 Flathead Lake

Sailor called that night because of the doe. Luke told her to sit tight, he was on his way, but she could not sit tight. She went to the garage and found her husband’s old hunting spotlight in a box of things she could not throw away, and she carried it down to the lake.

Her breath smoked as she wheeled the crank and held the spotlight high, the beam shaky in her hand. The lake transitioned from white ice to black water, out where it breathed softly, waking like an ocean. She searched the bay from end to end, and the light glassed over the whitetail doe, stranded on the ice. She could see it clearly now: dust-colored coat and ice-cut legs, weakened spirit, the two points of its ears raised in attention. The surrounding ice was thin and silver, softened by the chinook winds that blew in each winter from the Pacific. All week it had been warm enough to melt the ice and snow, but now the temperature was dropping.
Sailor turned off the spotlight. A plane blinked orange overhead and she craned to look, feeling as small as she imagined she appeared from above. Her house was one of many lining the shore, no more a speck of light looked down upon than any of the stars she looked up at now. She was thinking of her husband again, about the way he’d been amused by the sound of skipping stones thrown across the ice—high-pitched like a bottle rocket—and she picked a stone from the shore, small and cold in her hand. Her husband was the reason she’d come to live in Montana, but no longer the reason she stayed. 

When she walked back to the house, Luke was standing on the inside of the sliding glass door. At first glance she thought he was the ghost of her husband. She dropped the spotlight and reached for the porch railing. She had not seen Luke in months. She had not seen anyone in a long time. 

He opened the door. “Are you all right?” 
He stepped toward her and she stepped back, still shaken. 

“Good Lord,” she said. “You scared me half to death.”

“When you didn’t answer, I let myself in.” He picked up the spotlight, turned it over in his hands. “Are you all right?” he said again. 

She pointed across the lake. “It’s all I can do to keep from going out to save her.” 

“Okay,” he said, softer now. “Let's have a look.” He reached into his jacket—quickly, intently, as though drawing a gun—and retrieved a pair of night vision binoculars from an inside pocket. She watched him while he watched the doe, and knew how long he’d waited. For this night, for her to call. She leaned against the railing.

“I can't believe I didn't see her before now,” she said. 

“Well now don't guilt yourself with that. Trouble is you weren't looking for trouble. I’ll bet she wandered across from that little island when the ice was strong. She's looking awful thin, but all the game's looking rangy.”

Luke wore his Fish, Wildlife & Parks coat, and she knew any Conservation Officer would have shot the doe by now. At one time she respected the order of nature with a keen sensibility, but now it was hard to believe anything happened for a reason. Every day Porter came back to her—the smell of his skin after all day in the sun, his callused hand rough against the bed sheets. He’d worked as a specialized firefighter for the US Forest Service, and Sailor knew from the beginning that rappelling from helicopters into wildfires was his first love, and she his second.

Luke lowered the binoculars. “It’s good to see you,” he said. 

Their eyes locked for a breath before she looked away. She hadn’t wanted to see Luke after Porter’s death, and he’d made himself known only in the wood he left stacked on the back porch, the snow he shoveled in the dark of morning. 

“Well,” she said, “can we save her?” 
“I’ll be honest—it doesn’t look good. But if we leave her there she’ll freeze to death by morning. The chinooks gave us a little taste of spring, but it won’t last.”

Sailor folded her arms against the coming cold, against what felt like the grave beginnings of a second winter. Luke handed her the binoculars and she fit them to her face. She leaned over the railing, feeling close enough to reach out and touch the doe, and feeling in that suspension a separation from her body. She leaned so far over the railing that Luke put his hands on her hips and whispered, “Careful now.” 

She stood upright. “What can we do?” 

“Abe Burrows. He’s got the ranch up Cannon Creek.” 

“The one who scouts the elk herds in his helicopter?”

“That’s him. Call and ask if he can’t bring that helicopter around. Tell him we need to generate some wind.” Luke opened the sliding glass door. “I'm going out to check the ice conditions. You’d better wait inside. This dry cold is liable to break your bones.” 
*
Abe’s wife answered and said that Abe was out with the cows, it was calving season, but she’d deliver the message. Sailor shed her coat and stoked the fire. The house was an A-frame cabin on the tip of Finley Point—an acre lot of towering pines and a hundred feet of shoreline—an old house heated by a single woodstove. She’d had a fire every day since October. A sailor from the desert, her husband had joked when he learned she was from Nevada. And true enough: she’d never liked the cold. 

Knuckles cracked as she milked the cold from each joint, and her thoughts laddered to Porter. This time last year a stray dog had charged into the garage and startled Porter as he pushed the cedar plank into the spinning blade of the table saw. Sailor never asked for details, only knew that Porter reached for the grease towel, blood cascading down his arm. When he looked back, the dog had eaten the severed fingers, its throat pumping, the way he’d once seen a snake struggle to swallow a bat. 

By the end of winter he’d learned to work with three fingers and was back to tying flies at the kitchen table. He held a mayfly to the light, a pale morning dun. At this stage, he explained, the mayfly floated on the water’s surface. Its lifespan was less than twenty-four hours. It was intricately designed with white wings and a violet thorax—an ornamental gift for the woman who would rather read a book than fish for trout. He hooked it to her coat lapel where it had stayed. Where it was now.  

That night they’d stood outside in the falling snow. The lake stretched thirty miles to the north, their house on its southernmost point. They talked about the article Sailor had written about the upcoming Grizzly Project at Glacier National Park. Luke planned to work with a team of wildlife biologists in the spring—luring bears with fish guts and cow blood and cooking oil for hair samples—and she’d interviewed him for the story. 
Porter pocketed his hands. “I’m sorry,” he said. “But I don’t understand how they can spend three million dollars on a grizzly headcount.”

“It's more complicated than you know,” she said. “They're collecting geographic range, population density, and sex.” 

The word sex hovered on the air. Porter looked at her, and she resented him for bringing her to Montana, for leaving her alone summer after summer to fight wildfires. For joking that somewhere somebody had two fingers that moved when his brain told them to. She wondered if this somebody touched his wife in more than just a passing way. She wondered if Porter was touching someone else, or thinking about it as he rolled over in bed, the way she had, after a year untouched, begun to think of Luke. 

Already the snow had fallen a half-inch around their shoes. This is all we are, she thought. And when we step away, our presence will be buried. She heard Porter say, “Luke... snag stations... grizzlies... spring,” but her mind was frozen on the sound of Luke's name. Porter nudged her. When she looked up, he snapped his fingers. 

“I saw Luke for the bear story,” she said. 

“I know,” he said. “You already told me.”

The phone rang. Sailor took a breath before she answered. Abe told her not to worry, that he was on his way. She went to the window and looked for Luke. He walked along the shore. He and Porter had grown up in Missoula, and Luke still wore the yellow stocking cap she’d seen in old photos, the yarn ball bobbing as he walked. He stepped upon the ice, bent his knees to test his weight. Sailor said under her breath, “Don’t take another step.” But he did. Another, and then another, and she reached for her coat.  

“Luke,” she yelled, but he walked in the direction of the doe, and soon the most she could see was the yellow stocking cap, like a lantern in the night. Coyotes yipped. She took a breath and smelled wood smoke and felt the world begin to lilt. Above, the sky was marbled with light, ancient stars shifting from their places. She crouched along the shore, and felt the dream return: Porter on his knees, digging at the ground, the soil dry and needled, a showering of embers. The fire barreled forward, a train gone off its tracks. It carried in the treetops, a crown for every crown. He wore no gloves, his shirtsleeves rolled, dirt beneath his nails. And on his hand, his wedding band, now melted to his skin. 

Sailor had tried to forget the dream, to bury it each morning as she folded the duvet over the sliver of unmade bed, but now it returned, threatening to break the thin layer between sleep and wakefulness. Here a twig underfoot was the pitch of a tree struck by lightning, the thunder of ice cracking. She imagined the shadow of Luke’s body as it crashed into the water, the black glove of his hand as he grabbed at the ice, the air. She could see it so clearly she could no longer see him at all. She yelled his name, doubled over her knees, and maybe he turned around then, but he was dead to her already.

When she opened her eyes, Luke was kneeling beside her. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

They stood. He took her bare hands and slid them under his coat, underneath his thermals, and she felt the ridges of his stomach contract with the cold. 

“Abe's coming in his helicopter,” she said, and she pulled her hands away.

*

Sailor poured two cups of coffee and waited for Luke at the kitchen table. She caught herself looking out the window, expecting to see the doe, or at least the shadow of the doe on the ice, but seeing her reflection instead. The house was quiet, only the occasional snap of the fire, which had become, over the months, another kind of silence. 

Luke came in with an armload of wood. He dropped it near the stove and brushed the bark from his coat. “I can come by with another cord tomorrow,” he said.  
Sailor didn’t look up. Her spoon clinked against the ceramic as she stirred her coffee into a tiny, black whirlpool. Then her hand was in her pocket, worrying the stone, and she remembered the first night Porter had come home from fighting fire. He stood shirtless, drinking from a half-gallon of milk while she heated spaghetti and elk-sauce. She liked to watch him eat. That was the beginning, early in their marriage. When her love was fragile with all the ways that she could lose him. 

Luke waited for an answer. “Or I can come by Thursday,” he said. 

“Christ, Luke.” She pushed her chair away from the table but could not bring herself to stand. “What were you doing out there?”
He sat across from her. She felt a pang of envy. To walk across thin ice: a thought she’d had so many times. He said, “Do you think Porter knew?” 

It was not the first time he’d asked. “No,” she lied. 

The day Porter died, she’d been with Luke, picking apples at Atkins’ Orchard. That night, after the sheriff’s visit, she peeled apples until her fingers bled. By morning, when the Forest Service investigators arrived, ribbons of peelings littered the floor. They’d come to ask permission to view her husband’s dental records. It wasn’t so much a legal matter as what they considered a courtesy to the widow. The men sat on the sofa, pulled at their pant legs and showed her the stumps of their ankles. “We're conducting a full investigation,” they said with an optimism that suggested the mere assembling of facts could change what had happened.    

Luke stood at the sliding glass door and put his hand to the glass. His reflection showed he was staring at himself, but Sailor could tell by the way his eyes moved that he was watching something she couldn't see. 
“The winter of '88 the entire lake froze over,” he said. “That almost never happens. Porter and I walked across the ice until we were so wind-burnt and cold we couldn’t walk anymore. This lake is twelve miles wide. The ice could have caved at any time, and we knew it. It was a game back then.” 


He turned around. Sailor searched his face—the wrinkle in his brow, his downturned eyes that she’d once kissed—and she knew this wasn’t about saving the doe, but saving what they’d had, and who they’d been, in the years before Porter’s death. 
Luke turned off the light. Their reflections gave way to the lake and the Mission Mountains burning blue with snow. “So we can see outside,” he said. “So we can see one damn thing clearly.”
*
Minutes passed. They stayed in their places, she in her chair and Luke leaned against the wall, until the helicopter approached, its mechanical pulse beating overhead. The spotlight wandered the opposite shore before finding its way to Finley Point. Luke stopped Sailor at the door. “You have to trust me,” he said.  

At the lake’s edge, ice crystals thrown up in the helicopter’s wind bit into her skin like shards of glass. Luke positioned himself as a windbreak, but Sailor stepped aside to better see the doe, now struggling to stand. Its spindle legs buckled and splayed. The helicopter lowered at an angle, and its winds pushed the doe across the ice. Faster now it slid toward them until Luke waved into the blinding lights, both arms above his head. He turned to Sailor and called for her to go inside and get a blanket. 

She ran toward the house with the darkness, the stillness of winter falling over her as the thudding helicopter faded away. When she turned around, Luke had the doe pinned to the ground, its yearling body small and still under his weight. He cradled its head in the crook of his arm, and before she could cry out, he snapped the doe's neck. 

Sailor felt her joints loosen and a wave break inside her. She leaned against the house, not wanting to look back. The most she could do was hope for snow—that tomorrow she might look across the lake and not recognize the place where Luke had laid the doe to rest. 
Luke hoisted the doe over his shoulders, its head lolling as he carried it away. He laid the body in the bed of his truck with the same ceremony, the same gentle strength she’d felt each time they’d made love. She met him at the truck with a Pendleton blanket, and he covered the doe. “I’m sorry,” he said. “She was bad off.” 

“Porter,” she said, and Luke looked at her as if she’d called him by the wrong name. “Porter took me deer hunting once. The buck had its back to me, and he said to shoot it in the head. Afterward, I couldn’t bear to look. I tried to close the eyes.” She breathed to keep from crying. “It’s impossible to close the eyes. I’m sure you know that.” 

“I know,” he said. 

“Seeing you cover the doe just now, it made me remember.”
Luke touched her cheek, and she smelled the doe’s hide on his skin—rank and sweet, the smell of wind-fallen apples rotting in the leaves.   

“We should leave the body out for the scavengers,” she said.  

“Are you sure?”

She wasn’t but said yes.  

Luke lowered the tailgate and pulled the doe toward him by the hind legs, then laid it awkwardly over the wheelbarrow. Sailor pointed the flashlight as he pushed the wheelbarrow up the dirt road and into the ponderosa. She stopped when they reached a copse of aspen, white-barked even in the darkness. Luke reached for his pocketknife. 
“This will only take a minute,” he said. “It'll make it easier for the birds.” 

He lifted the wheelbarrow’s handles and the doe slid to the ground. He rolled it on its back and cut through the hide and stomach lining, and Sailor thought again of the dog that had eaten her husband’s fingers, of the coyotes and ravens and eagles that would feast on the doe in the morning. She guided the light while Luke worked the knife in short strokes from bottom to brisket, the moons of his nails white against the viscera. 

The doe’s heart, Sailor imagined, was a fist, frozen and tight. 

(End)
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