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Chapter 1 – Arrival at Mount Rainier



The road into Mount Rainier National Park began as most good roads do — with a narrowing, a quieting, a gradual surrender of the ordinary world to something older and less accommodating of human certainty. Avery Ravenscroft noticed it the moment she crossed the boundary at the Nisqually Entrance, where the toll booth attendant had handed back her America the Beautiful pass with a nod that carried in it something almost solemn, as though she were being granted admission not merely to a park but to a different order of things entirely. She thanked him, tucked the pass into the visor clip above her head, and eased the van forward into the green.

She drove a 2003 Winnebago Rialta that she had named, without irony, Clementine. The name had come to her the first night she slept in it, parked on the shoulder of a Missouri highway with a thunderstorm shaking the roof and the sense that she had made either the best or the worst decision of her life. By morning the storm had passed and she had decided it was the best, and Clementine had carried her faithfully across thirty-one states since, her flanks sun-faded to a color that might charitably be called champagne and less charitably be called old dishwater, her interior organized with the particular logic of someone who had learned to live well in small spaces. There was a fold-down desk beneath the rear window where Avery wrote, and a shelf above the narrow bed that held her reference books, her journals, and a small collection of road atlases she consulted even now, in the age of GPS, because she found that the act of tracing a route with her finger told her things that a glowing screen never quite could.

The park road wound upward through a cathedral of Douglas fir and western red cedar, the trees so tall and so densely planted that the sky appeared only in narrow strips above, pale blue and remote. The light that reached the road had been filtered through so many layers of canopy that it arrived soft and greenish and slightly unreal, the kind of light that made even familiar objects look as though they belonged to a dream. Avery had driven through forests before — the Smokies, the Cascades north of here, the old-growth pockets of the Olympic Peninsula — but there was something about this particular morning, about the way the mist still clung in the lower hollows between the trees and the air that came through her cracked window carried the cold mineral smell of snowmelt from somewhere high above, that made her grip the steering wheel with both hands and simply pay attention.

She was forty-four years old and had been on the road, more or less continuously, for three years. Before Clementine there had been a studio apartment in Chicago and before that a staff position at the Tribune, where she had spent eleven years writing investigative pieces about municipal corruption, pharmaceutical fraud, and the particular cruelties that institutions visited upon the people they were meant to serve. She had been good at it — her editor had told her she was among the best he’d worked with, and she had believed him, because the work had felt necessary in a way that few things in her life had. And then one morning she had sat down at her desk, opened her laptop, and found that she simply could not begin. Not the article, not the research, not even the email to her source. The cursor had blinked at her for forty minutes and she had understood, with the clarity that comes only after long resistance, that she was finished with that particular version of herself.

She had given notice the following week. Her colleagues had thrown her a party and pretended not to be relieved, and she had driven away from Chicago in Clementine with four thousand dollars in savings, a Nikon D850, and no plan beyond the general conviction that the country was full of stories that the major papers would never touch, and that she might as well be the one to find them.

Three years later she had a modest but loyal readership for her newsletter, The Ravenscroft Report, which she published irregularly and funded through a combination of subscriptions, the occasional freelance piece, and a Patreon that her readers had set up for her without being asked. She wrote about places and the secrets those places kept. She had spent six weeks in a Louisiana parish investigating a series of disappearances that the local sheriff had declined to pursue. She had written about a land dispute in the Arizona high desert that had been quietly displacing Navajo families for a decade. She had, once, spent three uncomfortable days camped outside a Superfund site in West Virginia trying to interview the company’s regional manager, who had declined with increasing specificity.

Mount Rainier was different. Mount Rainier was supposed to be a rest.

She had told herself this as she turned south out of Seattle four days ago, following the highway through the suburb sprawl and then the farmland and then the long approach through foothills that grew steadily more dramatic until the mountain itself appeared above the treeline, enormous and white and so improbably large against the summer sky that the first time she saw it she had actually said something aloud, alone in the van, some small exclamation that she would have been embarrassed to repeat. She had been coming to rest. She had booked two weeks at Cougar Rock Campground, had packed more books than she would read and better hiking boots than she deserved, and had told herself that for once she would simply be a tourist.

She had almost believed it.

Now the road curved sharply to the right and the Nisqually River appeared below her, running fast and grey-green through a rocky channel, and above it the forest opened briefly to reveal a long slope of subalpine meadow climbing toward a ridge that disappeared into cloud. Avery pulled Clementine into a turnout and sat for a moment with the engine idling. She reached to the cupholder and lifted her travel mug — mint chocolate, cold today, blended that morning with ice and a splash of cream and the good cocoa she kept in the cabinet above the stove — and took a long sip and looked at the mountain.

There was something about very large things, she had always thought. Something about standing in the presence of a scale that made human concerns feel appropriately sized. She was not a woman given to mysticism, but she understood the impulse that had brought people to places like this for centuries, the specific need to be reminded that the world was indifferent to your troubles in a way that was, paradoxically, deeply comforting.

She put the van in gear and drove on. The road climbed. The trees thinned. The air through the window grew noticeably colder, and somewhere above the cloud layer that swallowed the upper mountain, the glacier was doing what glaciers do, indifferent and ancient and entirely without interest in Avery Ravenscroft or her plans.

She had not gone three miles before she noticed the ranger’s truck parked at an angle across the shoulder ahead, and the ranger himself standing at the tree line with his radio raised, speaking quickly into it, his posture carrying that particular quality of controlled urgency that Avery, after eleven years of investigative journalism, recognized immediately and involuntarily.

She slowed Clementine. She did not stop — there was no cause to stop, and she was trying very hard to be a tourist — but she looked, the way she always looked, with the focused peripheral attention of someone who had learned that the most important things were usually happening slightly to the side of where everyone else was looking.

The ranger’s face, as she passed, was tight with something that was not quite worry and not quite fear but lived in the neighborhood of both.

Avery drove on. She took another sip of her mint chocolate. She told herself it was nothing.

She did not entirely believe herself.

Cougar Rock Campground occupied a broad, sheltered flat along the Nisqually River, its loops arranged among old-growth fir and hemlock that rose so high above the sites that looking up at them produced a mild vertigo, a sense that the trees were not merely tall but were actively engaged in some slow, enormous conversation with the sky. Avery had reserved Site 47, which the campground map designated as a pull-through with electrical hookup, and which she had chosen for the additional reason that the satellite image she’d studied before booking showed it positioned at the edge of a loop with forest on two sides and only one neighboring site close enough to matter. She valued her privacy not out of misanthropy but out of professional habit — she thought better when she could not hear other people’s radios, and she slept better when the nearest human being was more than fifteen feet away.

She found the site without difficulty and spent a focused twenty minutes working Clementine into position, a task that required a three-point adjustment she had performed so many times it had become nearly automatic, the van settling into its space with the small hydraulic exhale of the leveling jacks finding purchase on the packed gravel. She killed the engine and sat for a moment in the sudden silence, which was not silence at all but the layered sounds of the place — the river below the campground, distant and constant as a held breath; the wind in the upper canopy, moving through the crowns of the firs in a long, slow surge; a Steller’s jay somewhere close, making its mechanical complaint.

She climbed out and stood on the gravel and stretched her back and looked around with the evaluating attention she brought to every new site. The trees were magnificent. Two of them, on the forest side of her space, were so large around that she estimated it would take three people with linked arms to encircle their trunks, and their bark was deeply furrowed and reddish-brown and in the low morning light it held a warmth that seemed almost animal. The ground between them was carpeted in oxalis and sword fern, intensely green, still wet with the morning’s mist. Above, the canopy filtered the light into something cathedral and cool, and the air held the compound smell of damp earth and cedar and the faint cold breath of altitude that Avery associated with real wilderness.

She allowed herself one full minute of simply standing and looking before she went to work.

Setting up camp was a ritual she had refined over three years to the point of genuine satisfaction. She connected the electrical hookup first, then the water, then ran a quick check of the systems that Clementine’s previous owner — a retired electrical engineer from Tucson — had upgraded with the thoroughness of a man who took his comforts seriously. The refrigerator cycled on. The water pressure read normal. The small propane heater in the rear, which she would likely need by evening at this elevation, responded to its test with a reliable blue flame.

She unfolded the small camp table she kept in the rear storage bay and set it up beside the van, positioning it to face the forest rather than the road, and on it she placed her current notebook — a black Leuchtturm 1917 in its fourth month of use, its spine beginning to soften — her Nikon, the lens she’d been shooting with lately, a forty millimeter prime that rendered things with a clarity she found almost ruthless, and the insulated carafe she had filled before leaving Seattle with cold mint chocolate, because she had learned from experience that the first hours in a new place were best spent in a state of alert receptivity, and that mint chocolate, specifically, put her in that state more reliably than anything else she had tried.

She poured a measure into her camp mug and sat down and opened the notebook to a fresh page and wrote the date, the location, and three words that she always wrote at the top of the first page in any new place: What is here.

It was a practice she had developed in her second year of this life, a deliberate invitation to observation, a way of training her attention to receive before it began to analyze. She sat with the pen resting against the page and looked at the trees and listened to the jay and let the place come to her.

What was here: trees of a scale that altered the quality of the air beneath them. A river she could hear but not see. The smell of cold and green and something faintly resinous. The remains of a previous camper’s fire ring, the ash still faintly damp. A length of orange flagging tape tied around a low branch at the edge of the forest, which might mean any number of things — maintenance work, a trail marker, a boundary — or might mean nothing at all.

She looked at the flagging tape a moment longer than she looked at anything else.

Then she wrote a description of the trees and let it go.

By midmorning she had the camp organized to her satisfaction: the interior of the van reset from driving mode to living mode, the bed made with the extra wool blanket she always added above four thousand feet, the small bookshelf above the bed restocked with the volumes she had brought specifically for this trip — a history of the Cascades, a field guide to Pacific Northwest flora, a collection of Pacific Northwest folklore that she had found at a used bookshop in Tacoma and which had a chapter titled, with admirable directness, “Creatures of the High Country.” She had purchased it without particular intention, the way she purchased most things that caught her attention, and she placed it now with its spine out and thought no more about it.

She made lunch — a sandwich from the good sourdough she’d bought at the Pike Place Market two days ago, sliced turkey, the sharp cheddar she always kept, a smear of whole grain mustard — and ate it standing at the camp table looking at the forest and drinking the last of the cold mint chocolate from the carafe and thinking about nothing in particular, which was, she had learned, the most productive mental state available to her.

The neighboring site, the one close enough to matter, was empty. The gravel there was unmarked by tire tracks, the fire ring cold and undisturbed. She noted this without inference and went back to her sandwich.

At half past noon she heard a vehicle slow on the campground road and glanced up to see a forest green Subaru Forester easing past, the driver’s window down, the driver leaning slightly toward the passenger side to read the site numbers on the brown posts. The car continued past her site and she looked away.

Then she heard it stop, heard the engine cut, heard a door open with the particular groan of a hinge that had been in service through several Pacific Northwest winters, and a voice said, carrying clearly through the still air: “Oh, this is perfect.”

Avery smiled before she turned around.

Cecil Oñativia — Cess, to everyone who knew her for more than approximately forty minutes — was fifty-one years old, five feet three inches tall, and moved through the world with the particular energy of someone who had long ago made peace with the fact that she found nearly everything interesting and had decided to lean into this rather than apologize for it. She had grown up in San Antonio, moved to Portland for graduate school in landscape architecture, spent twenty years designing public parks and green spaces for municipalities across the Pacific Northwest, and had recently, as she put it, “rage-retired” from a firm whose managing partner had made the error of telling her, in a meeting with clients, that her ideas were “perhaps a bit ambitious for a municipal budget,” when in fact the ideas were exactly within budget and he had simply not read the proposal.

She had met Avery six weeks ago at a coffee shop in Seattle’s Capitol Hill neighborhood, where Avery had been working at a corner table and Cess had sat down across from her — the shop was crowded, the table had an empty seat, and Cess had asked with the directness of someone who considered social hesitation a waste of everyone’s time. They had talked for four hours. Cess had read The Ravenscroft Report for two years without knowing that its author would be sitting in front of her. Avery had learned within the first thirty minutes that Cess knew more about Pacific Northwest ecology than almost anyone she had met, had opinions about landscape design that were genuinely radical, and made a noise like a seal when something struck her as particularly funny, which happened often enough to constitute a significant feature of her company.

They had met for coffee twice more after that, and then Avery had mentioned that she was planning two weeks at Rainier, and Cess had said, without apparent deliberation, that she had always wanted to go back — she had done a parks survey there in the nineties and had not returned since — and Avery had said, the words arriving before she had consciously decided to say them: “There’s a site right next to mine that was open when I booked.”

Cess had booked it that evening.

Now she came around the front of the Forester with her arms spread in a gesture that encompassed the trees, the river sound, the filtered light, the whole improbable green grandeur of the place, and said, “Avery. Look at these trees.”

“I’ve been looking at them all morning,” Avery said.

“Are you going to introduce me to them? They seem like they have names.”

“The one on the left I’m thinking of calling Gerald.”

Cess stood with her hands on her hips and looked up at Gerald for a long moment, her head tilted back, and then she made the seal noise. “Gerald is absolutely right,” she said. “He has that energy.”

She was wearing hiking pants in a rust color and a fleece pullover and her dark hair, streaked liberally with silver, was pulled back in a way that suggested it had been tidied some hours ago and had been pursuing its own agenda since. She carried with her, Avery had already learned, a quality of unhurried attention that was paradoxically accompanied by near-constant movement — she would be still for a moment, looking at something with complete focus, and then she would be somewhere else, crouching to examine a plant or pulling her field notebook from her pocket with the automatic gesture of someone for whom observation and recording were inseparable activities.

She had a field notebook now. She crouched beside the oxalis at the base of Gerald and looked at it closely and wrote something down.

“Do you want help unloading?” Avery asked.

“In a minute. What is this ground cover? It’s everywhere.”

“Wood sorrel. Oxalis oregana. It’s one of the dominant understory plants in old-growth Douglas fir forests west of the Cascades. Fixes nitrogen, spreads by rhizomes, the leaves fold down at night or in heavy rain.”

Cess looked up at her. “You read the field guide.”

“I read the field guide.”

“Of course you did.” Cess stood and made a note. “I love that you read the field guide.”

They unloaded the Forester together over the next half hour, a process that revealed Cess to be a more organized camper than her general air of enthusiastic improvisation suggested. She had a two-person tent that she set up with practiced efficiency, a sleeping pad and bag that were clearly high-quality and well-used, a camp kitchen box that contained, among other things, a small cast iron skillet, a French press, and a ziploc bag of coffee beans from a roaster in Portland whose name Avery recognized. She also had, in a soft cooler that she carried with some ceremony, a bottle of Oregon pinot noir and a wedge of aged manchego, which she held up for Avery’s inspection with the expression of someone presenting evidence.

“For this evening,” Cess said.

“That’s a very good bottle,” Avery said.

“I know what a mountain requires.”

They finished the setup and stood together at Cess’s camp table — she had one too, collapsible, slightly larger than Avery’s — and Avery poured cold mint chocolate into two camp mugs and handed one to Cess, who accepted it with the good faith of someone willing to try anything once and took a cautious sip and then a less cautious one.

“Oh,” Cess said.

“Yes,” Avery said.

“That’s — that’s actually wonderful.”

“I know.”

Cess looked into the mug with the expression of someone recalibrating. “Is this a thing you do all the time? Just carry mint chocolate everywhere?”

“Hot in the morning, cold in the afternoon. Sometimes iced in summer. I’ve been doing it for about three years.”

“Since you started this life.”

“Since I started this life.”

Cess considered this. “I think that’s genuinely one of the most sensible things I’ve ever heard,” she said, and drank more of it, and looked up through the canopy at the narrow strips of sky above, which had gone from pale blue to a deeper, more considered shade, and said, “Tell me everything you know about this mountain.”

Avery opened her notebook to the page where she’d written What is here, and below it the description of the trees, and below that, in smaller writing, the two words she had added after lunch, almost without thinking: flagging tape.

She looked at those two words for a moment.

Then she closed the notebook and told Cess about the mountain, and the afternoon settled over them like something benevolent, and in the upper canopy Gerald moved very slightly in a wind that hadn’t reached the ground yet, as though acknowledging that things were beginning.
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Chapter 2 – Settling Into Camp



Morning at Cougar Rock arrived not with a single event but with an accumulation of small ones, each arriving in its own time as the darkness diluted and the birds began their inventory of the day. Avery was awake before the light — she was almost always awake before the light — lying in Clementine’s narrow bed with the wool blanket pulled to her chin and the condensation ticking lightly on the windows and listening to the forest wake. A varied thrush first, its single sustained note rising and then dropping like a question that had given up on an answer. Then a Pacific wren somewhere very close, its song disproportionately loud and complex for a bird that small, as though it were making a philosophical argument. Then the river, which had been there all night but which the returning light somehow made more audible, more present, the sound resolving from background into foreground as her attention reorganized itself for the day.

She lay still and did not reach for her phone — another discipline she had cultivated, the first twenty minutes given to listening rather than consuming — and let the sounds of the camp come to her. The campground was quiet except for the birds. No generators yet, no camp stove hiss, no voices. The serious hikers would already be on the trail by now, the Skyline Loop or the Wonderland, starting in darkness to make the most of the early light above the treeline. Everyone else was still in their tents and trailers, metabolizing yesterday’s altitude, catching the extra hour that the mountain air always seemed to require.

She was up and dressed by ten past six, having moved through the small interior of Clementine with the practiced economy of someone who had learned to live without bumping into things. She put water on for the hot mint chocolate she always made first thing — the morning version was different from the afternoon version, richer, made with whole milk rather than water, the good unsweetened cocoa whisked with a teaspoon of honey and then the peppermint oil, genuine and not extract, two drops which was exactly the right number and three drops which was too many — and while it heated she pulled on her fleece and unlatched the van door and stepped out into the cold.

The cold at this elevation had a quality she had not encountered in lower country, a specific density, as though the air were slightly more substantial than usual. It pressed against her cheeks and the backs of her hands with an almost considerate firmness, and it smelled of everything at once — the fir resin, the damp earth, the cold smoke from a fire ring somewhere in the campground, the river, and behind all of it the faint mineral coldness of the snowfields above, which she could not see but which she could feel in the air the way you could feel the presence of the ocean before you saw it, a quality of immensity that communicated itself through subtler channels than sight.

She went back inside for the mint chocolate when the milk began to steam, made it properly, poured it into the heavy ceramic mug she used in the mornings rather than the travel mug, and came back out and sat in the camp chair she’d unfolded the evening before and put her feet up on Clementine’s front bumper and drank it slowly and looked at the forest and thought about what needed doing.

Cess’s tent, visible through the screen of brush between their sites, showed no signs of life. This was expected — Cess had mentioned, over the pinot noir the night before, that she did not speak to anyone before eight o’clock if she could avoid it, and that in her view the world would be a materially better place if this preference were more widely shared. Avery respected this absolutely and had no intention of disturbing her.

There was, accordingly, a useful hour ahead of her, and she spent it in the way she spent most useful hours: she made a list.

The list was in the Leuchtturm notebook and it was not a to-do list in any conventional sense. It was more of an orientation, a way of establishing where she was and what she intended, which she had found was the best antidote to the low-grade drift that could afflict a life without fixed structure. She wrote: Camp tasks. Firewood. Provisions check — she was low on the good cocoa and would need more by the end of the week. Hiking plan for today. Photograph the trees while the morning light is at this angle. Investigate the flagging tape.

She looked at that last item.

She had written it without deciding to. Her pen had moved to it the way her attention moved to things that didn’t quite fit, with the automatic pull of a compass needle finding north. She crossed it out. She wrote it again. She crossed it out a second time and put the notebook away and went to see about firewood.

The camp host, a compact man in his sixties named Ron who wore a faded NPS cap and moved around the campground on a golf cart with the unhurried authority of someone who knew every site and every tree by its proper name, had told her the evening before that the firewood was sold at the camp store, a small structure near the entrance that opened at eight and closed at seven, and that the bundles were four dollars and in his personal opinion the split alder was better than the fir for evening fires, easier to start and it put off less smoke. Avery had thanked him and noted both the information and the fact that he had offered it without being asked, which was the behavior of someone who found genuine satisfaction in the smooth operation of the place.

She walked to the camp store at a quarter past seven and found it locked but found also, beside the door, a self-serve honor box with bundled firewood stacked beside it and a handwritten sign in the careful printing of someone who did not entirely trust their handwriting to be legible: Alder $4, Douglas Fir $4, please pay inside when open. She took two bundles of alder and left eight dollars under the rock that the sign indicated for the purpose.

On the way back she stopped at the water spigot near the loop intersection and filled both of Clementine’s auxiliary water jugs, which she always preferred to do early before the campground’s pressure dropped with morning demand, and while she was crouched there working the lever she noticed, on the ground at the edge of the road, a mud-printed boot track. This was not unusual — there were boot tracks everywhere in a campground — but this particular track was large, very large, and the tread pattern was not the lug sole of a hiking boot but something else, something blocky and deep-channeled that she did not immediately recognize. She looked at it for a moment and then the jug was full and she straightened and carried her water back to camp and organized the firewood in the ring and did not think about the track again, except in the way that the mind does not think about things it has already filed away for later consideration.

By the time Cess emerged from her tent at eight-fifteen, yawning and resolutely uncommunicative but visibly grateful for the mug of hot mint chocolate that Avery pressed into her hands without a word, the camp was fully organized, the firewood stacked, the water jugs stowed, and Avery’s notebook was open on the camp table to a page that held, in addition to the morning’s list, a rough sketch of a boot track that she had drawn from memory while the image was still precise.

Cess looked at the mug and then at the drawing and then at Avery.

“You’ve already been somewhere,” Cess said.

“Just to the camp store,” Avery said.

Cess looked at the drawing again. “What’s that?”

“Probably nothing,” Avery said, and poured herself more mint chocolate, and the morning light came through Gerald’s branches at a long, warm angle and lay across the camp table like an invitation.

They planned the hike at the camp table over a breakfast that Cess produced from her camp kitchen box with the efficiency of someone who had spent enough nights outdoors to understand that good food was not a luxury but a structural requirement of any successful expedition. She made scrambled eggs in the cast iron skillet with diced red onion and the last of a log of goat cheese and fresh cracked pepper, and she made them well, the eggs just set and not a moment past it, and she plated them on the enamel camp plates she had also brought, which were the kind of detail that Avery found quietly telling — a person who brought real plates to a campsite was a person who understood the relationship between attention to small pleasures and general morale.

“The Skyline Loop,” Cess said, tapping the park map she had spread on the table and anchored with the salt shaker and the pepper mill, which were also real, a matched set in dark wood that Avery suspected had a story. “Starts at the Paradise visitor center, goes up to Panorama Point, circles back. Five miles, maybe twelve hundred feet of gain.”

“That’s ambitious for day one,” Avery said.

“I know. I want to do it anyway.”

“So do I,” Avery said.

Cess looked pleased. She had, Avery had noticed, a specific expression for the moments when someone met her ambition rather than moderated it — a slight widening of the eyes, a settling of the shoulders, as though she had been braced for negotiation and the absence of it came as a physical relief.

They went through the logistics with the collaborative focus of people who were still learning each other’s systems and finding, with some pleasure, that the systems were compatible. Avery was a morning-start person; so was Cess. Avery liked to carry more water than she thought she needed; Cess had a filter bottle and carried less, which was not incompatible. Avery used trekking poles on anything over ten percent grade; Cess did not, but did not object to the pace that poles tended to establish. They agreed on a departure time of nine-thirty, which would get them to Paradise by ten and on the trail before the parking lot filled with the day-trippers who arrived, according to the camp host Ron, somewhere between ten and eleven and transformed the visitor center from a place of quiet orientation into something considerably more energetic.

“Lunch on the trail,” Cess said. “I have sandwiches. Do you have anything sweet?”

“I have Clif bars.”

“No. I mean actually sweet. Chocolate, cookies, something.”

“I have a bar of Taza stone-ground chocolate. Seventy percent. Mint flavor.”

Cess stared at her. “Is everything in your life mint chocolate?”

“The important things,” Avery said.

They cleaned up the camp kitchen together with the particular efficiency that develops between people who are both competent at a task and willing to work in proximity without narrating it — Cess washed, Avery dried and stowed, and in eight minutes the camp kitchen was packed and the table was clear and the fire ring was ready for the evening.

While Cess went to her tent to collect her pack, Avery opened the notebook and looked at the sketch of the boot track and then at the note she had added this morning, very small, in the margin: not standard hiking tread. industrial? construction? She considered this for a moment, then added one more word: who.

She closed the notebook and stowed it in her pack, along with the Nikon, the mint chocolate Taza bar, her first aid kit in its red nylon pouch, a windbreaker that she would certainly need above the treeline, and the Pacific Northwest folklore book, which she had decided to bring for the uphill sections when the trail flattened and her hands were free. She also filled her insulated water bottle with iced mint chocolate — cold was right for the trail, always, the coolness clearing something in her thinking that heat closed down — and zipped the pack and swung it onto her shoulders and adjusted the straps and was ready at nine-seventeen.

Cess emerged from her tent at nine-nineteen, pack on, hat adjusted, a look of uncomplicated readiness on her face that Avery found immediately contagious.

“Those trees,” Cess said, looking up at Gerald and the unnamed fir on the other side of the site. “I want to know their ages.”

“Old growth Douglas fir can live to a thousand years,” Avery said. “Gerald could be six hundred, conservatively.”

Cess looked at Gerald with an expression that was almost reverential. “Six hundred years. The mountain was already here. The river was already here. Gerald just stood here and watched everything happen.”

“Everything that happened in this particular patch of forest.”

“That’s enough,” Cess said. “That’s an enormous amount.”

They walked to the car. Before she got in, Avery looked back at the camp — the sites tidy, the van settled on its jacks, Gerald presiding over everything with the patience of something that measured time in centuries — and then she looked, without meaning to, at the orange flagging tape on the low branch at the edge of the forest. It moved slightly in the morning air, a small bright flutter.

She got in the car and Cess drove them up toward Paradise, where the mountain was waiting with its habitual grandeur and, as it would turn out, its secrets, though neither of them knew that yet, or would have had any reason to guess it from the quality of the morning, which was, by every available measure, simply beautiful.

They talked on the drive up about the park’s history, about the advocacy that had eventually established it as protected land in 1899, about the Paradise meadows and their alarming seasonal timing — the wildflowers there bloomed in a compressed, urgent burst because the snowpack lingered so long, some years not clearing until July, giving the flowers only weeks to do what flowers in lower country did across whole months — and Avery pulled out the Cascades history book and read Cess a passage about John Muir’s visit to the mountain in 1888, which Cess said she had not known and which visibly delighted her, and they arrived at the Paradise parking lot at two minutes past ten feeling, both of them, extremely well-disposed toward the day.

They returned from the Skyline Loop at half past three with the specific quality of tiredness that belongs exclusively to high-altitude hiking: a pleasant, bone-deep heaviness in the legs, lungs that felt both emptied and somehow cleaner than they had been that morning, and a hunger that was less demanding than it was simply factual, a body stating a basic requirement without drama. The trail had been everything the map suggested and several things it did not — a stretch above Panorama Point where the mountain had appeared so close and so vast that neither of them had spoken for nearly ten minutes, each standing separately in the wind with the glacier laid out above and the whole green world of the lowlands spread below, and a section of the descent where the lupine and paintbrush and bistort were in simultaneous bloom in such density and variety that Cess had stopped to photograph them with the methodical attention of someone making a professional record, which in a sense she was, the landscape architect’s eye unable to observe even on vacation without analyzing structure and composition and the intelligence of natural design.

Avery had used the flatter sections to read from the folklore book, walking slowly with the book held at arm’s length in a practice she had developed on long trails where it allowed her to keep moving without losing attention to the path, and she had been reading the chapter called “Creatures of the High Country” when Cess, a few paces ahead, had said without turning around: “Are you reading a book right now?”

“Technically, yes.”

“On a trail.”

“It’s a very gentle grade.”

Cess had made the seal noise.

Now they came back into camp to find the campground measurably fuller than they had left it — a large white fifth-wheel trailer had arrived at the site two loops over, its leveling system going through its automated sequence with a series of mechanical groans; a family with two school-age children had set up a bright orange tent at the site directly across the road from Cess’s, and the children were currently engaged in some energetic activity involving a length of rope and a fallen branch that Avery chose not to examine too closely; and the site that shared the road with Avery’s — the one she had noted as tire-track-free that morning — now held a dark blue pickup truck and a pop-up camper that had been deployed with the tidy precision of someone who had done it many times, its awning extended and a single folding chair positioned under it facing the forest.

The person in the chair was a man who appeared to be in his late sixties, broad-shouldered, with close-cut white hair and the particular stillness of someone who was not merely resting but actively sitting, paying attention to the trees in the way that people who have spent real time in wild places learn to do. He had a coffee cup in one hand and a park newspaper in the other, and he did not look up as Avery and Cess came into camp, which she noted without inference.

They made camp tea — Cess had brought a good Darjeeling, which Avery supplemented with the last of the cold mint chocolate, each of them content with their own preference — and ate the trail sandwiches that Cess had packed that morning, which were better than they had any right to be after a day in a pack at altitude, and split what remained of the Taza chocolate, which Cess had declared in the first bite to be “unfairly good,” and they sat in the camp chairs in the diminishing afternoon light and did not speak much, the tiredness and the pleasure of the day creating a comfortable companionable silence.

It was broken, eventually, by the children across the road, one of whom had escalated the rope-and-branch game to a level that required parental intervention, and then by a pair of Steller’s jays that arrived to investigate the edge of Cess’s camp kitchen box with the transparent confidence of birds that had been around human food long enough to have a strategy, and then by the woman who came down the road from the upper loop at a pace that was slightly too quick for a casual evening walk.

She was perhaps forty, in a bright yellow rain jacket, and she was talking to someone on her phone — which was receiving enough of a signal here, just barely, to sustain a call — and she was saying, as she passed within earshot of Avery’s camp chair: “—no, I’m telling you, Stuart, it wasn’t an animal. It was too big. The track was this wide, I’m telling you, and it wasn’t —” and then she was past, and her voice dropped below hearing, and she went up toward the camp host’s station at a pace that had not slowed.

Cess, who had also heard this, looked at Avery.

Avery was looking at the woman’s retreating back with an expression that Cess was already beginning to recognize, having seen it once before, in the Capitol Hill coffee shop, when someone at the next table had said something careless about a local news story and Avery had gone very still in a particular way, the way a cat goes still when it has heard something that requires its entire attention.

“Did she say what I think she said?” Cess asked.

“She said the track was too wide to be an animal,” Avery said.

Cess looked at Avery’s notebook, which was on the camp table beside the mint chocolate carafe, and at the page Avery had opened it to, and at the sketch of the boot track from the water spigot that morning. “Like that one,” she said.

“Like that one,” Avery said.

They sat with this for a moment. The light in the canopy had gone from gold to the soft grey-pink of late afternoon, and Gerald cast a shadow that reached nearly to Cess’s tent now, long and blue on the ground.

From further up the campground, clearly carried by the still evening air, came the voice of the camp host Ron saying, with a patience that did not entirely conceal something tighter underneath it: “Ma’am, this isn’t the first report we’ve had this week. Why don’t you come inside and I’ll take down what you saw.”

Avery reached for her notebook.

“I thought this was a rest trip,” Cess said.

“It is,” Avery said. She uncapped her pen. “I’m just taking notes.”

From the next site over, the man in the folding chair beneath the pop-up camper’s awning had not moved, had not looked up, had not given any indication that he had heard any of it. He sat with his coffee and his park newspaper and the forest, and he was so still that the Steller’s jay, abandoning Cess’s camp kitchen, had come to perch on the arm of his chair, and he had not moved even then.

Avery noticed this.

She wrote it down.
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Chapter 3 – First Exploration



The wildflowers at Rainier bloomed as though they understood they were working against a deadline.

Avery had read about this in the Cascades history book — the compressed urgency of the subalpine growing season, the snowpack lingering sometimes into July, the flowers responding not with patience but with a kind of concentrated ferocity, pushing through the last of the melt in numbers and colors that seemed disproportionate to the brief window they were given — but reading about it and standing inside it were, as was so often the case, entirely different experiences. She stood on the trail at the lower edge of the meadow system south of the campground and looked out across a slope that was, in every direction she turned, covered in flowers, and the word that came to her was not beautiful, though it was that, but insistent. The flowers were insistent. They were making an argument.

It was just past seven-thirty. She and Cess had agreed on an early start, earlier than the Skyline Loop the day before, because Cess wanted to see the meadows before the morning tour groups arrived from the lodge, and because Avery, who had slept lightly and woken twice thinking about the woman in the yellow rain jacket, wanted to be moving. Motion was, for her, the most reliable form of clarification. When something was troubling her thinking she walked until it settled, and what settled usually turned out to be something worth knowing.

She had the cold mint chocolate in her pack — the insulated bottle, properly sealed — and her notebook and the Nikon and the trekking poles she had not deployed yet because the trail through the lower meadow was smooth and well-maintained, a broad gravel path that wound between the flower banks with a consideration that the park’s designers had clearly intended, routing hikers close enough to experience the meadows without allowing the kind of wandering that would, over a summer of visitors, compress the delicate soil and displace the root systems that required years to establish. She appreciated this. She appreciated the invisible intelligence behind well-designed public land.

Cess was ahead of her by twenty feet, which had become their natural trail spacing — close enough for easy conversation, far enough that each of them could attend to what she was attending to without the social pressure of constant company. Cess was moving slowly, stopping frequently, crouching at intervals to examine something at ground level with the focused absorption of a professional who could not quite turn the professional off, which Avery found entirely endearing because it was exactly what she herself was doing with the camera, framing the flowers against the sky, the sky against the tree line, the tree line against the white mass of the mountain that floated above everything this morning, impossibly large and impossibly clear, the overnight clouds having cleared and left the summit in a condition of crystalline visibility that the park ranger at the trailhead — a young woman who had been opening the trail register when they arrived — had said was, in her experience, relatively rare for late morning in summer.

“You’re lucky,” the ranger had said. “She hides for days sometimes.”

Avery had looked up at the mountain and thought: she. It seemed right.

The flowers closest to the trail were lupine, the tall purple-blue spires of broadleaf lupine that she had photographed obsessively the day before and intended to photograph again, because the morning light did something to them that the afternoon light did not, a sidelighting that turned each individual floret into a small lantern. Behind them, deeper in the meadow, were the orange-red banners of Indian paintbrush and the white meadow bistort and what she believed, consulting the field guide she had flagged with a sticky note, to be subalpine daisy, pale purple petals around a yellow center, growing in loose colonies wherever the paintbrush left space. The smell was extraordinary — not sweet exactly, not the heavy sweetness of a garden, but something fresher and more complex, the flowers contributing their various fragrances to an air that already held the high cold of altitude and the mineral smell of the meadow’s wet soil, still saturated from the snowmelt that had cleared these slopes perhaps three weeks ago.

She stopped and photographed a colony of bistort against the out-of-focus blur of the mountain behind it, the white flowers translating in the viewfinder to something almost luminous, and she thought: this is why people come here. Not for the monster sightings or the disappearances or the orange flagging tape or the woman in the yellow rain jacket who had walked too quickly toward the camp host’s station. For this. For flowers that bloomed as though their lives depended on it, which they did, in a season so brief it barely qualified as a season.

She let herself have the thought fully and then she put it in the same place she put all the things she was not yet examining, and she walked on.

Cess straightened from her latest examination and waited for Avery to come level with her. She was holding the field guide open to the grass and sedge section, which Avery would not have thought to consult. “The species composition here,” Cess said, “is telling me something about the drainage pattern. Do you see how the bistort colonies track along this lower contour? That’s where the meltwater’s running subsurface. The soil’s holding more moisture there, probably six to eight weeks later in the season than the slope above.”

“That’s how you read a meadow,” Avery said.

“That’s how you read any landscape,” Cess said, not immodestly, simply factually, and closed the field guide and looked up at the mountain. “I spent twenty years trying to get municipal clients to understand that every plant is a data point. That if you know how to read the vegetation you know the hydrology, the soil history, the disturbance record, all of it.” She paused. “They generally preferred the color-coordinated planting plans.”

“Their loss,” Avery said.

Cess made the seal noise and they walked on into the brightening morning.

The trail climbed gradually through the lower meadow and then more decisively along a ridge spur that gave out, at a bench where someone had placed a log for sitting, to a view that stopped them both. Below, the campground was invisible under its canopy. Above, the mountain filled so much of the sky that looking at it required a conscious adjustment of the eyes, a recalibration of the visual field to accommodate something that refused to behave like a normal element of a normal landscape. The glaciers caught the morning light and threw it back in a blue-white that had no exact equivalent in the color vocabulary of the lowlands. A raven — a single raven, enormous, unhurried — crossed the open sky between the ridge and the mountain’s lower slope, riding a thermal with the economy of movement that Avery always found slightly humbling in large soaring birds.

They sat on the log and Avery poured cold mint chocolate into the two small collapsible cups she kept in her pack’s hip belt pocket, and Cess accepted hers with the comfort of someone who had in two days already adopted the ritual as her own, and they drank and looked at the mountain and did not speak for a while, which was, Avery thought, the appropriate response.

The morning was perfect. She was


























































OEBPS/23edf7bbf1d5b477e82d7c018f66322ebb1dabed_smallRaw.jpg
2

N AVERY RAVENSCROFT MYSTERY
TSN R —

B

e a0
 MOUNT














