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n the sagebrush to the north of the mountains in central
Montana, where the Judith River deepens its channel and
threads a slow, treacherous current between the cutbanks, a
cottonwood log house still stands. It is in sight of the highway,
about a mile downriver on a gravel road. From where I have
turned off and stopped my car on the sunlit shoulder of the
highway, I can see the house, a distant and solitary dark
interruption of the sagebrush. I can even see the lone box
elder tree, a dusty green shade over what used to be the yard.
I know from experience that if I were to keep driving over
the cattle guard and follow the gravel road through the sage
and alkali to the log house, I would find the windows gone
and the door sagging and the floor rotting away. But from
here the house looks hardly changed from the summer of my
earliest memories, the summer before I was three, when I
lived in that log house on the lower Judith with my mother
and father and grandmother and my grandmother's boyfriend, Bill.
My memories seem to me as treacherous as the river. Is it
possible, sitting here on this dry shoulder of a secondary
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highway in the middle of Montana where the brittle weeds
of August scratch at the sides of the car, watching the narrow
blue Judith take its time to thread and wind through the
bluffs on its way to a distant northern blur, to believe in
anything but today? The past eases away with the current. I
cannot watch a single drop of water out of sight. How can
I trust memory, which slips and wobbles and grinds its erratic
furrows like a bald-tired truck fighting for traction on a wet
gumbo road?

Light flickers. A kerosene lamp in the middle of the table has
driven the shadows back into the corners of the kitchen. Faces
and hands emerge in a circle. Bill has brought apples from
the box in the dark closet. The coil of peel follows his pocketknife. I bite into the piece of quartered apple he hands me.
I hear its snap, taste the juice. The shadows hold threats:
mice and the shape of nameless things. But in the circle around
the lamp, in the certainty of apples, 1 am safe.
The last of the kerosene tilts and glitters around the wick.
I cower behind Grammy on the stairs, but she boldly walks
into the shadows, which reel and retreat from her and her
lamp. In her bedroom the window reflects large pale her and
timorous me. She undresses herself, undresses me; she piles
my pants and stockings on the chair with her dress and corset.
After she uses it, her pot is warm for me. Her bed is cold,
then warm. I burrow against her back and smell the smoke
from the wick she has pinched out. Bill blows his nose from
his bedroom on the other side of the landing. Beyond the
eaves the shapeless creatures of sound, owls and coyotes, have
taken the night. But I am here, safe in the center.
I am in the center again on the day we look for Bill's pigs.
I am sitting between him and Grammy in the cab of the old
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Ford truck while the rain sheets on the windshield. Bill found
the pigpen gate open when he went to feed the pigs this
morning, their pen empty, and now they are nowhere to be
found. He has driven and driven through the sagebrush and
around the gulches, peering out through the endless gray rain
as the truck spins and growls on the gumbo in low gear. But
no pigs. He and Grammy do not speak. The cab is cold, but
I am bundled well between them with my feet on the clammy
assortment of tools and nails and chains on the floorboards
and my nose just dashboard level, and I am at home with
the smell of wet wool and metal and the feel of a broken
spring in the seat.
But now Bill tramps on the brakes, and he and Grammy
and I gaze through the streaming windshield at the river. The
Judith has risen up its cutbanks, and its angry gray current
races the rain. I have never seen such a Judith, such a tumult
of water. But what transfixes me and Grammy and Bill behind
our teeming glass is not the ruthless condition of the riverno, for on a bare ait at midcurrent, completely surrounded
and only inches above that muddy roiling water, huddle the
pigs.
The flat top of the ait is so small that the old sow takes
up most of it by herself. The river divides and rushes around
her, rising, practically at her hooves. Surrounding her, trying
to crawl under her, snorting in apprehension at the water,
are her little pigs. Watching spellbound from the cab of the
truck, I can feel their small terrified rumps burrowing against
her sides, drawing warmth from her center even as more dirt
crumbles under their hooves. My surge of understanding arcs
across the current, and my flesh shrivels in the icy sheets of
rain. Like the pigs I cringe at the roar of the river, although
behind the insulated walls of the cab I can hear and feel
nothing. I am in my center and they are in theirs. The current separates us irrevocably, and suddenly I understand that
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my center is as precarious as theirs, that the chill metal cab
of the old truck is almost as fragile as their ring of crumbling sod.
And then the scene darkens and I see no more.

For years I would watch for the ait. When I was five my
family moved, but I learned to snatch a glimpse whenever
we drove past our old turnoff on the road from Lewistown
to Denton. The ait was in plain view, just a hundred yards
downriver from the highway, as it is today. Ait was a fancy
word I learned afterward. It was a fifteen-foot-high steepsided, flat-topped pinnacle of dirt left standing in the bed of
the river after years of wind and water erosion. And I never
caught sight of it without the same small thrill of memory:
that's where the pigs were.
One day I said it out loud. I was grown by then. "That's
where the pigs were."
My father was driving. We would have crossed the Judith
River bridge, and I would have turned my head to keep sight
of the ait and the lazy blue threads of water around the
sandbars.
My father said, "What pigs?"
"The old sow and her pigs," I said, surprised. "The time
the river flooded. I remember how the water rose right up to
their feet."
My father said, "The Judith never got that high, and there
never was any pigs up there."
"Yes there were! I remember!" I could see the little pigs
as clearly as I could see my father, and I could remember
exactly how my own skin had shriveled as they cringed back
from the water and butted the sow for cold comfort.
My father shook his head. "How did you think pigs would
get up there?" he asked.
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Of course they couldn't.
His logic settled on me like an awakening in ordinary daylight. Of course a sow could not lead nine or ten suckling
pigs up those sheer fifteen-foot crumbling dirt sides, even for
fear of their lives. And why, after all, would pigs even try to
scramble to the top of such a precarious perch when they
could escape a cloudburst by following any one of the cattle
trails or deer trails that webbed the cutbanks on both sides
of the river?
Had there been a cloudburst at all? Had there been pigs?
No, my father repeated. The Judith had never flooded anywhere near that high in our time. Bill Hafer had always raised
a few pigs when we lived down there on the river, but he
kept them penned up. No.

Today I lean on the open window of my car and yawn and
listen to the sounds of late summer. The snapping of grasshoppers. Another car approaching on the highway, roaring
past my shoulder of the road, then fading away until I can
hear the faint scratches of some small hidden creature in the
weeds. I am bone-deep in landscape. In this dome of sky and
river and undeflected sunlight, in this illusion of timelessness,
I can almost feel my body, blood, and breath in the broken
line of the bluffs and the pervasive scent of ripening sweet
clover and dust, almost feel the sagging fence line of ancient
cedar posts stapled across my vitals.
The only shade in sight is across the river where box elders
lean over a low white frame house with a big modern house
trailer parked behind it. Downstream, far away, a man works
along a ditch. I think he might be the husband of a second
cousin of mine who still lives on her old family place. My
cousins wouldn't know me if they stopped and asked me
what I was doing here.

