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Joe Wilkins


— SLATE —

Sometimes it is okay, in the half-dark of an early midsummer morning, to climb out of bed, to leave your little brother slack-jawed and small and tangled in wool blankets, to pad quietly in white-footed pajamas down the hallway, through the bathroom’s all-night odors of hard water and drying towels, and on into your parents’ room.

They leave the window open at night, to breathe the good prairie air, so it is breezy and cold, and you slow and shiver. The floor is plain wood, and the floral print wallpaper peels where the seams come together. On your mother’s dresser there are a few framed snapshots and a crucifix, some bright necklaces and rings, a blouse or two. On your father’s chest of drawers there is nothing save his silver watch and jackknife, his cracked snakeskin wallet. Yesterday’s work jeans are draped across the foot of the bed, his old brown belt still strung through the loops. And the two of them: they are mountains of cream sheets, of musky warmth, of slow breath, slow breath, slow breath.

You crawl—quietly, so very quietly—up onto the bed between them. Without a word, they make room for you, and you slide yourself between their scratchy sheets and pull the blankets up tight to your chin. You try to be as still as can be, as quiet as the sky. You wait and wait, nearly holding your breath with stillness—until slowly their bodies ease and their breaths slip and deepen—and then you can relax, for they are asleep once more. They need their sleep. They work hard. You understand that to be a boy in this bent-back, make-do world is to be a shadow, off to the side of things and out of the way. Though here, for a sunrise span of minutes, you are the center of the unfolding universe.

Your father faces the wall, his back a sheer, rising ridge, his white T-shirt stretched thinly from shoulder to shoulder. With the tips of your fingers you feel now the tight, black curls of his head, so unlike the dishwater mess you brush from your own eyes. Oh, it is something to be this close to him, to touch him, to breathe with your big-shouldered father. You breathe with him.

But you are more like your mother, you think, turning to look at her soft, sleeping face. Not just your lank hair, but the way she is facing you and is not ridges but hills and sweeping fields. That’s how you feel on the inside. You feel like plain old hills, a dry swath of buffalo grass, like you can turn your back to nothing and must face everything.

You aren’t worried about this. Not yet, at least. Your father’s hair didn’t go dark and curl until he was in the Army. You’ve heard the story many times, how he blames a shampoo his sister sent him. It’ll be that way for you, too. It will happen, this alchemic transition to manhood. You must be patient. Until then, you’ll watch him. That’s what you do: watch things, think about things. That’s how you’ll make your way through.

On the ceiling—it catches your eye, always—there is a twisting pattern of cracks and water damage. It looks like some shovel-headed, bent-nosed man. You don’t like it, are even scared of it, but the accident of that grim face holds you. You can’t look away. You stare and stare, and the man stares back. You are about to squirm—to make a noise and wake your parents—when the first morning meadowlark calls, and you can suddenly, thankfully look away.

You crane your neck to see out the window, to follow the bird’s clear song. The gauzy curtains lift and fill, the green-silver leaves of the plains cottonwood in the front yard ripple like water. And beyond, the very sky comes alive—all blue and slate and brightening smolder.




— SHEETING —

It was a summer country. Not because we didn’t have a winter, for we had a long stretch of near-arctic time, from mid-October through mid-April, when the sun stayed low in the sky and set in the late afternoon and the temperature dropped in mere minutes to negative twenty-three with the wind coming cold and hard from the north and west. Everything under that wind weathered. Storms piled snow as high as our sheep shed, some twenty feet, though in the days to come the wind would scour the drifts down again to hard, dirty patches. The freeze then worked deep into the body of the land itself. There was no use trying to dig a posthole or even work a good throwing stone from the gravel. If a blizzard was on the way, you cut your fences so your stock could keep moving and maybe stay alive. If it was just bone cold, you stacked a load of square bales on the back of a pickup and drove out to winter range and called the sheep from the fields.

It was a summer country because when the wind finally twisted and eddied and came warm down the hills and across the plains, there were only a few days of mud—and then there was the season of sun and work and dust. Under the wide, sheeting sky the real work was done: fields plowed and planted, sheep sheared, cattle branded, alfalfa irrigated, hay put up, a steer butchered, a garden harvested, tomatoes and beef tongue canned, the long winter readied for.

It was a summer country because if there was hope for us it was in a summer’s work. With enough rain we might make the bank payments, might lease another section of land, might buy a new tractor or a hundred head of yearling ewes, might even get ahead of things for once. It was a summer country because it was then we might curve the cycling seasons of our lives ever so slightly up and corkscrew toward some further hope, whatever that might be.

After a long winter of bone cancer, my father finally died on February 17, 1988. The following summer was hell’s own season: the height of the drought and the worst of the grasshoppers. It was a time when the flat turning of the seasons would otherwise have been a blessing.




— STORMY —

First thing in the morning Donnie Laird turns his welding rig onto our road and comes raising a rooster tail of dust fast down the gravel and bangs on the screen door with his ham of a fist and announces to my mother that he’ll go ahead and fix the boys’ basketball hoop.

The other Saturday I’d wanted to lower it so my brother and I could dunk. My mother was at work, and I took the pickup keys without permission and with the tailgate down backed over the cement pad and up to the pole. I planned to stand in the pickup bed and loosen the high screws and slip the hoop down the pole. In the rearview mirror I aimed the truck and carefully tapped the gas, but the truck fairly bucked beneath me and the wedge of the tailgate slammed into the pole, which meant the new basketball hoop and level cement pad we’d begged and begged our mother for was just-like-that useless.

But Donnie couldn’t have known this. No, he came by because that’s what my father’s old friends are always doing: stopping by sad-eyed and grim-mouthed, their feedstore ball caps twisted up in their hands, staring at their boots and asking if there’s anything, anything at all, they can do. Most of the time my mother thanks them and sends them away. Though they are strong, they cannot haul my father up and out of this dry ground. Though they are fine farmers and ranchers, a day on the tractor or a night in the lambing shed won’t mean much in the long run. Though they, too, loved my father, they are like us bewildered and brokenhearted. They ask not for us but for themselves—they ask out of the selfishness of grief.

Which is fine and probably as it should be. Donnie most likely stepped out of his rig that morning and saw the bent hoop and knew right then and there what he could do. He might have even thought for a moment, before he put his fist to the screen door, about the boy who did it and what it would mean to have such a mistake erased. For I imagine shame and expiation are on his mind, what with his stink of liquor and tobacco spit and day-old clothes. When my brother and I pull on our tennis shoes and go out to help, I see the pillow of greasy coats in the cab and the pile of beer cans in the back and think that Donnie has probably not been home for days, has not seen his wife and daughters—who go to our church and live up the road from us in a double-wide trailer near the river—in a long, long time.

Donnie tells my brother and me to work on the scarred metal around the bend with wire brushes while he readies the welder. Other than my grandfather, I don’t often see grown men up close anymore, so while I scrape I sneak looks over at Donnie. He must be over six feet tall, and though his face is round and wide, his eyes and nose and mouth are pinched close together. His skin is umber from the sun, but when he takes off his cap, there is a stark white line across his forehead. My grandfather is always telling me, stepping back and putting up his fists, that he’s right at fighting weight: one hundred and eighty pounds. But Donnie looks twice as big as my grandfather; he must be close to three hundred pounds. He is thick across the chest, and his arms and legs are muscled and enormous. And he wears a cotton shirt, dark blue, almost as black as a stormy sky, the very kind my father wears in the picture on the piano in the front room, which makes me wonder if this is just what you do when you are a man: get big and thick and wear a blue shirt to work.

Once Donnie has the welder in order, we put our shoulders to the pole and bend it straight again. Donnie gets out his level just to make sure. He breathes heavily and his untucked shirt waves over the full, hairy sack of his stomach. We put on welding masks and flip the visors down and the day goes dark until Donnie sparks the torch. He lays, like I thought he would, a thick bead directly on the metal scar, but then, opposite that, where the pole looks more or less straight and fine, he welds a long rectangle of tempered steel perpendicular to the pole, the width of it sticking six inches straight back. I think a fin, a wing, maybe Donnie’s signature or bit of artifice, but I am so happy to have the evidence of my wrongdoing made right that I don’t ask any questions and so don’t discover that this steel wing is a kind of truss that carries the whole weight of the hoop, that will basket after basket keep it from slowly folding over on itself.

I don’t understand all the forces at work here, the principles of tension, moment, and node. How twice the strength is needed to come straight at something. How at times what is still is charged and what is hastened is dead. How bread becomes flesh, how flesh becomes dust, how the heart is bread and flesh and dust—the way Donnie cools the weld with a five-gallon bucket of water and picks up his clanking tools, and we thank him and shake his heavy, trembling hand, and though he will in a few years abandon his wife and daughters and dedicate himself to liquor and other oblivions, we think of him kindly and often.




— CEDAR-CLEAN —

For three days it has rained.

The little creek we’re camped on rushes straight down the valley, ditch-fast and muddy. The limbs we drag back to camp are so green with sap or rotten with rainwater they will not burn. We cannot light a fire. We have caught no trout. We huddle at the table with musty blankets draped over our shoulders.

We are here, a hundred miles from home and holed up in our tiny camper, because my father is dead. Or, rather, we are here because when my father was alive he took us every summer to the Beartooth Mountains. Some scorched July week, my father would park his tractor and pack the old forest-green Coleman cooler and drive us all up to Mystic Lake, where we’d fish for cutthroat and hike switchback trails and look down over thousand-foot-high vistas of sheer rock and cedar-clean sky. On those good days, the mountains were like the many stone hands of God, the sun always bright, and the air crisp and cool. Come evening, we sat on stumps and hunks of granite and stuck marshmallows on long willow sticks. My sister toasted them lightly over the coals, and I blackened them in the flames, and my brother sat far back from the fire and ate them raw, one after the other, and my mother and father too sat back from the flames and sipped their beer and laughed and told stories—the wavery dome of firelight illuminating all that mattered in the world.

We are here because my mother grieves hard as iron for my father and his fatherless children, and so she has by herself hitched the secondhand camper trailer to the pickup and packed the tackle box and the cooler and hauled us west across Montana to the smaller but closer Castle Mountains—where each day since, the rain has come at us hard and slantways, where each day we fish the creek and fail, try a fire and fail, where we huddle now in the camper, play another hand of cards, which my sister wins like always, where dinner is again cold canned chili topped with cheese and onions.

Yet what a time it was. Like a slanting rain, I want to whisper across the years: it was enough. There was a mountain. Fir and cedar leaned in around us. Even for the rain I had a can of strawberry soda cooling in the creek. Astonishing, that we made it there at all, that in the years to come we would make it back most every summer. Mother, I don’t know how you did what you did. It would have been easy to say, Enough. To say, I’m tired. To say, I tried. Most everyone expected it, expected you to let whatever rain came soak us and whatever wind blow us like dry weeds across creation.

But here you are, with a fire in your hands. You’d gone down the road, in the rain, and found someone who’d been camped there for weeks and had a load of good kindling. You must have begged an armful—what force and fury, I think now, to knock on their camper door and beg an armful of good, dry wood—for when we peek out, we see you kneeling in the rain, kneeling before the ring of black stones, a fire leaping up before you, rising from your outstretched hands.

That fire burns hot and high all night. And the creek in the next valley, we discover, runs deeper and colder. In the morning we go out with jigs and hoppers and corn kernels and catch a mess of brookies. Back at camp, you gut them and dust them with flour and fry them with their heads still on in a slick of bacon grease. The pink flesh falls hotly off the bones. We eat it and are filled.




— WASHED —

My grandfather leans out the pickup window and says hell be having coffee at the Lazy JC. “And Ed,” he adds. “Try not to scare the boy.”

Ed sucks his teeth, eyes me up and down. “Shit, Jim, it ain’t up to me if the boy gets scared or not.”

As my grandfather grins and drives away, Ed waves me around the corner of the house. We weave through a sloping dirt yard spotted with tough bunchgrass and piles of bolts and rebar and blown tires and engine parts and make our way up to a windowless, tin-roofed shed slumped near the back fence. Ed yanks on the strap of hide stapled to the door—the gray boards biting into the dust as the clanking knock of steel chains and wood comes from somewhere inside—and despite his age and bulk slips gracefully into the dark yawn of shadow. After a moment, I follow.

What light there is falls thinly from cracks and knots. Motes of dust hover and spin in each wedge and shaft. The air tastes of rot and spice. The floor, like the yard, is hardpan dirt, a few pale weeds twisting for the light. The ceiling is just high enough for a man to straighten himself, and the clanking comes from the rows and rows of steel traps hung along the walls: the slender curves of number ones like the wings of sparrows; solid number threes; the massive, menacing jaws of number sixes, like the jaws of the bears they snare.

Ed is big as a bear, but slumped and pudgy and bald. He studies the rows of shelves along the far wall. I stare at the stubbly back of Ed’s neck. His shoulders rise and fall with each breath. He must be searching his memory, I think, for the shelves are not labeled, and neither are the glass bottles that crowd them: some green, some brown, some purple, some a washed sky-blue, some with droppers for lids, some with burnt driftwood corks. He is taking a long time, looking back and forth, and I imagine he enjoys remembering, that there is a story that explains each one: which ridge and what kind of sky, how the coyote snapped and snarled. These are Ed’s blue-glass stories, these bottles and vials he considers—first this one and then that one, clinking like bells as he thumbs through them.

For Christmas my grandfather gave me three good steel traps and half a dozen snares. Two of the traps are number ones, and I have caught quite a few prairie dogs with them—but prairie dogs are easy, will practically fall into a trap or sniff out and tangle themselves in a snare. My other trap is bigger, a number three, and I have set it where my grandfather told me to, along a dry wash up north. I have not yet caught a coyote, but I am hoping, which is why I’m here. Though my grandfather has trapped a fair number in his time, he is no maker of potions. He, too, came to Ed Dempsey, or before him Buster Knapp, for the promise of a tincture squeezed from the pea-sized glands of a coyote and mixed with rabbit piss and cow’s blood and left to ferment for a good thirty years.

Ed takes up a small brown bottle and holds it to the light, then twists off the cap and gives it a sniff. He holds it out to me. I sniff, too. It smells of wet fur and oranges and what I think is sex. I would like to keep smelling it, but Ed pulls it back and caps it and wraps it in burlap and hands it to me, saying, “What you do is you break yourself open a bone, any bone, and dribble some of this in the hollow—just a drop or two now—and then set that bone right at the edge of a cutbank. You’ve got your trap set on a cutbank, right? Or a dry wash? Right, okay then, set it right at the edge, just past your trap—maybe in a sagebrush or something where it’s hard to see or get to—and you by golly ought to have yourself a coyote come morning.”

I nod and thank him and step out into the white light. Ed follows, pushing the wooden door shut and wrapping the length of hide tight around a nail. We make our way back up to the house, a two-story that like most in town has seen better days. Ed is old, too, and past his body’s best work. He is now the mayor of Melstone. Though in his dark shed he still milks the bladders of skunks and muskrats, he spends his days dealing with school levies and zoning laws. I don’t ask him how he reconciles these two lives, don’t tell him how I hope for nothing so much as to trap a coyote, to steady the rifle at my shoulder, and as the coyote snaps and gnashes at its own bone-raw and bloody leg, shoot it cleanly in the head. Or why, after finishing Steinbeck’s Tortilla Flat days before, I felt somehow bigger than myself and kindly toward all the world, even this one I feel most times I don’t belong in.

I don’t say any of these things. I shake his hand, say, “Thanks,” and make my way down the gravel road to the general store, little scuffs of dust rising with my every step. And no one but Ed Dempsey knows I’m carrying in my pocket a glass bottle of magic.




— FISHBELLY —

In my Aunt Edith’s studio I am quiet.

I have not been told to be quiet, I just am, for her studio—with its intricate tools and brushes and long-necked lamps on benches, its smells of paint and standing water and shaved pine—seems a place to be watchful and reverent.

I shut the door slowly and stand off to the side. I lean up against the wall with my hands behind me. I feel with my palms and fingertips the whorled, rough-cut boards, and I watch my Aunt Edith. Her back is to me and one lock of silvery hair hangs off the side of her head, obscuring her profile. With her calloused hands, nearly as big as a man’s, she pulls the wet print from the face of the wood—all orange and fishbelly and pale blue, maybe the scab hills south of Billings at daybreak—and studies the colors and densities and textures, and finally hangs the print up with the others to dry. She is slow and deliberate, and maybe this is why I am quiet: her attention demands my attention; her care says there is something happening here beyond work or play. And the prints themselves, which seem like the best of stories, fairly pull the breath from my lips. I look at them. And look again.

“Oh,” Aunt Edith says, turning, her wrinkled face sliding into a wide smile. “I didn’t hear you come in. Goodness, how quiet you were! Shall we get some ice cream? Hmm? I think maybe I would like a bowl of ice cream. What about you, Joe?”

I am too old to be fussed over, but Aunt Edith, who is really my great aunt, my grandfather’s older sister, has no children of her own and doesn’t know, so I don’t mind. Also, I very much want a bowl of vanilla ice cream dotted with raspberries fresh from her garden. “Yes,” I say. “I think I would like a bowl of ice cream, too.”

Later, we go to dinner. I get ready in the third-floor bathroom. Aunt Edith’s house is grand and yellow and sits on the rimrocks above the Yellowstone River and the city of Billings. You can see forever out this window, clear to the Bighorn and Beartooth mountains. You can see as well downtown—the thin streets and tall hotels and shiny bank buildings—which is where we’re going for dinner. I scrub my face with soap, comb my hair, tuck my shirt into my jeans, and lace up my best sneakers. I rush down the first flight of stairs, which curves around the cone-topped turret of the house, and step more carefully down the next flight, in case Aunt Edith is ready and waiting for me.

She isn’t. I stand around and study the framed photo of Aunt Edith’s dead husband with his long, bearded face. He looks kind enough, I guess. Maybe a little disappointed. He failed, I have heard, at farming, and Aunt Edith supported them by teaching school. After he died, Aunt Edith started painting and making prints instead. Her work hangs in all those bank buildings downtown now, up at the Yellowstone Art Museum, too, and is all over the color inset pages of the journals she has stacked on the far end of the kitchen table. My Aunt Edith is an artist. It’s thrilling and obscene to say it. Artist. It is a word that sounds like the look of red wine in stemmed glasses or pictures of Spain. Aunt Edith is as well an atheist. I know an artist makes things, but I don’t quite understand what being an atheist entails, though I think it means her dead husband will not be waiting for her in heaven, like my mother says my father will be waiting for me.

“I’ve been waiting for you,” I tell Aunt Edith, as she steps from her room wearing dark slacks and a long-sleeved, silky blouse, her silver hair pulled back in a tight bun. “Thank you. That was very kind.” She smiles and looks in her finery both like my Aunt Edith and not like my Aunt Edith. “Shall we have some dinner?”

Dinner is at a Chinese restaurant downtown. It is the first time I have ever eaten at a Chinese restaurant. It is the first time I have ever eaten anywhere there are reservations and menus without prices and waitresses who don’t write anything down. Aunt Edith orders for both of us, and while we wait for our food we talk about which things I like to study in school, about her artwork, about the news, about books. The waitress comes with steaming tea and some kind of sour soup, plates of rice and orange-colored chicken, thinly sliced beef with red strips of pepper. It’s all new and strange and beautiful. Before we eat, I say, “Wait!” I look
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Rick Bass is the author of more than thirty books of fiction and nonfiction, most recently The Traveling Feast. He has taught at the University of Montana and Montana State University, where he was the Western Writer-in-Residence, and in 2018 received the Montana Governor’s Arts Award. He is a board member of the Yaak Valley Forest Council and Save the Yellowstone Grizzly.


Alexis Bonogofsky is a fourth-generation Montanan, goat and sheep rancher, and freelance writer and photographer who lives and works along the Yellowstone River in southeastern Montana where she grew up. Her writing and photography can be found on her website East of Billings and in various news outlets and magazines including Mountain Journal, Montana Quarterly, Farm 406, and High Desert Journal. For ten years she managed the Tribal Lands Partnership Program for the National Wildlife Federation. She received her BA in International Studies from Gonzaga University and her MA in International Development from University of Denver’s Korbel School of International Studies. Her conservation work was featured in the book and movie, This Changes Everything, by Canadian journalist and author Naomi Klein and in the recent National Geographic coal documentary From the Ashes. In 2014, Alexis was awarded the Cultural Freedom Fellowship from the Lannan Foundation in Santa Fe.


Christine Carbo is the author of the Glacier Mystery novels, an ensemble series set in and around Glacier National Park. Her books include The Wild Inside, Mortal Fall, The Weight of Night, and A Sharp Solitude. She is a recipient of the Women’s National Book Association Pinckley Prize, the Silver Fklchion Award, and the High Plains Book Award. After earning a pilot’s license, pursuing various adventures in Norway, and working a brief stint as a flight attendant, she earned an MA in English and linguistics and taught college-level courses. She still teaches, in a vastly different realm, as the owner of a Pilates studio. She lives with her family in Whitefish. Find out more at ChristineCarbo.com.


Janet Skeslien Charles grew up in Shelby and attended the University of Montana. Her debut novel Moonlight in Odessa, which explores the booming business of e-mail-order brides, was translated into ten languages. Her second novel The Paris Library tells the true tale of the American librarian who defied the Nazi “Book Protector” in order to keep the American Library in Paris open during World War II. It will be translated into seventeen languages. Janet’s shorter work has appeared in Slice and Montana Noir. She currently lives in Paris, France.


Longtime journalist and Delaware native Gwen Plorio finally found her way to Montana in 2005. The first of her six novels was published in 2013. That book’s title? Montana.


Born and raised in Shelby, James Grady graduated from the University of Montana, staffed the state’s 1972 Constitutional Convention, and worked for Montana’s US Senator Lee Metcalf in Washington, DC, where Grady now lives. His first novel, Six Days of the Condor, which was written in Montana, became a Robert Redford movie and a Max Irons TV show. Grady’s been a muckraking journalist, published more than a dozen other novels, three times that many short stories, and worked in movies and TV He’s received France’s Grand Prix du Roman Noir, Italy’s Raymond Chandler Award, and a Baku-Misu literary award from Japan. The Washington Post compared Grady’s 2014 novel Last Days of the Condor to the works of George Orwell and Bob Dylan.


Keir Graff’s grandfather was an itinerant preacher who fly-fished the rivers and streams of Montana. Born and raised in Missoula, Graff attended Hellgate High School and, briefly, the University of Montana. Under his own name and others, he is the author of six novels for adults, three novels for middle-graders, and short stories published in periodicals ranging from the Missoula Independent to the Chicago Reader. He is also the co-editor, with James Grady, of the anthology Montana Noir. Graff now lives in Chicago, where he has worked in publishing for two decades. He returns to Montana every chance he gets.


Laulette LeDoux Hansen was born in 1942 and raised on her grandparents’ homestead near Montana’s Big Sag. Her grandfather, a master carpenter who knew horses, taught his grandchildren to read the time and weather from the sky; her grandmother knew wildflowers, and played Schubert and Schumann on an 1898 Wing piano. Her father Ermal Hansen taught her to love music and flying. LeDoux taught Russian language and literature in Montana and elsewhere for twenty years while working as a consultant and interpreter in the USSR and US. She established a coffee business in Moscow, Russia, in 1991, and started writing songs at the age of 65. She lives in Missoula and Geraldine.


Jamie Harrison, who has lived in Montana with her family for more than thirty years, has worked as a caterer, a gardener, and an editor. She is the author of five previous novels—the Jules Clement series of mysteries (The Edge of the Crazies, Going Local, An Unfortunate Prairie Occurrence, and Blue Deer Thaw), which will be reprinted by Counterpoint Press beginning in 2020, and The Widow Nash, a finalist for the High Plains Book Award and the winner of the Mountains and Plains Independent Booksellers’ Association’s Reading the West Award. Her next novel, as yet untitled, will be released by Counterpoint in the spring of 2020.


Eric Heidle is a creative director, photographer, and writer with the rare good luck to be born in Montana and grow up riding in the passenger seats of pickup trucks. His family’s long history in Montana is one of cutting hay, bending iron, chasing cattle, and digging for silver. Heidle’s writing and photography has been published in Backpacker and Montana Outdoors, and his fiction has appeared on Montana Public Radio’s “The Write Question” and in the anthology Montana Noir. His story from that collection, “Ace in the Hole,” was nominated for a 2018 Edgar Award by the Mystery Writers of America. He lives in Great Falls with his love Dagni and a small horde of cats.


Sterling; HolyWhiteMountain is a fiction writer and essayist who grew up on the Blackfeet Reservation. His work has appeared in volumes one and two of Off the Path: An Anthology of 21st Century American Indian and Indigenous Writers, Montana Quarterly, ESPN, and The Atlantic. He is currently a Stegner Fellow at Stanford University.


Allen Morris Jones is the author of the novels Last Year’s River, A Bloom of Bones, and Sweeney on the Rocks, as well as a highly regarded treatise on the ethics of hunting, A Quiet Place of Violence. Co-editor of The Best of Montana’s Short Fiction, he has also worked as a magazine editor, book editor, and publisher of his own small press, Bangtail Press. He lives in Bozeman, Montana, with his wife and young son.


Carrie La Seur’s critically acclaimed debut novel The Home Place, an Indie Next pick, won a High Plains Book Award and was short-listed for the Strand Critics Award for Best First Novel. Her writing appears in such media as Daily Beast, Grist, the Guardian, Harvard Law and Policy Review, High Country News, Kenyon Review Online, Mother Jones, The Rumpus, and Salon. She is a founder of the environmental nonprofit Plains Justice and the Billings Bookstore Cooperative. Her second novel, The Weight of an Infinite Sky, a rural Montana take on Hamlet, that was shortlisted for the Reading the West Award, is now available in paperback.


Maxim Loskutoff is the author of Come West and See. His stories and essays have appeared in numerous periodicals, including the New York Times, the Chicago Tribune, Ploughshares, and the Southern Review, as well as anthologies in the US and abroad. He lives in western Montana, where he was raised.


Antonia Malchik has written essays and articles for Aeon, The Atlantic, Orion, High Country News, and a variety of other publications. Her first book, A Walking Life, is about the past and future of walking’s role in our shared humanity. A fifth-generation Montanan, she has lived and worked in several different countries but now lives in northwest Montana.


Maile Meloy was born and raised in Helena, Montana. She is the author of three novels, two short-story collections, and a middle-grade trilogy. Her fiction has appeared in the New Yorker, the Paris Review, and Best American Short Stories, and on Selected Shorts and This American Life. Her story collection Both Ways Is the Only Way I Want It was named one of the New York Times’ “Ten Best Books of 2009.” She has received the PEN/Malamud Award, the E. B. White Award, and a Guggenheim Fellowship.


Caroline Patterson is the executive director of the Missoula Writing Collaborative. She has published the short-story collection Ballet at the Moose Lodge, the anthology Montana Women Writers: A Geography of the Heart, and two children’s books. Her work was included in the anthologies Montana Noir and Bright Bones. Her fellowships include the Wallace Stegner Fellowship in Fiction, the Joseph Henry Jackson Prize from the San Francisco Foundation, and a Montana Arts Council Fellowship. With her husband, the writer Fred Haefele, and her two college-aged children, she lives in the Missoula home her great-grandfather built in 1906, with the fireplace on the inside rather than the outside wall, because her great-grandmother said, “she could never spend a night in a house with a mortgage.”


Jim Bobbins has written about the West and western issues for the New York Times since 1980 from his home in Helena. He has also traveled around the globe writing for numerous magazines, covering the cloud forests of Peru for Conde Nast Traveler, the spicy peppers of the Yucatan in Mexico for Smithsonian, and the Yanomami Indigenous Territory of northern Brazil for Vanity Fair. He is the author of six books, three of them about nature and three about the human nervous system. His most recent are The Wonder of Birds and The Man Who Planted Trees, published by Random House, which are illuminating looks at the relationships between people and nature and investigations into how little we really know about our world.


Russell Rowland’s fifth novel, Cold Country will be published by Dzanc Books in the fall of 2019. Two of his previous novels have been finalists for the High Plains Book Award for Fiction. He has an MA in creative writing from Boston University and currently lives in Billings, where he is working on a memoir called Be a Man and consulting for other writers.


Joe Wilkins grew up in eastern Montana, where he spent most of his teenage summers working on a wheat and cattle ranch deep in the Bull Mountains. He is the author of a memoir, The Mountain and the Father, winner of a 2014 GLCA New Writers Award—an honor that has previously recognized early work by the likes of Richard Ford, Louise Erdrich, and Alice Munro—and three collections of poetry, including When We Were Birds, winner of the 2017 Oregon Book Award in Poetry. His debut novel, Fall Back Down When I Die, was published in 2019. He lives with his family in western Oregon, where he directs the creative writing program at Linfield College.
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Little Snowy Mountains, Golden Valley County
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West Rosebud Creek, Stillwater County
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Charles M. Russell Wildlife Refuge, Garfield County
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Off Highway 39, Rosebud County
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Off Highway 39, Rosebud County
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Pry or Mountain Foothills, Yelknvstone County
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Eastern Montana prairie, Carter County
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Fort Peck Yellowstone Bison
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Fort Peck Reservation, Roosevelt County
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Yucca plant, Crow Reservation
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Near Gallatm River, Gallatin County
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Yellowstone River near Forsyth, Rosebud County
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Wild rose near Gallatin River, Gallatin County





[image: bck_fig_014.jpg]
Near Livingston, Park County





[image: bck_fig_015.jpg]
Custer Gallatin National Forest
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Near Billings, Yellowstone County
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Sweet Grass Hills, viewed from Pondera County
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Beartooth Mountains, Custer Gallatin National Forest
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Rocky Mountain Front, Teton County
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Glacier National Park
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Mystic Lake, Stillwater County
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Bridger Mountains, Gallatin County
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Elk near Luther, Carbon County
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Yellowstone River near Billings, Yellowstone County
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Looking east toward the Crazy Mountains, Sweet Grass County
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Whitetail deer, Swan Valley, Missoula County
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Near Glacier Lake, Carbon County
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McDonald Creek, Glacier National Park
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