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Dedication

For Thea





Epigraph

Finally the moment arrives when the last sustaining piece is removed and the tree stands again on its own. It is as though its weight for a moment stood on your heart.

You listen for a thud of settlement, a warning creak deep in the intricate joinery. You cannot believe it will hold. How like something dreamed it is, standing there all by itself. How long will it stand there now?

The first breeze that touches its dead leaves all seems to flow into your mouth. You are afraid the motion of the clouds will be enough to push it over. What more can you do? What more can you do?

—W. S. MERWIN, “UNCHOPPING A TREE”
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Double Exposure
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Courtesy of Colleen Chartier.


WE LEFT THE TRUCK and walked through bunchgrass, the whole prairie rattling with August heat. “A bad year for hoppers,” Pat Zentz said. Bending down, I cupped one in my hand to feel its kicking. I was eleven years old and looked closely at everything. The insect was heavy for its size and strong.

My father went ahead toward the prairie dog town with a rifle slung from his shoulder, white shirt and cowboy hat stark against late-summer pasture. I had never seen him with a gun before and he carried it well. It was easy to forget that we were visitors on the Zentz Ranch, fresh off the highway from Seattle.

From where he and Pat stopped, I could see the colony sprawling for acres across a plain. Much of the ground was bare, the dirt piled in low pale mounds. The remaining stubble was chewed short, as if the earth had a five-o’clock shadow.

Prairie dogs moved everywhere through the panorama, sunning beside holes, scratching in dust, and standing upright like sentries. A nearer one vanished as if by sleight of hand. Until recently, Pat was telling Dad, there had been enough ferrets, coyotes, foxes, and snakes to keep the population down. Now the dog towns spread farther across his pastures each year, eating grass that livestock needed, digging holes in which cows snapped their legs. Neighbors tried all sorts of things. Poison and floods of irrigation water. Truck exhaust pumped into burrows. Pat spoke quietly now that we stood near the town’s edge.

A .22 rifle makes a crisp noise, like the crack of a ruler on a desk. Its report is tame compared to bigger guns, but it still rips the fabric of the day. I jumped when my father pulled the trigger. Prairie dogs stood on their hind legs, chittering, peering around.

It was my first experience of the spell of gunfire. My father crooked his finger and a bullet cut the air. Every creature in earshot must have perceived the sound’s potency. Dust rose from one of the burrows, spread, and vanished.

“Low,” Pat said. “He went down, but you didn’t hit him. Shoot at the bottom of your breath. Let it out, then squeeze the trigger.”

Dad held the gun to his shoulder, looking through the scope. When the rifle cracked again, the bullet’s whistle ended with a whack. No dirt plume rose.

Then both of them were firing. Pat’s son, Keenan, too. The fusillade drove the remaining dogs to the edges of their burrows, where some stood upright and others tensed on all fours.

When it was done, we entered the colony like heroes in a Western, passing deserted mounds and stripped grassland, hearing nothing but the crunch of our boots. At a shield-shaped burrow, Pat waved me over. A prairie dog lay flat on the dirt. I might have mistaken death for sleep had it not been for a bright strand of viscera. The bullet had cut low through the animal’s belly, dragging several inches of intestine through the exit wound.

Fascinated, I bent low.

“Don’t touch it,” he said. “The fleas carry plague. But I want you to see how this”—he held up the rifle—“does that.” He pointed the barrel at the guts in the dirt.

At the truck, Pat pulled an empty Bud Light from behind the driver’s seat. Walking out in the grass, he balanced the can atop a mound.

The single-shot .22 he handed me had been in the Zentz family long enough that both Pat and Keenan had learned to shoot with it. The wooden stock was dark and scarred. The barrel, though oiled, was pitted with rust. It felt good to hold, like a well-used hammer.

Pat showed me how to crack the action and check for a cartridge. I practiced several times before receiving a single round. Slipping the safety off, I set my finger on the trigger.

The details of that afternoon—the weapon’s heft and feel, the smells of powder and oiled steel, the metal clicking on metal, the pride of being a boy out shooting with the men—are haloed with a sense of initiation in my memory.

I cannot recall my mother being present. There’s irony in that because people almost always remember Colleen Chartier-Andrews. She is taller than most women, striking and thin. Her hair, once very dark brown, has thickened with age into a salt-and-pepper pyramid that passes her shoulders. When I was a child, she wore lace-up combat boots and men’s jackets with great style, facing the world with a blue-eyed attention so open and acute that some people fled it. She is a photographer, forever gripped by the artist’s urge to collect objects: perfectly round boulders, tree trunks shaped like torsos, the biggest tumbleweed in eastern Washington. So far as I can tell, she believes the world to be full of overlooked fragments of beauty and truth. She hunts these with the ever-present camera of her vocation. Once, she charmed several construction workers into giving her a set of enormous signs from a defunct truck maintenance shop. We ate under ALIGNMENT and gave away LUBRICATION. We took meals in the kitchen, never the dining room. That table was full. The tumbleweed was there.

Mom was with us that day on the Zentz Ranch. It’s only because of an image she captured—a lucky, ghostly double exposure on the cheap Holga she favored for her artwork—that I can return to the first time I looked through gunsights and pulled a trigger. She used that image in a gallery show and afterward hung it in our front hallway. The photograph was important to her.

“You were learning something right at the moment when I pressed the shutter,” she said once. “Part of your youth was disappearing.”

She told me that the lesson had seemed necessary, that she had understood the power of what I was being shown.

“But I was afraid, too. You’re ten or eleven. I see arms touching firearms, skin and metal, the sun.”

Certain things on this earth belong together and transform each other when they meet. A dust mote meets vapor and rain begins to fall. The drop strikes steel and rust blooms like a flower. Such transformations are hard to reverse. That’s how it was for me with the Zentz place, ranching, and Montana. I saw danger and freedom, life and death, wildness and purpose, spread like a feast across the prairie. In the vastness of the land and sky, I recognized the other half of my heart. My mother saw this clearly. She knew that I was started on a road but not how far I would go.

Returning to the ranch each summer, first with my parents and later without them, I learned the rudiments of agricultural work. One evening—I must have been fifteen by then—I came in from a sunburned day afield, ate dinner with the Zentz family, and headed out to hunt prairie dogs in a strong evening wind.

Beyond the backyard, the silos, the rowed shelterbelt trees, and the caraganas, all creation opened. Far in the west, thunderheads had gathered above the Crazy Mountains. The nearer sky was striped with mare’s-tail clouds.

The wind gains unexpected power there, unhindered by mountains or trees. It becomes a steady, pressing force, like a river. Power lines wail, eaves howl, buildings shudder and moan. All built things cry in the grip of a prairie wind, but grass revels. It rolls and dances, hissing yes, stirring like the fur of a beast.

I walked a half-mile half circle, first upwind with my baseball cap jammed low, then across toward the prairie dog town. The wind made many inextricable sounds. It was the noise of everything being touched. It was hollow. When I crept to the brink of a cutbank, lay down, and loaded the rifle, the day’s heat remained in the soil.

I could see across the Duck Creek coulee to where the land canted toward the Yellowstone River. Gusts ran out of that distance, raising dust when they reached the moonscape of the town.

Since my first summer plinking beer cans, I had become a fair shot and a veteran of the prairie dog war. I settled the crosshairs on an upright creature thirty yards away. It flicked its tail three times. I killed it. Hurrying to chamber another round, I expected to see the colony take cover. I was surprised to find the dogs unperturbed, watching the sky for hawks and the horizon for coyotes.

I shot another. Another. They took little notice of the dust that flew when I missed or of neighbors dropping dead. It brought to mind stories I had read about buffalo hunters in the frontier West—men who wore out rifle barrels shooting into herds that did not understand gunfire. After a short while, I realized that the dogs couldn’t hear the rifle’s noise above the wind. This did not seem unsporting, only lucky.

I made the most of good fortune, firing and reloading for ten minutes while wind tousled the grass. I recall no messiness, physical or moral. The shots looked clean. Animals slid backward into holes or crumpled motionless on the ground. I had learned to kill by watching and practicing, just as I had learned to stretch barbwire. I tried to do it well.

I might have continued until the shells were gone, but the wind slackened when the sun touched the horizon. Pulling the trigger, I let the rifle crack sharp and loud across a moment’s relative calm.

With the wind gone, the spell was broken. The remaining dogs scattered and vanished. I could see the sky’s blue deepening to transparency in the east, showing the first stars.

Walking through the town, I toed dead prairie dogs into holes. Their limpness stung me. I stood motionless after nudging the last one out of sight, feeling suddenly disgusted.

I hiked sunward through rolling grass, up the diminishing wind toward a section of rimrock where the ground fell away in bands of limestone. Hundreds of feet below, Duck Creek oxbowed through the coulee’s wide bottom.

I sat on a flat-topped rock with the rifle across my lap, watching a far-off storm drag scrims of rain. Thunderheads, small in the distance, popped with lightning.

At home, I was the kind of kid who attended to animals. I studied eagles until they drifted out of sight and stayed up late to watch the neighborhood opossum steal cat food. I answered crows. When I found one of those smart black birds on its back, feet jutting up, I mourned it.

This is different, I told myself. This, with the dogs, is necessary. Like riding, roping, or fixing engines, it was a skill I’d need to master if I wanted to come to Montana and stay.

Nights in Seattle, I fell asleep rehearsing the steps of saddling a horse, recalling each piece of tack—cinch, latigo, breast collar, martingale—to proof myself against forgetting. I studied the names of prairie grasses, knowing instinctively that I had only a fingertip on my Western dream and would have to keep hold of it.

A red-tail hawk hung cruciform and motionless above the coulee. Hawks kill them, too, I thought, to make a living.

The last light struck the prairie. Cattle watered on the creek below. Feeling the day’s labor as a good aching yoke across my shoulders, I leaned back to better see the sky, keeping my free hand across the rifle. I fixed that moment in my mind and carried it home to the rainy city. I kept it like a secret, remembering how I sat while the sunset burned out. How with one palm on warm stone and the other on barrel steel, I looked across the open country.





You must understand how badly I wanted to be a cowboy. After I visited the ranch, I believed with a child’s certainty that I had found my true and proper home. It was not only the place that caught me, but also its people—Pat, Suzie, and their three boys. Whether the problem was a stalled tractor or a rattlesnake in the yard, the Zentz family knew what to do. They got on with things—tinkered until the engine came to life, spliced rusty wire, shot the head from the snake—and laughed everything off around the dinner table. The boys had a feral quality that I admired. They drove unlicensed on the county roads and owned horses, living princelike in a hardscrabble kingdom. People were not that way where I was from.

Once I saw it all, I could not stop dreaming. In quiet moments all through childhood, I entertained a Western fantasy in which the sky’s broad dome appeared first, its sun a magnet tugging upward on my heart. Beneath that sky were toothlike distant mountains, whole island ranges scattered on a plain like toys. In the tawny middle distance were many scattered cattle.

Nearer was a horseman on a promontory from which the land’s sweep could be seen. He wore a wide-brimmed hat, blue jeans, old boots. He was proud, straight-backed, and alert. Mount and rider stood motionless, looking across the panorama, unmistakably at home. At times, I thought I might grow up to become that man. On other nights, I despaired of ever being so proud.

There were always firearms in the dream. I remember that clearly. A lever-action rifle in the man’s saddle scabbard or a revolver on his hip. The guns might have been single-action or double, made by Smith & Wesson or Colt; but despite this variance, they were recognizable as the ones packed by everyone from Earp to Eastwood, the ones Charlie Russell painted into the hands of buckaroos and cavalry soldiers. They were the guns that won the West.

The actual weapons are heavier than most people imagine and more beautiful. They glint and shine: refined machines with trigger, sear, springs, and hammer arranged in hidden synchronicity; marvels of engineering that fit the human hand better than a glove. In many of the stories I heard when I was young, such guns were magic wands, instruments of justice, and protection against the wilderness. They were blued-steel links to our heroic past.
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How It Came to Me

[image: image]
Courtesy of Colleen Chartier.


MY FATHER TAUGHT ME to do no harm. A lifelong man of peace and a conscientious objector to the Vietnam War, he was also the one to deliver the gun—a Smith & Wesson revolver that had belonged to my grandfather—into my hands.

On the day he brought it to me, we both got up early. He drove out through tidy neighborhoods, threading a path through Seattle’s gridlock, beginning the eight-hour trip to Montana. I woke up on the cattle ranch I managed near the town of Deer Lodge, walked through a dirt yard, and let myself into the corrals. The sky was black. Horses ran circles in the round pen, bucking as if unmannered by the bone-colored moon.

I meant to catch my favorite gelding, a lanky bay with a blaze that widened down the line of his nose. He had no breeding, but he had hard hooves and a tremendous heart. In the years I worked ranches, I never met a horse that could travel with him. By now that gelding is reduced to bones and a patch of greener grass somewhere, but that morning he was all speed and muscle, a dark horse in his prime, loping. I caught and saddled him, and we rode out on a cattle trail with the dog trotting behind, cresting a long ridge as the eastern sky blued and fired.

The Sapphires, a range of round-topped, half-timbered mountains, look smooth and unformidable from a distance—like eggs in an open carton. Up close, they are rough country, with tangled dead-end logging roads and miles-long stands of doghair pine.

I rode for an hour up Orofino Mountain, then started downhill on a zigzag course, picking up bands of scattered cattle. A dozen pairs became twenty, twenty became fifty, and fifty a river of heavy-walking beasts following a rutted road south. The herd had its own momentum so I could detour to roust lingerers from the shadowed places that livestock favor in late summer.

In one such spot, I urged my horse between a pair of close-set trees. It was tight, but I pressed my luck in pursuit of a calf. As we slipped between the trunks, I felt a thick broken branch—a stob, my neighbors would have called it—wedge into my stirrup. It happened fast, and my stirrup twisted backward as the horse moved ahead. He took another step and the stirrup brought him up short.

No horse likes being caught that way. Shying, he threw his weight against leather and the sinews of my leg. He pulled until my eyes shut from pain and the saddle shifted to one side.

He will buck and tear my foot off, I thought.

The animal shook with strain and panic. It was like an earthquake’s foreshock and I knew enough to be afraid. I’ve had metal plates and screws in my arm since I was twenty, a small monument to the danger of spooked horses.

When the branch snapped, the horse took two leaps forward. We stood still—saddle akimbo, both trembling. My ankle ached, but it took weight when I climbed to the ground. There was a short scrape beading blood across the gelding’s ribs. The branch, broken flush with the trunk, looked like all the others in the forest.

By midmorning, I rode behind not less than two hundred pairs, the animals raising dust in which I wallowed. Shortly after midday, I came to a good place on Cottonwood Mountain and turned the herd from the road into thigh-high fescue.

I settled the cattle there. As mothers found their bawling calves, it grew quiet enough for me to hear the sound of general vigorous chewing. Sitting the horse in peace, I looked across my dirty, beautiful, chosen life and felt equal to it.

The feeling was rare. Before that summer, even as my seasonal ranch jobs stretched into years of work, I felt like I was riding a train without a ticket and would someday be thrown off. What right had a young man born and raised in the wet heart of Seattle, I asked myself, to saddle horses under Montana’s endless sky?

I kept working and no reckoning came. I became manager of the Dry Cottonwood Creek Ranch, shouldering responsibility for the lives of 130 cows, five bulls, and all their Red Angus get. I bought and sold horses, stretched barbwire, and loaded fall calves into cattle trailers. Twice already, I had watched those potbellied semis clatter away, turned to face a pen full of bawling mothers, and started over.

I built a house for myself, framing a one-bedroom living space into the southeast corner of a sheet-metal barn. The barndominium, I called it.

What I had on Dry Cottonwood—responsibility, solitude, and challenging work—convinced me at last that I had come into the West to stay. My contract had no end date. The job was mine until I wore out or failed, and I was determined not to fail.

LATER IN THE DAY, descending from the mountains toward the barn, I caught the glint of sun on a car in the yard and knew my father had arrived. There is something different about cars from the city. Even when dirty, city cars shine.

Something like that is true of people. At thirty-nine years old, I have now lived here long enough to weather. I look different from my childhood friends who remained in Seattle. Not older but harder used. Crow’s feet mark my eyes and scars adorn my knuckles. Recently, I’ve noted the development of stringy, corded muscle in my arms, neck, and shoulders—not youth’s smooth swollen strength but something less pretty and more durable. Sometimes I think that I am starting to look like a ranch truck, dinged and scraped, marked and sustained by use. I take pride in this. It also worries me because I know what happens to those trucks in the end.

As I crossed Dry Cottonwood and climbed from its channel, my father rounded the barn’s far corner into the light of a low sun. He wore his traveling-through-Montana uniform of a fisherman’s shirt and shorts, and waved when he saw me.

Closing the distance, we scrutinized each other as parents and children do when they have been separated. His legs were spindly. That this should be my first impression seemed ungenerous.

Perhaps I was harsh because I take after him. My legs are quite like his. We have the same complexion, which sun and wine redden as if they were drawing blood to the surface. We have dark hair and a similar manner of walking, so people know from a distance who we are to each other.

In the eyes of such strangers, we would have been a pair of lanky related men. Walking out from the barn: a tall and broad-chested father in his early sixties, black eyebrows like gull wings, a high forehead, and a straight nose that was neither beak nor button. Coming in from the fields: his son of twenty-eight, the father’s shape remade with a bit less flesh and a set of flaring ears.

My parents seldom arrived on the ranch without gifts. Where generosity was concerned, they were relentless saints. Season by season, they filled the barndominium with comforts.

I came to have a rocking chair from Crate & Barrel, IKEA shelving, and good cookware. I finished out the place’s bathroom by installing a toilet rumored to have once belonged to Bill Gates that was scavenged by a contractor friend of my mother’s and hauled to Deer Lodge in a Subaru.

My parents gave me smoked salmon and dark chocolate. Convinced that a hard life should include a few soft things, my mother always brought pillows. After she had been at it for a few years, I counted more than thirty, including throws.

Their gifts tended to almost, but not quite, suit the circumstances of my life. Since the gear required by a ranching life could not be found in Seattle’s shops, it was rare for my parents to bring something I could truly use. Rarer still was for me to hunger after a particular object and anticipate its coming. My father understood this. He was not long in walking to the back of his car, rummaging among fishing tackle and duffel bags, and opening the lid of a plastic cooler.

Setting aside bread and other staples, he rolled back a dish towel and retrieved a triangular cloth case from where the ice packs should have been. The way he did it made me expect something illicit, like state secrets or a brick of weed.

“I didn’t know the rules about crossing state lines,” he said.

When I slid the revolver free, it gleamed blackly in the late sun. I held the weapon across both palms, long barrel pointing toward the mountains. Looking at the gun, my father said: “As a thing, it’s kind of beautiful.”

The compliment was unlikely from a man who had refused to be a soldier. It was to be expected, perhaps, from the director of a contemporary art museum—the job my father held for much of his professional life.

The gun was finely made. Every inch of it, from the checkered grip to the bore’s machined perfection, proclaimed the skill of master craftspeople. It had a precise balance, evident as I picked it up; and when I pressed the catch above the trigger, the cylinder swung out with a noise like a watch marking seconds. Six empty chambers yawned up, each hungry for its bullet. I snapped the cylinder shut. He was right, the gun was beautiful.

“Your grandfather would have liked it coming out here,” he said. “Where it can be useful.”

This was after my father’s father, Robert Thorne Andrews, lost his strength and some of his faculties, and had to move to the kind of nursing home where nobody owns a gun. Another year would pass before my grandfather died, but death was around us. It was in the tidy room my father visited twice a week. I sometimes joined those visits on the phone but not as often as I might have. I never knew what to say. Privately, I saw my father’s unvarying attendance and care as a lavish, possibly excessive, gift. The two men were not close in the way some fathers and sons become. In the way my father and I are, for example.

My grandfather contained a vein of remoteness. He was not cold, mean, or unaccountable, but neither did he ask questions or unburden himself to us. Because of this, I found it hard to remember much about him even before he passed away. He fought in the Second World War and afterward worked for a long time at Sears, in home furnishings. He liked fishing and wore the type of thin plaid button-up shirts that older men favor in rural Montana. Much more than that, I could not say. To carry away so little left me with a sense of having wronged him.

My father held out a full cartridge belt, the leather stiff from lack of use. If the gun had been well-kept, the belt looked forgotten. It stunk of closets and oxidation. Mildew whitened the holster. Corroded by the salt air of western Washington, the shell casings had wept blue trails across the loops that held them.

As we ate on the porch, I kept expecting my father to say more about the gun. I waited for a story, but he volunteered nothing. Cold bottles sweating in our hands, we watched the sun dip past the westward mountains.

After a while, I asked why his father had bought the revolver and what he had used it for.

“I don’t know. Protection? Or target shooting, but I don’t remember him doing much of it. After what he saw in Europe, I’d have thought he’d want to be as far from weapons as possible.

“He did a lot of things I don’t understand. I’m sure of this, though—he wanted you to have the gun. He admired your life. Liked hearing stories about it. I think he could have been happy out here.”

After my father went in to bed, I stayed on the porch examining the revolver in the soft light from my windows. The weapon smelled of oil and my fingers left prints on the bluing. Its wooden grip was warm to the touch, the metal colder than night air. I examined it closely, touching characters stamped into the barrel.

On one side: SMITH & WESSON.

On the other: .357 MAGNUM.

My grandfather’s gun. He carried and shot it, I thought, and now it has come to me. Sitting in the dark, I felt a new responsibility. His gun was in my care. Someday I would hand it on. That inheritance and legacy matched the kind of man I had become.

I aimed the revolver at the night, feeling its weight as I stretched out my arm. I tried this first with my left, dominant hand, then with my right—the one crushed years ago by a horse. The wooden grip was sized precisely for a palm like mine.





East of where we live now, past several mountain ranges, is a valley big enough to bend horizons like the ocean does. Anglers in the Andrews family have gone there for three generations. My grandfather came first, but it was my father who made fishing the Madison River into an art form in our family. He was the one who recognized Three Dollar Bridge as a pocket-water Promised Land, who found the West Fork campsite, who learned to wait out midday heat by swimming in Cliff Lake, who tied flies all winter at our kitchen table in Seattle. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that he crafted each nymph, dry, and streamer with a specific hole or riffle in mind. He was that sort of fisherman. My father put leader to water in almost every river and stream in southwest Montana, but he loved the Madison best.

All three of us cherished the place, but I was the only one to live there. Long before my father put the Smith & Wesson in my hands, when I was just out of college, I moved to the Madison to work on the Sun Ranch.

I wish you could see the valley as it was then: huge and pinnacle-edged, swept clean by wind, with distant herds and few structures of any kind. Rolling south on the two-lane highway, grasslands stretching off to either side, I seemed to enter a vestige of the world before the fall. I wish we could climb into the truck and go back there, but the place has changed. It remains beautiful, but there are too many new houses.

The Madison’s eastward peaks—Sphinx, Helmet, and others—are fine to behold, but the valley’s beating heart is sunlight. Late on a summer afternoon, it floods across the Gravelly Range. Clear, stark, and yellow, the light singles things out from the landscape, showing each in turn.

See this lone juniper on a slope of August fescue. Pruned five feet up by browsing cattle, it is a green-black gumdrop on a pin. See, says that remarkable light, how a tree contains uncommon darkness.

Look at these antelope crossing the plain, hides afire. One hundred white-flanked pronghorn, small on the expanse, stick-legged. See them run, eddying together, beading into a long thin line, disappearing into cottonwood galleries along a creek. What scent or creature, the light bids you ask, made those antelope run?
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Loving Rifles

[image: image]
Courtesy of Colleen Chartier.


EVEN THE MILLIONAIRES WHO owned neighboring spreads had to admit that the Sun Ranch is the jewel of the Madison. It has the right combination of expanse and relief, the loveliest balance of timber with grass, a front-row seat to gorgeous mountains. The Sun had eighteen thousand such acres and something more, an ineffable quality that compelled and seduced people.

Everyone from West Yellowstone to the town of Ennis knew the Sun, and most people coveted it one way or another. They wanted to hunt the meadows, hike the foothills, look for shed antlers, visit the semi-secret hot spring, or drop by the local cowboy-and-fisherman bars to gossip about how many elk, how many wolves, and what mistakes the owner was making.

It’s hard to get people to agree on anything about such a place, but of this much everyone was certain: Among the Madison’s several dozen large ranches, that thirty-mile receiving line of windswept, haughty beauties, the Sun reigned queen.

It sits at the high end of the valley. Behind its uppermost fence is granite-tipped wilderness, and beyond that wilderness is Yellowstone National Park. Something issues from the peaks, pouring down like the snowmelt does in spring, anointing the Sun with qualities of an older world.

Fresh out of school, I could imagine no better place to live or job to do. I slept in a bunkhouse beside the Madison River and woke to tasks that sent me alone into the foothills. It was my lot to saddle a horse and ride all day without roads. Indeed, I had to do so if I wanted to keep drawing wages. There was no way but horseback to cross the steep, folded drainages where we summered cattle.

I took to the life wholeheartedly with a single exception: Every so often, when I was alone in certain wild places, I got scared. Stretching barbwire in a deep-shadowed thicket or following a stock-water line upcanyon to its source, I’d be gripped by an unexpected terror.

Sometimes there was a reason, like the reek of a bear or the tracks of a mountain lion. More often it was just a feeling of peril that leapt into me from the surrounding stones and trees, standing my hair on end.

I could not keep from seeing death. I felt a lion’s breath on the nape of my neck or conjured a grizzly from the undergrowth—a beast with small intent eyes and a pink-gummed yawning mouth—charging so quickly that I didn’t have time to turn away.

At such moments, I could hardly breathe or walk. It was an awful panic, one that did not diminish with the passing weeks. The other men who worked on the ranch carried guns in the mountains and never seemed to be afraid.

I envied their impunity but found it hard to relax when anyone had a pistol. Sometimes, when we were out fixing fence, my coworker would bend down to pick up his end of a brace rail and the gun on his hip would point straight at me. He had an open-bottomed holster, so I’d see the barrel staring like an unblinking pupil. I always froze when it happened and never forgot the feeling of looking into a small dark hole that death can fly from at an instant. I can still see the point of aim panning upward as he stooped, rising from my knees to my head. It made me think of shot prairie dogs, their guts strung out and shining. “This,” I could hear Pat Zentz saying, “does that.”

We didn’t just have pistols. Rifles hung in rear-window racks and saddle scabbards. Shotguns, often loaded with the noisemaker rounds we used to frighten bears and wolves, leaned beside doors. We were seldom without firearms, the weapons following us through workdays like well-trained dogs at heel. None of those guns belonged to me, though. I had moved to Montana unarmed.

Neighbors I met—old-school family ranchers, hunting guides, and hired cowboys—found this strange. Some of them grinned at the idea of a gunless ranch hand. Others took it as an insult. Looking down from her saddle, one silver-haired rancher who pastured cattle on the Sun asked how I could possibly protect her cows. She was wind-burnished, weathered, legit—every rawhide inch a creature of the place and way of life that I admired.

Her judgment was clear and searing, suggesting that by coming unprepared I had revealed myself not only as a poor specimen of cowboy but also less than a complete man.

I often thought about going into Ennis and buying a rifle. I had money saved, since there were few ways to waste it on the Sun, and knew that getting a gun in rural Montana was as easy as walking into the nearest sporting-goods shop and picking one from the racks on the wall.

The fact remained that I was not raised to own weapons. Most of this came from my father. While my mother, the photographer, made sure I understood that beauty hid in the mundane scenes of the world, it was my father who shaped my opinion of violence.

He grew up in Los Angeles in the 1950s before the city had metastasized. The coast was livable then, even beautiful, and he loved Long Beach, where his grandparents kept a house by the Pacific. His mother, Theodora, was peripherally related to the Chandler-Otis clan—a far-West dynasty responsible for founding the LA Times, desiccating the Owens Valley to slake the city’s thirst, and platting Hollywood.

My father’s family tree is meticulously pruned on both sides, giving the impression that we descend from captains of industry, statesmen, warriors, and otherwise world-shaking sires. On this side of the Atlantic, one of its deepest roots is William Bradford, the former governor of Plymouth Colony. After him come soldiers, doctors, businessmen, and bankers, among them an eminent Chicago surgeon whose portrait
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“Beautifully observed . . . this jewel of a book belongs on the shelf with our best Western writers.”
—JOHN VAILLANT, bestselling author of The Tiger
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