hang and the sage desert stretches west to the Cascades and Oregon, a state away. I can make out my motor home parked under a willow tree on the back side of a subdivision. I've taken up residence here, unpermitted, uninvited, uncomfortably close to comfortable homes. Sometimes my food and toothpaste freeze in the night. Sometimes my lack of a bathroom and water plagues me and I improvise in uncomfortable ways.

Trailed by two pairs of horns and yellow eyes, I move toward the trees, toward the fence of wire panels that protects my lawn chairs and flowers from the barnyard animals. Inside my kitchen, I switch on the lamp beside my disco ball. Tiny squares of light pierce the ceiling and cabinets. I smile, a small smile. I've upended a life lived in houses, bringing paintings and books, folders of paper for teaching and for making and breaking laws.

From that room set inside a goat pasture, I remember Carol's voice, “Lawmaker, lawbreaker,” eyebrows raised, a tight curve at the corner of that genderless mouth. Carol. I cannot help but think of Carol, the one still dancing in the pit, the one waiting when the hall empties and the music dies.

In the bits of light there in the goat pasture, it's long past midnight. The clock ticks. I've used up another day waiting for a hearing on our bill. But again we made trouble. We blocked doors and the Senate sent seventy of us to jail rather than let us testify.

I'm a former lawmaker with a growing arrest record. Miles away, they still call me “Senator” when I walk in the door. But I'm living in a goat pasture and strategically I'm back where I started a month earlier, or worse, because I have no exit plan for this civil disobedience, this slam dance in the alley. My exit plan requires several simultaneous miracles: a public hearing and passage of our law in a Capitol miles from the goats and my disco ball.

Though I do not have a real exit plan, I do have a ransom note scrawled on a cocktail napkin.

I settle at my kitchen table. From earlier in the day, I can still feel the cold steel, heavy, the scratch-echo of voices outside the jail cell. The arrests in the Capitol got theatrical. Someone in the Senate decided the police needed long jangling belly shackles and handcuffs to arrest us. They skipped the easier plastic zip ties, for dramatic effect, I suppose, to send a message of some kind, a deterrent. As if we cared. We are slam dancing in the alley, not literally but figuratively. We hope our trash cans make some noise.




PART 1

LAND





1

WOODY CREEK

1964

Woody Creek, Colorado

I was born in 1964, in the West, in a town with dirt streets set in pine and sagebrush, five years before the queer uprising at the Stonewall Inn in New York.

My parents left the East Coast when they were young, went West separately for the counterculture.

Woody Creek, Colorado, was nothing then but a single gas station, a trailer park, and a country store off the river bank. An unstriped paved road ran from the store upstream toward Lenado and the borrowed cabin with wood heat and an outhouse where my dad carried me, bundled against the February cold on the day I slipped into this world.

My dad was a walking man with thin, strong legs, calloused hands, kind blue eyes, and a stovepipe beard. When he met my mom, he worked as a janitor and maintenance worker on the ski hill in Aspen. Their first date was a day of duck hunting together. Mom was good with a gun. Dad, too, but he didn't like to shoot, didn't care for killing. A lover of food, nature, and physics, he had left college in his twenties and buried a mentor and friend in the Canadian Arctic after three boats capsized on a canoeing expedition, dumping six men into freezing waters. For eighty days, they paddled as winter came on, killing caribou and ptarmigan, catching fish, and struggling to stay dry so they didn't freeze.

The first ten years of my life, my family lived with other young families in remote cabins and wooden houses. My parents bought land for $160 an acre and settled at the end of a wild side canyon off Woody Creek, thirteen miles outside Aspen. Aspen was already a ski town but still felt a little like a mining town. The valleys off Woody Creek hung with hay fields and homesteads populated by counterculture intellectuals, physicists, carpenters, East Coast pot smokers, writers, musicians, and artists. Hunter S. Thompson lived there with his wife, Sandy, and son, Juan.

The year my parents met, my mom, Pat, was cook and kitchen manager for a lunch spot on Aspen Mountain. She was taller than most men, wore her hair back in a long braid, her pale skin often tan, nails short, Irish nose sharp.

Her mom was Irish and Catholic. Her dad, though, was a tall, big-jawed son of a Swedish immigrant. Mom grew up ever braced to run from home to escape being beaten by him. She hid under bridges or ran, carrying her dog into the cemetery. Conscience wasn't in my grandfather's wheelhouse. He claimed to work as a door-to-door salesman. With this excuse, he left my grandma to do the work of wrenching herself from life as an immigrant's daughter to middle class on her own. At the same time, she cared for her mother-in-law and raised her two kids, Mike and Pat, both of whom, it would turn out, were gay.

My dad, Bruce, was raised by his father, a widowed newspaper publisher with a mountain of privilege. Dad was humble, thoughtful, and embarrassed by wealth, even when, for a time, he had it himself.

In nearly every photo that my grandmother took of my parents before their lives were consumed with their restaurant, my dad is the one holding me. He looks down into my face or holds my chunky, overall-clad body in his lap while my mom smiles. He is tipping a glass of beer up to give me a sip or holding my hand as my feet wheel out to take first awkward steps.

My mom was a wild thing. Unlike my dad, the empathetic staring into an infant's eyes that's said to create attachment wasn't something she took to. It wasn't in her nature. Inside her brain, her machinery of imagination was taken up with ink drawings and sculptures, with imagining monsters with her father's face, or often with conjuring the perfection of her evening cocktail. Every day was marked by the crack of ice in our aluminum ice tray, the clink of a cube in the glass, the gentle sound of the tonic, the sting and zest of lime, gin slipping from the bottle, its gurgle and sigh.


In my first eighteen months of life, I went everywhere with my parents. At three months old, I traveled with them in a VW Bug through France and Germany. I slept quietly under dinner tables as they researched local dishes and restaurants, planning to open one of their own. Bundled in a basket at their feet, I was whisked off into kitchens by waitstaff, my parents’ ticket to meeting the chef.

Cheerful and tiny, all the change and closeness of that first year and a half knit itself into my being, fed my little brain, made me trustful. I grew confident and secure, wild like my mom, with my dad's gentle sense of justice. For me, those two humans made the universe in all its chaos make sense.

My brown-eyed sister, Cree, was born after the calm I thrived on. She was dropped into the bustle and intensity of my parents’ long workdays of turning an aging building in downtown Aspen into a restaurant that critics from New York and Los Angeles came to write about. Dad stood at the helm of his kitchen, while my mom was the bread baker, sauce maker, and prep cook. Dad had spent his early twenties on leave from college roaming the Adirondacks and Canadian wilds and then was stationed in France, becoming fluent in French as he enlisted in the army and was assigned counterintelligence work. He never finished college. After all he saw, he chose a life that let him live in the mountains and cook for others.

Cooking became his love, his gift, his art form. He labored at it, invented, gave everything to a set of tiny rooms where, every day, the menu was different, built with ingredients he would shop for and combine in unheard of ways. As the years passed, he grew more certain, even wild in how he made a meal of meats, tubers, vegetables, flour, butter, and cream.

Once the restaurant opened, a series of live-in babysitters came to stay in the basement of our house. Each one cooked, corralled, changed diapers, and fed us.

In Woody Creek, the tangle of oak trees and sage on the south slope beside our house became Cree's and my playhouse. There, the ridge at the top of the hill wound round the valley, climbing thousands of feet to mushroom-filled meadows, hung high above the houses scattered below. We feasted after family hikes on wild morels, chanterelles, Suillus, boletes, and puffballs.

In the scrub oak, I'd play house with Cree and my best friend, Juan. We'd sketch out bedrooms, kitchens, and living rooms in the dried leaves and act out scenes from double-feature Saturday matinees we watched in town, films like The Poseidon Adventure, The Sound of Music, and Swiss Family Robinson. Juan and I married each other dozens of times, cooked dinner, and put my stuffed animals or Cree to bed. We fit ourselves into roles for men and women like those in his house where his mom, Sandy, cooked and cared for him while his dad wrote, traveled, and questioned all things establishment.

For nine years, we had no television. Books filled our shelves. Outside, in the rectangle of my dad's carefully plotted garden, I'd sit on the soil as he worked his shovel or hoe. I'd pick up earthworms to hold, listen to him talk as he pulled weeds, explaining how a person made seeds grow, offering water, sunlight, and soil. Clouds traipsed the strip of sky above us. Birds argued and conspired. Leaves and pine branches hissed in the wind.

I picked up a dried-out creature with wings and a half inch-long needle at the end of it.

“It looks mean,” I whispered.

“That's an ovipositor there, not a stinger,” Dad said, lifting the black beetle with its orange stripes and turning it over.

I carried the motionless creature upstairs to join the tidy rows of found carcasses of moths, dragonflies, yellow jackets, mountain cicadas, and road-kill snakes. All sat on the orange folding table below the window in my bedroom. These were my marvels. I'd stare at them, learning about scales, exoskeletons, wings, odors, armor, and biological self-defense. In my head, a web of relationships between living things took shape. I developed theories about how one creature relied on another and studied how ants worked more as one being than as many.

Outside our house at the end of the road, a dense pine forest lay on the north slope, which climbed steeply—up to where I wasn't sure. My dad would stand in an upstairs window looking out into the twilight, listening for owls, coyotes, and one night called us from our bedrooms to glimpse a bobcat staring back at us from the edge of the trees.

When he was home, Dad was usually our cook. Mom rode her horses and shot her guns. They mixed around the notion of gender roles.

“Your dad wanted kids,” Mom said years later, no shyness in her voice. “I got pregnant and had you two because it was expected.”

For four years, while she worked the restaurant with Dad and they could afford sitters, she escaped having to be our stay-at-home mom. Dadseemed happy at the center of our family, being the level, the force for gentleness. Mom was glad to wield the wild part, be the one who pushed outward at the calm, upending norms, dragging things to extremes to keep our life from feeling staid.

As for me, I owned a cap gun, microscope, and stuffed animals I worried would feel neglected if put away in a box.

“Oh, Neee-cole, you're such a priss,” Mom would say.

Compared to her, I was soft. Yet, in photos of me at the time I wear my favorite red felt Western hat, sometimes a plaid skirt, tights, and my brown leather cow boots. I looked out through my hazel-blue eyes and saw a world in three dimensions, seasons turning, insects hatching, snow falling, drifts melting, grass poking through the soil. To me, time was never a calendar, a clock, or a straight line. It revolved around cycles, causality, seasons, which colored the stations of the big oval ribbon that was the calendar of time in my head.

On the wall in the bathroom of the house that my dad designed and helped build was a poster that read, “Stop the Rising Tide of Conformity.” On it, a row of identical White men marched in line, one behind the other. If I didn't know the word “conformity,” I sensed what it meant. It meant following orders, bowing down to do what you're expected to do.

Political posters and paintings of naked men and women hung on the walls of our living room and my parents’ bedroom. In my bedroom, a large print hung beside my bed. In it a row of Black women in brightly colored head scarves and skirts stood outdoors surrounded by trees. One played a xylophone that filled the width of the painting. She beat on wooden keys set on a frame, attached to gourds so massive they hung from waist-height almost to the ground.

A window at the foot of my bed looked down the canyon to a meadow and three snow-covered peaks set against a blue-black sky. Not a house lay within sight of us. My parents walked nude onto the deck or swam naked in the pond near my mom's horse corral.

My world was as small as a ten-year-old's might be. My sense of the land then was that every part of it had a human purpose. Beyond the lumber mill was forest where trees grew and were cut for the mill. Cow Camp on the high ridge above Lenado set sage slopes and forest apart for grazing. In the meadows in the valley below us, horses lived in fenced pastures, and neighbors grew wheat or hay. The three hulking peaks in

the distance hung almost like pyramids, crusted with snow, even in early summer. They felt distant and ornamental. Estes Park was there and images of the mountains rose up out of postcards, murals, paintings, and plastic tourist souvenirs. On our one and only family camping trip into the park, Cree and I woke in the morning and left our tent to wander the wide meadow at the base of the peaks, picking tiny wild strawberries and plunking them into tin cups. Dad, who gathered wild mushrooms, currants, and raspberries when he hiked, had shown us how the tiny plants that greened the hillside below our tent also had fruit to offer.

Every part of the land seemed similarly arranged, divided up according to human expectation, molded by our hands, or just ready to meet our needs.

As far as I knew, every person in the houses and ranches around us owned a gun and could sink a bullet into a target with one pull of the trigger. Before my parents stopped hunting, Cree and I stood in the kitchen as Mom and Dad brought home limp pheasants, rabbit skins, and deer my dad skinned and cleaned to eat. The killing was remote, abstract, even though the guns were present and real.

One day, when I was tall as my mom's elbow, I stood on the deck in front of our house. Little Woody Creek flowed below us in thaw. In bare feet and a nightgown, I looked up at Mom, tall, her black hair pulled back, feet spread wide.

In the chill air, her voice rose. “Can't—you—read?” she shouted in the direction of the driveway, her voice flat, humorless. The metallic click of her shotgun cocking silenced the roar of the creek. Aspen leaves clattered in the wind.

Even then I knew this amused her. She stepped forward on the footbridge between our house and the road, barrel low, walking purposefully toward the men ahead of us, climbing out of their bland white car.

Mom had carved and hand-painted no trespassing signs. She'd nailed them to the gate, which the two men in white shirts and ties had driven past, a quarter mile back. The most obvious sign just said “NO” in curly red letters.

NO trespassing. NO, don't keep driving. NO, you are not the exception.

This was pretty much all I knew of religion in my early years: Mom meeting missionaries on the bridge with her shotgun. She'd cock it with a loud “chukkkk-chuuuk” and then smile.

I didn't quite grasp the way the world might be hostile. However, in the years ahead when we traveled and she and Dad set us free to wander in towns and cities, she taught Cree and me about self-defense. Plucking her knife from the sheath on her belt where she always kept it, she held it out in front of her.

“Keep the blade up,” she said, “so you can slash their wrists if they try to grab you.”

Mom claimed people knew the sound of a shotgun being cocked. She and Dad occasionally left us alone at night, paid us to babysit each other when I was just eight. Instructing us in how to scare off intruders, she'd remove the shells and hold her shotgun out in front of her, lifting the long muzzle. The gun's black double barrels would rise, gleam briefly, then fall as she pulled the hammer back and snapped the stock closed with a reverberating metal-on-metal click.

“Hear that sound?” she asked. “That sound is all you'll ever need.”

Out in the world, where Cree and I had to ride the bus into town to go to school, I wore a sort of impervious shield, knowing my life was full of love and kindness, even when my classmates were cruel. Things kids disliked about me were not things I did by choice. By extension, I understood that when others were taunted for their clothes, way of speaking, skin color, or gentleness, the taunting wasn't a remark on their goodness, only on features they simply might not be able to walk away from.

On a spring day in my second-grade classroom at the big public school in town, little faces stared up at me. I'd climbed on a table in the middle of Mr. Fuji's class. In my hand, a wad of dollar bills gave off a metallic smell I knew was getting on my skin. I raised the bills above my head. The money was fresh from Mom's dresser. As that kid in special ed, still sucking my middle two fingers, it was safest if I stayed inside at recess. There, I could pretend to read. If I went out, I might again be sat on, buried in a snow pile, then taunted for wetting my pants.

High on the tabletop, I looked down at the faces of the children below me and let a dollar bill fly. It fluttered past my waist into the shrieks and scrambling. I let another flutter down.

Juan, with his big brown eyes and long black lashes, was kind, but other kids seemed to see something in me, some weakness, some failing. It gave them license to be cruel. I don't recall that anyone could name what was different in the jumble that was me—that thing that sketched out the target on my chest.

On our first day of second grade, I sulked when Juan got to stand in the boys’ line for the bathrooms and I couldn't. With his round face and shiny black hair, Juan could already read. I couldn't. Like my little sister, Cree, Juan had a finely tuned sense of what was appropriate. I didn't. I tilted toward disturbing the peace, dragging Juan in while he scrambled to smooth the chaos and apologize.

From the age of three, Juan's life was intertwined with mine as our parents hosted and went to parties. Juan and I floated in irrigation ditches on rough-cut boards. We wandered sage-covered mesas while his dad, Hunter, and my dad played two-on-two volleyball or while Hunter and my mom shouted, whistled, and gestured in a sort of competition of drinking, being outrageous, and talking about guns.

In 1972, as Juan's dad ran for county sheriff, my dad posed in his chef's hat for one of Hunter's wild photo shoots where friends in bandoliers, big hats, and costumes sat at tables in the Jerome Bar. In the photo, Hunter sat in the center, sedate, staring at the camera, the skin of his clean-shaven head covered by a white bucket hat—just like the one Mom wore.

Juan skirted a world that spun around his father's unpredictability. He lived with a sort of fear of breaking rules I never had. My mom threatened punishments like the dreaded lifting in the air that was part of an “undershirt trick.” Often she grabbed our shirt fronts leering, “I'll knock your little heads together!” But never once did she actually do it.

I crept around Juan's house, allowed to eat Space Food Sticks and powdered Tang. I was hushed or hauled out, cautioned never to wake Hunter as he slept through the day in the big bed set on shag carpet in the basement, resting so he could write all night.

The Thompson house was filled with electronic gadgets and rubber pranks. Rubber dog shit piles lay at the edges of the back hall. Record covers, masks, hats, and a painted human skull decorated the living room. A bird cage with a live talking mynah bird hung in the open kitchen among the potted plants.

The house had two separate land lines. I was intent on trying out the contraptions that let Hunter record phone interviews. At least once, I had to beg an operator not to disconnect Hunter's phone because I'd dialednumbers at random, pretending to be a reporter from Playboy magazine, doing a survey on American sexual habits.

While rules functioned more as an enticement than a deterrent for me, by third grade, most days, Cree and I dressed ourselves for school, made our breakfast and lunch, and followed the path along an abandoned irrigation ditch to the mesa and hay field where our new elementary school sat. One morning, coats zipped, backpacks on our backs, breakfast in our bellies, we crossed the meadow out the back door. In the early light, snow-covered peaks rose in the distance. A quarter mile down the trail, we arrived in a stand of aspens with tall white trunks, all of them dormant then, waiting quiet until spring.

Chickadees called. Long shadows stretched across the path. Looking down, we found the ground littered with white branches. Small trees had been clipped to clear the trail, limbs cut clean with shears or a blade. It was carnage. Maybe Dad had told me or maybe one of my science teachers had explained that aspens are not separate trees, but like bees, they're clones, interconnected underground to form a single being.

I fell to my knees, scrambling to gather up lost parts, matching little trunks to tiny stumps.

“We'll get tape,” I said dropping my pack and running back up the trail, through our field, to the quiet house where Mom and Dad still slept after a long night of work in their restaurant.

I am a little of each of my parents. With pale, freckled skin, I have my dad's small blue eyes and firm nose, his curiosity, compassion, and moral compass but my mom's lack of self-consciousness and need to mix it up.

My sister and I were freer than most children. We had wilds to roam, parents who worked long hours and trusted us to climb ridges or slip out in winter darkness, into fields, running in our socks across a crust of snow under the full moon. I learned to fear little, to love the dark, and to know the sounds of the night.

What I loved most was time with my dad.

At dinner on a good night when Dad wasn't working, we all sat together to eat. Until I was eleven, he might stay after at the table and talk with me. He'd answer my questions, explain biology, evolution, or physics from books he was reading.

“Imagine you're this saltshaker. Your life exists only on one thin, straight line.” Above his brown beard with its streak of blond, Dad's blueeyes drew lines, planes, cubes in the air as he moved the saltshaker back and forth in two directions along an imaginary tangent. “Here in the first dimension on this line,” he tapped the saltshaker on the table, “a person living there can't imagine a world where people live in the next dimension. They can't imagine living a life able to move in many directions, at different angles, not just back and forth along a line.”

Dad's hands now moved the salt in a circle across the wooden top. “Even for the person who lives on a flat plane in the second dimension, they can't imagine the person whose life is lived in the third dimension, in a universe where they move not just forward and back, or side to side, but up and down as well. For someone in the second dimension, climbing a hill, flying, or going underground feels impossible. The rules of our dimension are just too different. They're beyond experience, beyond imagination.”

“What's the fourth dimension?” I asked. We'd talked already about the first, second, and our own, the third.

“We can't imagine it,” Dad said.
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DELICATE THINGS

1976

Stanley, Idaho

My early memories of moving to Idaho are of the cold, the White, and the blue. The sounds were those of Dad's new kitchen in motion, outside every window a depth of wild I did not fully comprehend.

During our final years in Colorado, our neighbors planted a TV antenna on the ridge above our houses. Hundreds of yards of black cable connected it to our living rooms. At last, briefly, our family had television.

I'd passed through tribal lands to the desert on school camping trips, had traveled on boats and buses in Mexico with my parents, and had spent hours lying on our carpet in Woody Creek watching The Jeffersons, M*A*S*H, Hawaii Five-O, Kung Fu, Fat Albert, and Sesame Street. The places beyond, like the television shows I watched, were far from White. In my head, the world was far from White.

Before we left Aspen, marriages were struggling, drugs growing more addictive, Hunter had lost his campaign for sheriff, and with that, Aspen felt increasingly hostile to my parents and their friends, who were “long-hairs” and peace lovers. Colorado's politics were Republican-dominated and probably felt more so to my parents after Hunter's loss. They'd made phone calls and knocked on doors for the campaign, hoping the “greed-heads” would quit arresting hippies, subdividing the hay fields, and let people be.

However, in that state to the north of us, Idaho's politics were split evenly across party lines. Idaho seemed free and wild, humble and romanticto my dad and mom. It looked like a place they could raise children away from the glitz and enforced conformity they wanted to leave behind.

In 1975, in the midst of an economic downturn, my family sold our eighty acres, left Woody Creek and our place at the end of the valley. We packed up our dogs and cats, put our stuffed animals and furniture in a moving van. Mom's wooden sculptures of naked men and women rode along as we drove our two battered cars north along the Rocky Mountains to a creaking guest ranch on the Salmon River—in the dead center of libertarian, live-and-let-live Idaho. The ranch had a hot spring pool but no TV, not even radio, nothing to counter the racial Whiteness, the straightness of what was then a vast and isolated spot amid wilderness that stretched for as many as fifty to a hundred miles north and south up the center of the state.

The nearest town was fifteen miles upriver and had a population of forty-seven. Dad hoped to grow and raise much of the food for his new restaurant. People would come by car and stay in a cabin or a room in the big guest ranch lodge.

Raising chickens and vegetables, milking the cow, making the beds, cleaning the chamber pots would be done by our family and by some assembly of other families working on the ranch. It seemed Dad hoped that on the ranch we'd recreate the free-ranging counterculture of Woody Creek, far from the hostile government that had made Aspen feel increasingly foreign.

Yet, as Mom unloaded horses and Dad unpacked boxes of mixers, knives, pots, and pans, White Nationalist Richard Butler also moved to the state. In the North, near Hayden Lake, he began to dream into existence a militarized compound, arming himself and plotting out the lines of a White separatist nation to be built through violence in the Pacific Northwest.

High in the mountains, three hours from the nearest hospital or movie theater, Cree grew tall and together we roamed pastures, mountainsides, and forests, playing in the ten rooms of the lodge and six small guest cabins. So insulated were we that it would be decades before we understood the place and time where we'd landed.

At ten and eleven years old, we would now be raising chickens and rabbits for Dad's new restaurant, working to feed guests, hiking, and reading—something I'd finally figured out and had come to love.

Cree and I set out across the fields and forests that made up our 120-acre ranch. We found an ancient dump filled with antique bottles, cliff faces, ancient trees, wildflowers, bird nests, and salmon who'd migrated upstream from the ocean to spawn and die in the riverbed. While sometimes the black draft horse Zelda was put to work skidding logs down the mountain from the forest, mostly the land around our ranch seemed untouched. I imagined its plants and animals existed much as they had for hundreds or even thousands of years while the Sheep People and the Salmon People of the Newe Shoshone lived there. Forests went on and on, unbroken into the distance, and were home to night creatures, strange plants, toads, pika, mountains goats, rubber boas, and a sort of quiet I'd never known.

That summer, our hair long now and worn in braids, jeans on, tennis shoes on our feet, Cree and I determined we were brave enough to camp out beyond the ranch in the forest all by ourselves. Day packs on our backs, we set out one evening with Cree's black dog, a tent, two pork chops, sleeping bags, matches, and metal grate for cooking our dinner over a fire. Having crossed a bridge and wandered up the valley out of sight of the ranch, we set up our tent on the bank of Warm Springs Creek, a river that drained a huge portion of the White Cloud Mountains, a set of peaks that rose to twelve thousand feet and stretched untraversed by any road or highway for more than forty miles.

When dusk fell, the roar of the river kept our minds off the sounds of animals in the forest. We set up our tent, lit our fire, and began cooking our pork chops, turning them carefully with sticks, hoping the garlic tucked into tiny cuts in the meat didn't fall out. Grease dripped. The meat browned and grew firm. Ready to feast, I looked up at a set of rocks above our campsite. I kept imagining I saw movement. Cree's black dog looked up at the rocks as well. I started thinking about the scent of our meat.

By the time we'd finished dinner I felt as if a pair of yellow eyes were staring down at us from above.

“Maybe we should burn the bones so nothing smells them,” I said casually to Cree.

I had long loved the dark and had repeatedly chosen the solo role of being “it,” roaming yards and pastures in Aspen trying to catch friends who tiptoed loudly between the “base” and the shadows of trees in quivering, screaming pairs. Their task was to avoid me lying in wait, silentand invisible in dark corners, along lightless trails, in tree wells, or far out beyond the house lights during our neighborly sessions of nighttime base tag.

Cree however, like Mom, had never been at home in the dark.

She said something like, “What do you mean so nothing smells them? Do you see something?”

On our arrival at the ranch, my dad, clearing trail, had come back reporting sign of a mountain lion upstream, across the river from where we had just chosen to camp.

“Well, there could be a mountain lion,” I said.

That did it. We both worked ourselves up, staring into the dark with our puny flashlights, searching the rock face above us for a set of eyes. We packed our tent, left our pork chop bones in the wet ashes of the fire, and ran all the way down the trail, along the dirt road, and home.

When fall brought flashes of color to the river canyon, Dad enrolled us in the Stanley Elementary School. Our two-room schoolhouse would be an old, curved, metal Quonset hut. I'd be one of only two kids in the sixth grade.

Getting to school most mornings required a two-mile walk along a dirt road on the banks of the Salmon River in darkness. At the bridge where our road met the highway that led upriver to town, we boarded the eight-seat Suburban that served as our bus. On the bus Cree and I curled up together and slept the half hour all the way to town.

As harsh as walking two miles in the dark and cold might seem, it was often magical. When six-foot salmon were not thrashing their way upstream or spawning in the river below the road, river otters would play on the river ice. Cree and I sat on the edge of the road more than once, nearly missing the bus while whiskered creatures climbed the bank and slid down on their bellies into dark pools through holes in the white snow and ice.

We saw weasels and more kinds of water birds than we knew names for. We surprised owls, hawks, eagles, coyotes, foxes, porcupines, deer, and elk. On the road, tracks of bobcats, pine martens, and mink meandered.

I could imagine a whole universe of creatures—plants, animals, and insects—living out their lives invisible to us and all humans, deep in the forest and mountains. And there on a river, set between two of the nation's most vast wilderness areas, we now lived.

The wild of Idaho wasn't the wild I'd understood in Colorado. It felt infinite. It seemed to exist more for its own sake—for the sake of the otters and the mountain lions, not for us.

One day in our second year on the ranch, deep in the men's bathroom of the sprawling ranch lodge, a tight braid swung from my shoulder across my chest. I pushed it back. Panicked peeping rose from the newspaper-covered floor. A clutch of mouse-sized ducklings and fat-bodied hatchling geese ran in circles. They paused. Eyes stared up at me, heads cocked, deciding if I was predator or parent. I squatted on the fake brick linoleum and stretched one arm over their low plywood pen, fingers coaxing them toward me.

I was twelve now. For the next few years, my sister, only eleven, would work the front half of Mom and Dad's new restaurant while I worked the kitchen. Cree opened wine bottles and handled drama. I churned butter, made custards, chopped vegetables, picked and washed wild watercress until my hands ached with cold.

On that ranch, we would grow into teens, Cree wearing her hair down, bending at the waist to flip it back, adopting role models from among coworkers on the wait staff who were twice her age, women who shaved their legs and wore makeup. I, however, remained unclear on the reasons a person would shave their legs. I pulled my long, straw-thick hair back, tight and out of sight. When I grew breasts, they came with a vengeance, unwelcome and unwieldy. But that was a year away. On that afternoon in the lodge bathroom, I was gloriously flat-chested. My task was raising ducks and geese for Dad.

It was spring. The restaurant, cabins, and lodge were closed for the slack season and it would be a month before guests would come again, needing to use the bathroom stall or the big porcelain urinal that hung on the wall above my head.

From the bathroom floor the ducklings peeped. I herded a group of them up the ramp toward the lip of a plastic tub. One jumped into the water; the others followed. They paddled their feet and swam for the first time in their short little lives. I smiled.

I was to feed them and seven geese, clean out their dirty newspaper bedding, and, in warmer weather, take them outside for visits until they were big enough to live in the pasture. These would be my ducks and geese, and I had completely put out of my mind their actual fate. It was like that of the chickens and the two pigs my sister and I had foolishly named. All of them would end up on the ranch butcher block and eventually in the restaurant where my dad would painstakingly demonstrate to me how to cut skin from muscle and meat from bone.

The ducklings bobbed in the water, circling until they grew tired. Each heaved itself onto the wooden ramp that sat propped to give them a route up over the sides of the tub and back down to the newspaper and their food below.

I sat up on my knees and reached into the pen to scoop one of the ducks into my hand. Its bill was flat and soft on the bottom. I pulled the bird close to my chest. It slowly settled from its panic and sat blinking, turning its head to look up at me with one of its eyes. Leaning against the wall, I stroked the odd down, touched the curve of its bill, the warm skin in the webs between its clawed toes. The duck ran its bill through the down on one wing, preening.

I was in love. I thought then that I'd want be a parent, have something to care for, to talk to, a mind to share the beauty of things with, to show how nature and science worked. The complexity of the world was infinite. I loved that fact but had no one to talk with about any of it.

I gently set the duckling on the paper next to the others. It was late. I'd be back in the morning to sit with them, change their paper, and give them food.

When morning did come, I was the first to open the bathroom door. It swung inward and the sound of peeping rose, oddly solitary. All I saw then were the bodies floating, all the ducks but one, motionless in the plastic tub. The ramp had fallen. After swimming and struggling for hours into the night, my ducks had drowned.

The scream that came out of me wouldn't stop. I ran. For days, everything drained out of me. I lost confidence, lost certainty. The images kept coming back, all of it my fault.

That was when the nightmares started, dreams about delicate beings I was charged to protect—human babies, animals, anything—and invariably I would lose that thing; it would die or morph into something else, something sinister with teeth or simply a creature I didn't recognize and failed to care for as any person knew they should. I blamed myself over and over. I could not be trusted. I was incapable.

That memory of my floating ducklings ate deep at the core of my chest. For decades, I couldn't touch or see it without feeling my insides caving in.

[image: ]

At Stanley Elementary School, a blond kid younger than me pumped his legs, riding his swing above me into the sky. Mountain peaks rose, snow-dusted. Kids played behind thin windows cut in the curved corrugated metal of the Quonset hut.

The blond kid shouted, “My dad says …” His comment drifted down to me and out on the air to the town around us and its forty-seven people.

Inside Mr. Bradshaw's classroom, only ten of us made up not only the third and fourth grades but the fifth and sixth, as well. We were mostly ranch kids or kids whose parents worked for the national forest fighting fires, counting cows, building fences, making sure hunters killed only the wildlife they had permits for. Idaho was not a rapidly growing place. In the center of the state where we lived, people worked hard for little and often made do by chopping wood, growing food, hunting, and preserving fruit and vegetables for winter. Stretching all the way from Utah and Nevada, north to the Canadian border, our state was twice the size of equally White Kentucky where Hunter grew up. Yet it had half the population.

The blond kid's voice lilted, almost as if he were singing. “My dad says, if he ever sees a Black person …” Here, I cocked my head to listen. Had this child's father never seen someone Black? Had he lived his whole life in a town of White people and never traveled far enough to see the true span and complexion of humanity?

The town nickname for my family and the other families on the ranch was “The Robinson Bar Hippies.” My parents owned this name, Dad with his long beard and gender-bending hair, all their free-spirited travel, radical politics, and well-worn cars.

I had studied my blond classmate, how he loved to run. He was fast and had a joy about him in spite of ideas at home seeding themselves into him. At age twelve, I still hadn't grasped the depth of the bigotry around me, that we'd moved to a town and state where some still believed disgusting things about what they deserved because they were White.

The blond kid went on, voice matter-of-fact: “If he ever sees one, he'll shoot ‘em.”

The word “shoot” took a moment to register, rising in the air, up over the swing set like a bullet at the clouds. I had heard classmates say racist things. In Colorado, in second grade, a classmate had used the N-word. I don't believe the slur went unnoticed by my teacher, Mr. Fuji. But here my teachers were White, the town was White, the sheriff and people running our capital were White.

Violence flowed from somewhere unseen. I backed away from the swing set, imagining a shotgun, like my mother's, in his father's hands. What was it about being Black?

I felt shame for this boy. I felt so much shame I didn't tell Dad what I'd heard.

Winter deepened. Feet of snow stretched, covering the land. Over town, peak after peak rose, jagged in glaring white. These peaks were the edge of the Sawtooth range. They towered over the wide basin where our school sat. Drifts buried sagebrush hillsides, at the edge of the Frank Church Wilderness, which spanned hundreds of miles of mountains in the middle of the state.

Following
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