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            Prologue

         
         
         
         Brett Beasley cradles his groceries like a baby, strolling the aisles of Walmart in search of the final items on his list.
            It is January 2, 2017, in Salida, Colorado, a small mountain town on the Arkansas River. Using his hands and forearms, he
            balances two packages of sausage, two loaves of French bread, a stick of butter, and enough boxes of spaghetti to feed seven
            people. Brett hates shopping and never does it, especially at Walmart, which is why he asked his wife, Cari, to accompany
            him. She knows he is nervous about cooking for the group, including a pair of dads he doesn’t know well. He wants everything
            to be perfect. So she tolerates his refusal to use a cart or a basket and carries whatever he can’t. Let’s get this over with, she thinks.
         

         
         The next day Brett and their youngest daughter, fifteen-year-old Brooke, are leaving on a backcountry ski trip with two other Salida families. They will stay two nights at a cabin in the heart of the Sawatch Range, an alpine playground teeming with peaks and powder snow, paying forty dollars a night per bunk. Brett worries, as he does with everyone, whether the dads will like him. But he’s also itching to go. The outdoors is his life. He doesn’t have a home computer. He’s not on social media. “I’d rather be out living,” he says. 

         
         That mantra has made him a legend in Salida. He’s a Harley-riding, Grateful Dead–loving free spirit with a shaved head and
            a long beard who keeps a keg in his garage. A friend describes him as being “everything to everybody,” from adventure partner
            to emotional rock to fun-loving wingman. Which, of course, comes at a price, mainly paid by his family in time spent without
            him. His absences always saddened Cari, but lately she has felt a shift in her husband. He is more present, more tuned in
            to their daughters. He’s getting it, she thinks. What matters most is being with them.
         

         
         After dinner on this night, Brett, Cari, Brooke, and her older sister, seventeen-year-old Bari, flop down on the living-room
            couch, nestling into each other like puppies. They turn on a Hallmark movie. It is all Cari ever wanted, this. A life basically
            too perfect to notice.
         

         
         

         When Brett wakes up the next morning, it is still dark. He and Brooke finish packing, and Brett walks in to say goodbye to
            Bari, his adventuress daughter, who follows him up mountains and down rivers like a shadow. She hears her bedroom door creak
            open and pretends to be asleep.
         

         
         Ever since she learned of the hut trip, Bari has wished she were going. Brett told her last fall, while driving home from a family wedding, that he yearned to spend more time with her and Brooke. “I really want to develop deeper connections with you guys,” he said. He was sad that she was more focused on running cross-country and on her friends than on him. Soon she would graduate and leave for college. He felt her slipping away. “I want to be a bigger part of your life,” he said. “It seems like you’re always telling Mom all these things. I want to be that person who you feel comfortable telling.” It wasn’t the teenage gossip he craved but his daughter’s attention and trust. 

         
         She heard him. Since then they have become frequent backcountry ski partners, a ritual that both of them adore. Instead of
            riding lifts to the tops of runs, they climb through the forest and into stunning scenery away from crowds and civilization,
            then descend through virgin powder snow as fine as chick feathers. It is the one thing Bari will cancel her social plans for.
            But she also understands that he doesn’t share the same connection with her younger sister, and this hut trip offers him a
            way in. As much as she wants to go, she isn’t invited.
         

         
         “Hey, Bari, I’m leaving,” her dad whispers at her door. “I love you.”

         
         She lies in bed, contemplating whether to open her eyes and say goodbye. She doesn’t open her eyes.

         
         

         Brooke has struggled to be kind to Brett, and vice versa. They often bicker about minutiae. She feels pressured to love the outdoors like the rest of the family, but now, at fifteen, she is establishing her own identity as a musician. Their relationship has shown signs of improving. Last summer she and her dad rafted the Green River together, a leisurely float through Utah canyon country, sharing a guitar and sleeping under the Milky Way. When Brett got a toy race-car track for Christmas the previous week, Brooke lay on the floor and played with him. On New Year’s Eve, three days before the hut trip, she and her band performed at the Monarch Ski Area lodge, twenty miles from their house. Halfway through the set, as Brooke sang “No Rain” by Blind Melon, her mom, dad, and sister danced before her, smiling and twirling, full of pride. All the trials of adolescence disappeared. 

         
         It is around 7:30 a.m. when Brooke and Brett climb into his 4Runner for the hour-long drive to the trailhead. They don’t spend
            much time like this, one-on-one. Brooke is surprised by how good it feels. She has never known how to have deep conversations
            with her dad. But they’re really talking now. He tells her about the skiing he hopes to do around the hut, exploring powder
            stashes. She sees his excitement. Then he asks her to use his phone and text his boss, saying he won’t be at a meeting later
            this week.
         

         
         Jerry Garcia, Brett’s favorite, croons on the radio. Brett tells her how much he loves Jerry’s voice. “He’s so passionate
            about singing.”
         

         
         Brooke has listened to the Grateful Dead with her dad since she was a toddler. But suddenly the music hits her differently.
            Instead of listening to him listen to Jerry, she hears it herself: the full-throated love in each note. It enlightens her, and makes her feel connected to her dad. She asks what he wants to do for his birthday, which is coming up in two days, while they are on their trip. 

         
         “I just want to be here,” he says, glancing over at her. “I just want to be here, hanging out with you.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part 1
The Hut Trip

         
         
            A man who dares to waste one hour of time has not discovered the value of life.

            —Charles Darwin

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1
Departure

         
         Uncle Bud’s Hut, in central Colorado’s Sawatch Range, sits nestled in a pine forest at 11,380 feet, eight miles west of Leadville, the highest city in North America. The two-story wood and stone structure is one of fourteen backcountry cabins owned and operated by the 10th Mountain Division Hut Association, a network named for the legendary US Army troops who helped win World War II and trained just north of Leadville. It was built in 1989 in memory of a division lieutenant named Burdell “Bud” Winter, who died in combat in Italy at age twenty. One of the most popular huts in the network, it’s a nineteen-hundred-square-foot refuge where families and friends come to escape the rush of society among stunning natural splendor. From the deck on a clear day, you can marvel at the rounded pyramid of Mount Elbert and the sprawling ridgeline of Mount Massive—the two highest summits in Colorado, at 14,438 and 14,427 feet, respectively. 

         
         To access Uncle Bud’s in winter, most people park at an old railroad crossing known as Leadville Junction, six miles away,
            where a snowy lot serves as the Turquoise Lake Trailhead. From there, it’s a meandering trek along a snow-covered road to
            the hut. The route gains sixteen hundred vertical feet and snakes past shuttered summer campgrounds, nineteenth-century silver-mine
            shafts that are now just divots in the landscape, and crumbling log cabins.
         

         
         Early on the morning of Tuesday, January 3, 2017, a group of seven—three fathers and four teenagers—met at Leadville Junction
            before heading up for a two-night stay at Uncle Bud’s. The dads were prominent members of the small mountain community of
            Salida, roughly an hour south and three thousand feet lower. Joel Schaler, a family physician, had delivered more than five
            hundred babies in town. Chuck McKenna, a former monk, was the principal at Longfellow Elementary, one of the top-rated schools
            in the state. And Brett Beasley, a US Forest Service ranger, oversaw recreational amenities throughout the upper Arkansas
            River Valley, a sixty-mile-long watershed wedged between jutting peaks. Although Uncle Bud’s sat on national forest land,
            this was Brett’s first time visiting the hut.
         

         
         The trip had been Joel’s idea. He and his wife, Laurie Walters, a Chinese medicine doctor and acupuncturist, used to take hut trips all over Colorado. They spent up to a week at a time traversing between backcountry cabins around Aspen, Vail, and Leadville. Then they had children and, as is often the case, stopped going. Seven months before this trip, in June 2016, Laurie had died from uterine cancer at age fifty-nine. Joel, overworked and exhausted, booked the hut to get his family back into nature. He was intent on maintaining the bond with his two kids and restoring a sense of normalcy after putting on a strong face. He was also out of shape and decades removed from his former life as a professional adventure guide. 

         
         Initially it was just going to be them: Joel, his nineteen-year-old daughter, Morgaan, and his fifteen-year-old son, Cole.
            But as he sometimes did on their expeditions, Joel invited the McKennas for company. He and Chuck had kids of similar ages
            (they met in birthing class with their wives) and spent every Christmas together. Chuck, meanwhile, was celebrating his own
            return to backcountry adventures. Two years earlier, he’d gone in for emergency open-heart surgery, not knowing if he’d come
            out. A beloved figure in Salida, Chuck had been an old soul since childhood. At age ten, when someone observed that he kept
            to himself, Chuck replied, “It’s better to listen than to talk.” The trait made him a trusted ear for many in town who had
            suffered trauma, including kids who’d lost parents. He looked forward to detaching for a few days, even if he was only a mediocre
            skier. He was joined by his fifteen-year-old daughter, Melissa.
         

         
         Like a lot of Salida kids, Melissa started skiing at Monarch Ski Area when she was young. Snow never quite hooked her, however, and eventually she gravitated toward dance and tennis. At times insecure in a community that prioritized outdoor sports, and self-conscious of her ability on skis, Melissa asked for permission to invite her friend Brooke. They’d been close since the fifth grade, and although they spent plenty of time frolicking in the river and hiking the trails above town, Brooke, too, sometimes felt like a black sheep in Salida, because she wasn’t as interested in pushing herself outdoors. Brooke was a stronger skier than Melissa, but Melissa never felt judged when they were together. Brooke made her laugh like no one else. They could be silly and carefree, which was what Melissa wanted at the hut. Neither expected her deficient skill to hinder their safety. 

         
         Brooke had joined the Schalers and McKennas on a more mellow trip to the Lost Wonder Hut, near Monarch, the previous year—her
            first time at a backcountry cabin. This trip to Uncle Bud’s offered a different allure. For much of the fall semester, she
            and Joel’s son, Cole, had been flirting at school. Both confessed to Melissa, who goes by Mel, that they had a crush on the
            other. Mel could tell; everyone could. When she invited Brooke, she made sure to add, with raised eyebrows and a knowing smile,
            “Cole will be there!”
         

         
         Brooke was attracted to Cole’s goofy personality and athleticism, traits that her dad held too. She liked a little of the
            chase and to make people like her, especially someone as independent as Cole was. She blushed at Mel’s invitation; she was
            in, of course. Cole, in turn, invited his best friend from preschool, Jesse Burns. But Jesse and his dad were going to Belize,
            so the Uncle Bud’s group had room for one more.
         

         
         It wasn’t until a couple of weeks before the hut trip that Brett asked Chuck about joining their group. Chuck checked with Joel, who said sure. Well, that’s a win, Chuck thought. We’ve got Mr. Backcountry himself.

         
         When Brett told Brooke that he was going, she was taken aback. She’d been so focused on Cole that the thought of it being
            a father-daughter trip hadn’t crossed her mind. But now it intrigued her: He wanted to spend time with her, on her terms.
            Maybe this would bring them closer.
         

         
         Joel had met the Beasleys fifteen years earlier, when they lived across the street from each other. Brett always seemed friendly
            and upbeat, and he was obviously well known in town. He and Joel waved from their driveways, greeted each other on the sidewalk,
            and sometimes shared small talk. But they ran in different social circles and were separated by thirteen years in age, so
            it rarely went deeper than that. Though both were avid whitewater boaters, they never crossed paths on the river. Joel was
            aware of Brett’s work with the Forest Service and reputation as a mountain athlete, however. Morgaan, who knew the Beasleys
            through their daughters, expected Brett would become something of a co–trip leader, along with her dad, because of his backcountry
            know-how.
         

         
         Everyone met at the Schalers’ house in Salida and caravanned to Leadville Junction. At the trailhead, just after 9 a.m., they divvied up the food to carry in and talked about what meals they were planning to cook at the hut. One of Brett’s friends showed up in the parking lot. Daniel Brown was an Alabama transplant who lived a few houses down from the Beasleys and went by D-Bone—or, simply, Bone. He worked as a hutmaster for 10th Mountain and had to service the hut that day, so he told Brett he would shuttle in some of their supplies by snowmobile to make the trek easier. 

         
         The air felt like deep winter—crisp and clear, with puffs of steam rising from their breaths and the calming scent of wood-burning
            stoves emanating from nearby cabins. A massive green forest unfolded before them. Other than their voices, the valley was
            quiet.
         

         
         Just before they left the parking lot, in case something were to happen, Joel showed Brett where he kept a spare key to his
            pickup: in a magnetic compartment attached to his trailer hitch. “Do you have one?” Joel asked. Brett’s was on a wire under
            his chassis. Their exchange set a tone of precaution, of being on the same page when it came to safety.
         

         
         

         Joel, age sixty, had short gray hair, a neatly trimmed goatee, and squinting brown eyes, with a build that still carried a hint of his prime. Before he became a doctor, he spent more than a decade working in the wild. He started as an instructor for Outward Bound, leading twenty-one-day wilderness courses. Then he found river guiding, specifically the world-famous, two-week trip down the Grand Canyon. He ran the Grand sixty-five times, mostly in the 1980s. He’d always been a stickler for safety, and on the hut trip, he made sure to pack extra clothing and survival gear as well as a hefty first-aid kit. When he told Cole at the start of their six-mile approach on skis to stay within shouting distance, part of the reason was because he wanted to be close lest an issue arise that required medical attention. 

         
         Joel had been working fifty-hour weeks and skiing less than he would have liked, but he still felt okay as they set out. Morgaan,
            a petite yet agile athlete, was getting used to her new alpine-touring ski setup, with special bindings that attached only
            at the toe for the climb, pivoting without friction, before she locked her heels in place for the descent. She had just finished
            her sophomore fall at Colorado Mesa University, in Grand Junction, and wasn’t in great shape. The gear felt heavy. But she
            was tough like her mom had been, and she and Joel were content to plod along at the back, letting the others lead.
         

         
         Light flakes glistened in the chilly air. Nobody on the trip was a weather nerd, but Joel had checked the app on his phone’s
            home screen to view the forecast for Leadville, the closest municipality to the hut. It showed a snowstorm moving in the next
            day, but no cause for concern—three to four inches by Thursday morning, January 5. Just enough to make the skiing good.
         

         
         Brett and Chuck struck up a conversation at the beginning of the trek. Since their daughters were close friends, they had
            chatted before, but never in depth. “Thursday’s my birthday,” Brett said with a smile. His tone was bittersweet, however,
            and he soon told Chuck why: “I’m afraid to get old. I’m going to start losing things. And I don’t know if I’ll be able to
            do what I’ve done in the past.” He was turning forty-seven.
         

         
         Recently, Brett, who was built like a steel rod, had told friends he felt he was slowing down. They could see that it bothered him. Though a gifted mountain biker, he never entered local races—the idea of paying to compete on public lands went against everything he believed in. Public lands were for freedom, a sanctuary not to be tainted by stopwatches. Still, he was always at the front of any outdoor adventure, and he took pride in his ability to surprise people with his endurance, whether pedaling, hiking, or skiing. The hut trip presented an opportunity to prove his demise was less imminent than he feared. 

         
         
           
            [image: Melissa and Brooke, wearing backpacks and holding ski poles, are cross-country skiing away from the camera. The ground is flat and snowy. Trees line their path.]Melissa and Brooke, skiing up to Uncle Bud’s Hut.

            
               Courtesy of Morgaan Walters-Schaler
                 
         
         On frozen Turquoise Lake Road, Morgaan took a photo of Melissa and Brooke gliding along the groomed track on cross-country
            skis, timestamped 10:13 a.m. An inch of fresh snow covered the corduroy pattern, barely frosting the pine branches. Cole couldn’t
            resist cruising ahead. He had his mother’s wiry build; he packed just 120 pounds on a five-foot-ten frame and had been self-conscious
            of his boniness in grade school. But he was stronger than his physique suggested, and possessed a rare devotion to fitness
            for a teenager. He’d spent the past six months waking at dawn to do CrossFit and beef himself up for high school soccer. He
            was also stubborn. In his father’s words, “He’s not going to back down from a challenge. He’s going to keep up with you if
            it kills him.” Of course, that kind of scenario had never actually presented itself.
         

         
         Intent on looking good in front of Brooke and her dad—and showing his family how fast he’d gotten from working out—Cole took
            off, then waited until the rest of the group caught up. This was on-brand; he had been something of a wild boy growing up.
            The trait could get someone in trouble in the backcountry, where coordination and communication are paramount. In this case,
            his father chastised him for breaking from the group, particularly after he had just told him not to do exactly that. But
            soon enough Cole did it again. Eventually Brett, the only one fit enough to stay with Cole, gave in and chased after him.
         

         
         From behind on the road, Brooke watched her dad forming a bond with Cole, joking around, the two of them feeding off of each other’s energy. It was typical of Brett, who liked to make others like him. He still called most people “dude” (including his daughters), “brother,” or “cuz” and thrived on impressing fellow adventurers. Cole made for a rapt pupil. When Brett found out Cole had never been backcountry skiing—the perfect winter outlet for someone so fit and eager—he started to hype him up, telling him how awesome and freeing it was. Cole was struck by Brett’s youthfulness. Despite a thirty-two-year age gap, Brett seemed like a kid on his soccer team. They talked about high school and sports and powder skiing. Instead of feeling awkward or pressured to impress his crush’s dad, they were bro-ing out. It was the first time Cole had been in a situation where age didn’t seem to matter. He felt a weight lift from Brett’s acceptance of him. Brooke suspected her dad and Cole would ski all day together. 

         
         With a little more than a mile to go, the group encountered a woman skiing in the opposite direction. She was coming down
            from Uncle Bud’s.
         

         
         “How was the snow?” Joel asked.

         
         “Oh, it was excellent,” the woman replied, explaining that she had lapped a gladed bowl behind the hut that led to an easy-to-spot
            return track for a loop. “You just go up the ridge, ski down, and it drops you into a little valley. Then you swing back around
            to the cabin.”
         

         
         Her friends had skied a steeper slope into a rugged basin called Porcupine Gulch, she added, but she opted not to join them because of the risk of triggering an avalanche. She didn’t mention any landmarks to distinguish between the two runs, nor did the group ask. They had no intention of venturing far from the hut or skiing anything steep, especially a slope that could slide. Their plan was just to plumb the mellow, low-hanging fruit around the cabin. 

         
         

         It was early afternoon when Brett and Cole reached Uncle Bud’s. D-Bone’s snowmobile was parked outside, and he had a pot of
            hot water ready for them. Prior groups had shoveled snow into piles just off the south-facing deck. Visibility was limited
            by clouds hovering above the valley floor. They dropped their packs and then skied back down the road to check on the rest
            of the group, who were still out of sight.
         

         
         When everyone arrived, the kids explored the hut’s interior, with its big windows and various hangout nooks, claiming beds
            upstairs. The dads walked over to a large map on the wall that showed the terrain around the hut. Uphill and to the north,
            a long east-west ridgeline separated the hut from a different drainage. To the east and west, gentle slopes meandered downhill.
            D-Bone, who had visited Uncle Bud’s countless times, pointed out on the map various ski zones and nearby features to orient
            them, including a mellow southeast bowl that started from a point called Whiskey Knob and could be skied in a loop. It was
            likely the same run the woman had described on their way in.
         

         
         Hutmasters restock, clean, and troubleshoot problems at the cabins—as well as maintain the toilet vault, which at Uncle Bud’s was outside, down a wooden walkway, chipping “the cone” of fecal matter that sometimes rises up to the seat. But they also know the area better than anyone, which was especially helpful around Uncle Bud’s. The cabin is considered one of the easiest destinations in the 10th Mountain network because of its straightforward approach; however, the reputation can be misleading. 

         
         Uncle Bud’s sits on a sprawling hillside above eighteen-hundred-acre Turquoise Lake’s north shore, about four hundred vertical
            feet below a treed saddle that divides the hill from Porcupine Gulch to the north. The saddle serves as a critical delineation
            point, with easier grades leading back toward the hut and a veritable abyss plunging off the other side. A handful of summits
            and high ridgelines in the vicinity offer visual markers on clear days, but when the sky is shrouded by clouds or snow, navigation
            becomes substantially more challenging. Much of the terrain on the hillside looks the same—rolling, thickly forested knobs
            pocked by mini ravines and draws that funnel down toward the glacial lake, nearly two thousand feet below the hut. The tall,
            dense vegetation makes orientation nearly impossible, because you never get a vantage point above the trees, only little clearings
            that all look the same. It can feel like you’re lost in a cornfield, grasping for control that the landscape refuses to give
            up. Even D-Bone, who knew every ski run near the hut like a mole knows its tunnels, had skied past it unintentionally before,
            not realizing his mistake until a friend pointed out the cabin behind him, uphill.
         

         
         After the group settled in, D-Bone left on his snowmobile and headed back to Salida. Three other skiers soon arrived—a couple
            and a man, all of whom had been to Uncle Bud’s before. Together their parties filled ten of the sixteen available bunks.
         

         
         The other guests kept to themselves as the Salidans broke into pods. Chuck had just started to write haikus at a table when Brett plopped down with a beer. He had brought twelve for the two nights; Chuck and Joel, who drank so little that they sometimes split a single beer at a local brewery, brought none, opting for tea. The woodstove crackled. Joel joined them at the table. The kids were talking near the window, out of earshot. Brett saw an opportunity to glean some wisdom from fellow girl dads. He told them he had come specifically to spend time with Brooke in the outdoors. He mainly connected with her over music—Bari was the more athletic one—and he wanted to branch out. Brooke was never very interested in his lessons on how to change a car’s oil or fix a flat while mountain biking, and she resisted his attempts to get her to join his adventures. 

         
         “How do you relate to your daughters?” Brett asked. “Like, how do you get close to them? I’m looking for insight.”

         
         Chuck, who held a master’s in counseling psychology, almost had a Dalai Lama vibe. He grinned his easy smile. When his girls
            were younger, he worked as the school superintendent for a smaller district downriver from Salida, called Cotopaxi. But he
            was there six nights a week and missed a lot of his daughters’ events. So he resigned and took the principal job in Salida.
            It allowed him more time to spend with Melissa and her older sister, Faith—his priority.
         

         
         “You hang out with them,” Chuck said simply.

         
         “What do you mean?” Brett replied. “What do you do?”

         
         “Shoot, I have dates with ’em,” Chuck said. “We go out and get tea or chai, or we go to dinner. I love hearing what’s going on. I just listen. That’s all those kids need; they don’t want to know what’s going on with you.” Brett was so interested that Chuck suggested they meet for coffee after the trip. 

         
         Across the room, Brooke, Cole, and Melissa were clustered in a corner, sipping hot chocolate on wooden chairs and playing
            a card game called Rich Man, Poor Man. This was the kind of time Cole had been hoping to get with Brooke. Despite being a
            year behind her in school (she was a sophomore), they were part of the same friend group and often cruised around town in
            posses of ten or more. They rode bikes to Riverside Park and hung out by the rapids, watched Fourth of July fireworks on blankets
            at the soccer fields. Neither had dated much, which was why their flirting caught so many eyes. Their friends could tell they’d
            be good together—possibly long-term.
         

         
         Cole’s feelings, in particular, marked a shift for him. He’d always been popular with girls—he was funny, genuine, and cute,
            in a tousled-blond-hair kind of way—but he rarely had time for the game. He would take an entire day to respond to texts,
            while the girls got back to him in thirty seconds. Most of his crushes never materialized, or they fizzled soon after they
            sparked. Brooke was different, however. He liked her pretty blue eyes and witty quips. She wasn’t afraid to say what was on
            her mind, which he respected. And her singing voice mesmerized him; he often replayed the songs she posted on social media
            to hear them again.
         

         
         He’d considered asking her out on a date, but the hut trip provided an organic first step. Leading up to it, Cole leaned on his lifelong bond with Melissa to bolster his chances. “Put in a good word for me, Mel,” he chided. “Like, talk me up!” Getting one-on-one time was unlikely. But that was okay for tonight. Simply being together, in the middle of nowhere, felt special. 

         
         Eventually the adults joined the card game, and the room came to life. Giggles and jokes bounced off the walls. Brooke snuck
            cards back and forth with her dad, who launched into a story about a “secret mission” he’d been given during a firefighting
            detail in Salmon, Idaho: blowing up a horse that had died two miles up a trail, with a colleague who kept having to take naps.
            They had humped in seventy-five pounds of explosives and detonated the carcass into tiny pieces. By the time Brett finished,
            everyone was doubled over laughing. Brooke nuzzled in next to him, proud to be his daughter.
         

         
         

         
            
               [image: The interior of Uncle Bud's hut on the morning of January 4, 2017. The walls are made of wood. Five windows let in a bright light. Sleeping bags and backpacks are strewn about the room.]An upstairs bedroom at Uncle Bud’s on the morning of January 4, 2017.

               
               Courtesy of Morgaan Walters-Schaler
               

         
         The next morning, fresh snow coated the forest under a foreboding gray sky. The flakes continued falling as kids and dads woke with the light, gradually making their way downstairs around 8:00, nestling into cozy alcoves to relax. Brett liked to teach his girls the essentials, and in the kitchen, he gave Brooke a tutorial on how to toast a bagel on the griddle. “What you’re going to do is flip it at this exact moment,” he instructed—just before the crisp took over. He showed her how to apply the butter so that it melted evenly—not too slurpy,
            not too thin. He was very big on the details.
         

         
         People sipped tea and read books as others cooked. Melissa felt happiness in the air. Everyone knew this was the day to get
            outside and enjoy the snow. Brooke could see her dad’s intention as soon as he woke up. Goski. Goingskiing. He was like a golden retriever that way. She happened to be in the room as Brett changed into his ski clothes, and she marveled
            at his six-pack abs. Dang, my dad is so fit.

         
         Every adventurer harbors a certain impulsiveness—a zest to leave comfortable confines for uncertain ones, where danger and
            ecstasy coexist. Without it, the reasons not to venture out can easily overwhelm the yearn to go. Though Brett’s impulsiveness
            sometimes got him in trouble at home, it also played a key role in his mountain identity. He wasn’t afraid to rise before
            dawn to land a fish or summit a peak at sunrise. And he darn sure wasn’t going to miss a moment of powder skiing when conditions
            lined up as they had at the hut.
         

         
         The seven of them discussed a plan over pancakes. Normally, any overnight wilderness excursion would involve a trip leader, or TL—someone knowledgeable about the area or mode of travel, with strong organizational skills. Joel often served as the trip leader when he and the McKennas joined forces, drawing on his experience as a guide to deliver safety briefings and ensure everyone was on the same page with their goals and principles. He had been the TL at the Lost Wonder Hut the prior year. For this outing, however, no such leader had been established. 

         
         Joel proposed a short training session outside before everyone left to ski. They would practice searching with avalanche transceivers—small
            electronic devices that transmit and receive signals from other transceivers, or beacons, which were laid out on a table—and
            “talk about how to be safe in the outdoors,” as he put it later. Then they’d depart as a group and stay together as much as
            possible. They didn’t confirm on the map where they would go, but the plan was to meet back at the hut no later than two o’clock
            for lunch.
         

         
         Bob Marley’s “Is This Love” pulsed in the background. Brett and Brooke sang along as he showed her how his transceiver worked.
            She had never operated one, and he told her they could practice that afternoon.
         

         
         Joel had spent plenty of years chasing the spear, courting risk both personally and professionally. In his thirties and forties
            the stress was a good stress: kayaking hairy rivers, guiding groups down the Grand. But after losing Laurie, he wasn’t attracted
            to charging and hadn’t tried. His sympathetic nervous system was in overdrive. He just wanted to find calm. He had come to
            spend time with his kids more than to maximize the skiing, not that his fitness would allow him to attempt anything aggressive
            anyway—or to keep up with Cole and Brett if they were going hard.
         

         
         Chuck had a similar ceiling. He had done plenty of backcountry touring when he was a monk—he lived at St. Benedict’s Monastery near Aspen, at nine thousand feet elevation—but he’d tried little in the modern sense of skiing powder in wild terrain, which required more knowledge and strength and specialized gear than he’d cared to acquire. Sticking to easy slopes near the hut suited him just fine. 

         
         Brooke and Melissa had no interest in skiing at all; they just wanted to play in the snow.

         
         Cole was the only possible partner who could match Brett’s energy, having proved as much the day before.

         
         Brett handed Chuck an extra avalanche beacon to use in their drills. It was the size of Chuck’s palm, with a few buttons and
            switches on the front. Chuck had never held one before. Then Brett and Cole, already with their boots on, wandered out onto
            the deck, where their skis were covered by fresh snow.
         

         
         Joel finished eating around 10:30 and started to put his gear on. Others were donning boots or waiting outside. He grabbed
            his climbing skins—long, thin membranes cut to the shape of one’s skis with faux animal hair on the bottom to grip the snow
            and glue on the other side to stick to plastic ski bases—from the drying rack near the woodstove. He attached them to his
            skis. Then he slipped on his jacket, shouldered his pack, and stepped into the frozen air. He looked for his son.
         

         
         “Where’s Cole?” he asked.

         
         “Oh, he and Brett took off,” someone said.

         
         Joel’s mind filled with disbelief, then anger. “What?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2
Young Man, Gone West

         
         Brett had been restless since he was a boy. In nursery school, his teacher described a student who “shows enthusiasm: always”
            yet “completes work: usually.” He spent most of his childhood in Salina, Kansas, a heartland town of fifty thousand near the
            geographic center of the country, where his imagination wandered. One grade-school writing assignment began, “The coldest
            place in the world is where I am right now.” Other titles included: “My Life as an Eagle,” “My Life as a Snowman,” “My Life
            as a Bicycle,” and “My Life as a Baby Peanut.”
         

         
         “If the whole world were the same,” he wrote in an essay, “it would be very dull.”

         
         He excelled at football, baseball, tennis, and basketball and rode dirt bikes and horses. Friends knocked on his door at all hours. “He never said no,” says his mother, Liz. The first time he skied, with two older boys on a trip to Colorado, he skipped the bunny slopes and started on black diamond runs. He cartwheeled down the hill, but kept up. 

         
         Brett’s father, Bob, worked in manufacturing plants around the country, and much of Brett’s view of the adult world—and what
            he wanted out of it—was shaped by his dad’s career. Bob started earning a paycheck when he was eleven, selling Cokes at minor
            league baseball games in Georgia. By the time he was twenty-two, he was married with three children, clocking sixty-four hours
            a week as a supervisor for Pillsbury in Hamilton, Ohio—while finishing college at night.
         

         
         His marriage crumbled under the weight, and he left. He mainly saw his kids on weekends. He and Liz, a plant receptionist,
            then started a new family. Brett was born in Connecticut, where Bob worked for Nestlé. Two years later they had Brett’s sister,
            Brenda—Brie for short. The family followed Bob’s jobs to Minnesota and then, when Brett was nine, Kansas, where the chamber
            of commerce director met the Beasleys upon their arrival. “Welcome to Salina,” he said. “Set your watch back twenty years.”
         

         
         Salina was a blue-collar town, mostly agriculture and factories. The wealthier families, including the Beasleys, lived on a hill, though Brett never acted like he was better than his friends who had less money. Bob coached his children’s sports teams and still talks about Brett as the star middle-school quarterback. But Bob was away two or three days a week, checking on factories in other states. Brett decided that was too much. “I’m not going to go corporate,” he told his mom when he was in high school. “I am going to spend more time with my kids.” She thought it was a curious observation for a boy to make. 

         
         The Beasleys often camped on placid Wilson Lake, waterskiing and fishing, which served as Brett’s introduction to the outdoors.
            He was tall and tan and cool like the breeze; every girl in town was smitten. “Our neighbors had three daughters and they
            all had

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
               [image: Brett and Cari standing outside of their first home in Salida. The exterior has white walls, a green roof, and windows with blue trim. Cari is wearing a blue vest. Brett is wearing his US Forest Service uniform.]Brett and Cari outside of their first house in Salida in 1998.

              
Courtesy of the Beasley family
               
 
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
               [image: Brett stands in a meadow with pine trees and mountains visible in the background. He is wearing a US Forest Service jacket and blue jeans, and he has his arm around a brown horse.]Brett at work for the US Forest Service in 1999.

               
Courtesy of the Beasley family
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