THE CLEARWATER

an essay
by
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I take the river a step at a time. My feet slide from the shoulders of rock; my toes wedge
between boulders. I am timid about this, moving out toward center, where the water is deepest,
where the big fish might lie.
Here, at Lenore, the Clearwater River of Idaho is not easy. Too wide to cast from shore,
too swift, too pocked with hidden currents and sudden holes. I go at it anyway, still without
waders, determined to find my place of stability, the water at my belly, my thighs numbing with
cold.
My husband fishes below me. On shore, our daughter and son dig pools in the sand, and
I feel a rush of gratitude, the joy of living only minutes from water, the same water my brother
and I played in as children. It is as though I am reliving my own young life, there on the banks
of the Clearwater, as though I exist in two dimensions and know the pleasure of each--the child's
pure delight in the moment; the woman's recognition of continuance, of nostalgia, of the water
around her and the sun on her face.
I choose a fly I think the fish might favor, its color the color of the day's light and leaves
and wings. I praise its tufts and feathers, its hackle and tail. I load the line, thinking not of the S
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I must make through air but of the place above sand where the water eddies, the V above
whitecaps, the purl below stone.
I do not think of the line or the fly or the fish as much as I think about the water moving
against and around me, how the sky fills my eyes and the noise-that-isn't-noise fills my ears--the
movement of everything around me like the hum of just-waking or sleep, blood-rush, dreamrush, the darkness coming on, the air.
I forget to watch for the fish to strike, forget to note the catch, the spin, the sinking. I pull
the line in, let it loop at my waist, sing it out again, and again. The trout will rise, or they won't.
The nubbin of fur and thread will turn to caddis, black ant, stone fly, bee, or it will simply settle
on the water and remain a human's fancy. Either way, it's magic to me, and so I stay until my
feet are no longer my own but part of the river's bed. How can I move them? How can I feel my
way back to shore, where my family is calling that it's time to go home? They are hungry, and
the shadows have taken the canyon. They are cold.
From my place in the water, they seem distant to me. I must seem like a fool, numb to
my ribcage, no fish to show. But I am here in the river, half-in, half-out, a wader of two worlds.
I smile. I wave. I am where nothing can reach me.

North Fork, Middle Fork, South Fork, Main: see how the flow of the sounds is smooth,
so lovely. The rivers themselves flow together this way, spilling down from the mountains.
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They drain the north Idaho land my father and others like him logged and loved so easily in the
years before their doing so seemed to matter.
Now, as sales are staked and trees are spiked, the land slumps from beneath its covering
of burned slash and razored stumps, slides off the hills and down the draws, sloughs off its dying
skin like an animal readying itself for another season. Always, the run-off of rain, the soil it
carries, the ash and cinder, the dry bones of trees.
Here, where I live with my husband and children above the Main Clearwater at Lenore,
twelve miles from where the forks have all come together, we see the movement of land in the
water's flow. Spring thaw, and the trees come fully rooted, ungrounded by the wash of high
current. Old log jams from previous floods break loose; new ones pile against the bridge
footings and small islands. Each becomes a nest of lost things: fishing lures, loops of rope,
men's undershirts, women's shoes.
I wonder, sometimes, if my own life's mementos are contained in those tangles, perhaps a
barrette I lost while fishing Reeds Creek, or one of my mother's pie tins with which my brother
and I panned for gold. Or the trees themselves fallen from the riverbank I sat on as a child,
searching for the mussel shells we called angel's wings, though they were mahogany brown and
often broken.
What the river takes, the river gives, and so it is with my life here. Each hour I spend
with my feet near water, I feel more deeply rooted; the further I get away, the less sure I am of
my place in the world. For each of us, there must be this one thing, and for me it is the river.
Not just the river, but the composition that begins as the North Fork and flows into the Main. I
have known this river from its feeding waters to its mouth where it meets and becomes one with
the Snake. I have known it before the dams, and after. I have known it as a child knows water,
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have known it as a lover knows water, and now as a mother knows and recognizes water as she
watches her own children who are bent at the waist, leaning forward to bring up the sandy wings.

I am closest to the Clearwater when I am closest to its origins, and to my own. Reeds
Creek, Orofino Creek, Weitas Creek, Deer Creek, the Musselshell--they feed the river as the
river feeds me. It has taken me longer to feel intimate with the stretch of river that curves into
omega below our house. I watch it each day, uneasy with its width and deep holes. I realize,
too, that I distrust this length of the river because it no longer moves of its own volition:
Dworshak Dam controls a great part of it now. The North Fork, the river I once knew as a treelined stream the color of turquoise, now ends in a man-made reservoir covering over 50 miles of
land that was first logged for its timber before being flooded. The river bulges at its base, its
narrower neck seemingly unaffected by the distant, concrete obstruction. People drive northeast
for hours to reach the Bungalow, Aquarius--places where the water remains swift and the fish are
often native.
But I know better. The river's betrayal sometimes shames me, the way it carries on as
though what it travels toward is not a state of near stasis, depositing sludge along miles of rip-rap
dikes, piling its dross against the pylons and locks and turbines. It cannot rid itself of what it is
given, cannot carry its silt and timber and ash to the mouth of the ocean where it can be broken
down, taken to great depths, washed and sifted into sand and dirt. Instead, the silt falls from the
slow current, depositing itself in great layers, narrowing the river's channel. The river becomes
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murky, the flat color of pewter. The trout are replaced by bottom-feeders, lovers of warm water.
Every year, the Corps of Engineers sponsors a trash-fish derby, paying the fishermen to catch
and kill what their dams have spawned.
Like so many others who love this land, it has taken me some time to understand that this
place--its rivers and streams, forests, mountains and high meadows--does not absorb but reflects
what we bring to it. Perhaps, then, what I see in the river is some mirror of the contradictions
that make up my own life--the calm surface, the seeming freedom. Certainly, the river is a
metaphor for memory. "I am everything I ever was," Stegner wrote, and so it is with the river-water and rock, metal and mineral, stick and bone, trout-flash and deer-lick. Perpetual, even in
the face of destruction, I think, even as I read the sad stories of pollution and poisoning, fish-kill
and disease. Perpetual because the rain must fall and the mountains must accept and the water
must run toward ocean. A comfort, knowing that the amount of water in our world never
changes, that there is never any more nor any less, only the same and in various forms: ice,
liquid, steam. I trust that water will withstand, given its basic demands--to fall, to move, to rise,
to fall again.
This, then, may be my final recognition: the inevitability of movement. We slow, we go
forward. We age. We rise to greet each morning. We fall into sleep each night. Constant as
rain, perpetuated in death and birth and rebirth.
It has taken me time to understand the need I feel to be consumed by the river. Raised a
stoic, I am seldom given to need. Need is a weakness, a loss of control, the Achilles' heel of
human existence. My connection to the river is complicated by its pull; I resent the power it
possesses to draw me. Yet I want its sound in my ears, its smell, its taste. I want to be
immersed--my hands, my feet, my hips. Like all seductions, it necessitates surrender.
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I am learning to let go.

I bring to the river my love and those that I choose to love. I bring to it my child's
memories and my woman's life. I bring to it hunger but always joy, for whatever it is that
weighs on me dissipates in those few miles between our house in the canyon and the water's
edge.
I understand how water can become something grim, how it can rise and take and swirl
and drown. How it can become something to fight against, something to resist. The dam on the
North Fork, the largest of its kind, was not built for electricity or simple recreation, they say, but
for flood control in Portland, 400 miles west.
There's less flooding now, although three springs ago, in 1996, not even the dams could
keep pace when the temperatures rose and the snowmelt came down with rain. We watched
from our house above the river, stranded between washed-out roads, watched the roofs and
porches, the dead cows and refrigerators and lawn chairs, the still-intact trailer house that
slammed against the Lenore Bridge.
How can I cheer such destruction? For that is what I felt, an overwhelming sense of
boosterism. I wanted the river to win in some essential way, wanted to see it rise up and lash
out, pull down the dams and drain the reservoirs, ferry away the docks and cleanse itself of silt. I
wanted it to show a god's righteous anger, a larger reflection of my own frustration and
resentment.
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I didn't mind, then, that we couldn't get out. My husband had made a last, grand effort to
snatch our children from their school in Orofino 20 miles east, hauling them back over bench
roads not yet torn away by the massive run-off, roads that crumbled and disappeared behind
them. Other rural parents with children in school were not so lucky: it would be a week before
any travel was allowed in or out, except by helicopter. Our family was together, protected by our
place high on the canyon wall. We had food, water, wood. We had days ahead of us without
school or teaching, weeks before the roads would be cleared, and now the sun that had started the
ruin was back out and warming the air into spring.
We packed sandwiches and cookies, cheese and crackers and a bottle of fine red wine.
We hiked to where we could watch Big Eddy, the place where the river curled against itself and
created an enormous back current that caught and held the debris. While the river ran thick with
trees and fence posts, goat huts and wallpapered sheeting, we ate and drank and gathered
ladybugs for our garden. Certain logs were red with their hatching, their coming out of
hibernation. We scooped them up in handfuls and carried them in bundles made of paper towels
and candy wrappers. Their odor was strong, dry, astringent--a promise of summer.
We watched a jetboat make its way down the river. Foolish, we thought, to risk such
danger. The river was running at a near-record high; the water was choked with flotsam, some
larger than the boat itself. The two men inside were not wearing lifejackets, and I shook my
head. What were they thinking?
The boat pulled in at a smaller eddy downstream, and there we saw what they followed:
a large raft of finished lumber, floated loose from the mill at Orofino. Scavengers' rights. If they
were willing to risk it, the lumber was theirs.
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One man kept the helm while the other bent over the gunnels to grab the wood. They
pulled it onto the boat's bow one plank at a time until the craft sat low in the already threatening
water. We held our breath, knowing that if they were to fall overboard or if the boat capsized,
we could do nothing but watch.
They loaded the wood. They let the current swing them about, turn them upstream. They
made their way slowly, navigating through tangles of barbed wire still stapled to barn doors, past
trees three times the length of their boat. They had their booty. They were gone.
I couldn't imagine such nonsense, such greed. What desperation could bring on the
willingness to risk so much for so little? I felt content, driven by nothing other than the warmth
on my shoulders and the love I felt for this land and my husband and daughter and son, who
gathered around me to show what they had found: a mantid's egg case, triangular and strangely
textured, like meringue hardened and fired to a ceramic glaze. We would take it home as well
and put it in the garden, where it would hatch its eaters of grasshoppers and aphids.
I must have believed, then, that it was love that would see me through the long hours of
darkness, that would keep me grounded during the wild summer heat. I must have believed that,
like the river, what we love may surge and wane but remains nonetheless constant, giving,
taking, carrying on.
And doesn't it? Perhaps it is we who fail love, refusing to allow its seduction, its pull and
sway. Love is a river we step into, like the waters of baptismal rebirth. We close our eyes. We
bow our heads. We allow ourselves to be taken as the water closes over our heads. For that
moment, we must believe.

*
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"I don't think we can make it." I looked at what was left of the road, stretching down
before me into a dusk of low trees.
My daughter and son moaned. After a day of writing, I had picked them up from the
sitter's in Orofino, promising a late afternoon along the river. My husband was in the mountains
near McCall, hiking the upper lakes, safe with the friends he'd known since high school. There
was a place I'd heard of, just down some side road, where Ford's Creek met the river, a place
with sand and stiller water, where Jordan and Jace could swim and I could spread my blanket and
think. The stretch of river we were after mattered to me: it was a section of the last few miles of
the Main Clearwater, the last free-flowing water between the headwaters and the ocean.
I needed the river in a way I had not only hours before. It wasn't fishing I was after. I
was sour with bad news, begrudging even the rod, line and fly their pacification. That afternoon,
I'd gotten a phone call from across the country and learned that our close friends' marriage was
in sudden and serious peril, rocked by confession of a particularly insidious spate of infidelity.
The levels of betrayal had shocked me, and the narrative of contentment and ongoing friendship
that I had trusted was suddenly gone.
The anger that I felt surprised me. I am not comfortable with anger, having been taught
from the cradle that anger, like other unmanageable emotions, is best kept under lock and key,
somewhere in the heart's deepest chamber. The river would help, sweep away the confusion of
emotions with its own ordered chaos. The river would help me find my footing, my point of rest.
But now this: I'd chosen the wrong road. Even after having made the decision to put the
car into reverse and back our way out of the ravine, we were going nowhere. The tires of the
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front-wheel drive Toyota spun and chattered in the gravel, unable to push the weight of the car
up such a steep incline. The dirt and basalt-studded bank rose close on my left; the road
crumbled away on my right, slumping into a gully of black locust, poison ivy, and blackberry
brambles thick with thorns.
"Now what." I said it in the way my mother always had. Fatalism. Tired resignation.
I eased the clutch, tried again. Nothing but smoke and the bitter smell of burning rubber.
"I think we'd better get out of the car," Jace said. At seven, he was the cautious one,
always sensing the adult's boundless capacity for error.
"No," I said. "It's okay. Let's just go on down. We can turn around at the bottom." I had
no idea if this were true, but my choice was to keep going or for us all to begin the long walk
back to town for a tow-truck. I also felt a kind of apathy: what was the worst that could happen?
The river was only 500 yards away. We'd find our way out.
What we found instead was an increasingly narrow once-road. I saw that, for years, the
rain had washed down the path scraped from the hillside, taking what dirt remained with it to the
river. What was left was a deep schism that forked and meandered its way around rocks too
large to be moved. I concentrated on riding the ruts' shoulders until there was no rut to straddle
but only a series of woven ditches. I kept thinking it would get better, that the road would even
out, that someone had made it down here because the vegetation was scraped from the center. I
kept wishing for the Suburban with its high clearance and granny-gear, but I doubted that the
path we traveled would have allowed its girth.
We bounced over boulders the size of basketballs. The skidplate caught and dragged.
Jordan and Jace whimpered in the backseat. I tried to act as though this were nearly normal, to
be expected. If I stayed calm, in control, they would feel safe.
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"Mom, please." Jordan had her hand on the doorhandle, as though she meant to jump.
"We're almost there," I said. "We'll get to the river and be glad." We were far into the
darkness of trees now, the yellow pine and locust, the dense undergrowth of vine maple. I
jostled the car around a corner, then stopped. I could see ahead to where the road leveled off,
where sunlight broke through. Between us and that point of flat ground was a final pitch
downward, where the road hooked a 90-degree right angle. The bigger problem was that the trail
became narrower still, hedged in by the bank on the left and, on the right, an old tanker truck
settled into a bog of brambles.
I examined my passage. A boulder twice the size of our car protruded like a tumor from
the eight-foot dirt bank. The abandoned tanker, its red paint faded to rust, was just as intractable:
steel and stone, and only the space of a small car between them.
If I stop here, I thought, the tow-truck might still be able to reach us. But I had begun to
doubt the plausibility of such a rescue, given the tight turns and narrow corridor down which we
had traveled. I thought cable, winch, but could not imagine the logistics of being dragged
backwards from the ravine without damaging the car beyond repair.
"Mom?" My son's voice quavered.
"What?" I was snappish, weighing our chances, calculating the risk.
"Can't we just walk from here?"
I thought of the brambles, the probability of rattlesnakes, what unseen dangers might wait
around the corner.
"Just hang on." I inched the car toward the passage, like Odysseus steering his ship
through the straits. I sucked in and held my breath, giving the air what room I could. One scrape
and we were through and bumping into the clearing.
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Whoops and hollers from the backseat. "We made it!" Jace shouted. Jordan crowed. I
stopped the car, got out and circled it twice, looking for damage. Nothing but a few shallow
scratches. No dripping oil. The muffler remained miraculously intact.
"Watch for snakes. Wait for me." I gathered our water bottles and bag of sandwiches,
taking in the lay of the land. Between us and the river was the railroad track, built high on its
ridge of rock. To the left, I saw the remnants of a gold mine, its entryway framed in old timbers.
To my right was a settling pond, green with algae. As we began our short walk, two blue herons
rose from the still water, awkward on their wings.
There was a game trail, which we followed to the tracks and over. What we found was a
long beach of rocks and a smaller one of sand. The children had all but forgotten the trauma of
our trip and stripped themselves of shoes and socks before wading in. I felt the heat, then, the
sweat gone sticky at my collar and waist.
I walked a few yards upstream, found a rock close to water, where I could dangle my feet
and keep an eye on my son and daughter. I tried not to think of the sun's low slant, the hard way
out. I tried not to hear what I was thinking: there is no way out of here except to leave the car
and walk. No way I could make that first climb and twist between the rock and truck.
I closed my eyes. The river filled my ears, and I began to float with the sound. I needed
to find something to dislodge the fear--not only of the trek ahead of us, but the fear that had
come while listening to my friend's grieving. It could happen, any time, any place, to anyone.
One minute, you're on solid ground, the next moment the earth has cracked open beneath you.
You get up in the morning and look in the mirror and tell yourself what the day will consist of,
and then the light jerks sideways and you are left falling through the dark.
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Behind me, a dog barked. I turned to see a large yellow Lab, and then an older man
walking the tracks. He stopped and raised his hand in acknowledgement of our presence. I
hesitated, suddenly aware of another danger: a woman, two children, alone.
He could help us, I thought. He might live close by, have a tractor or winch. I thought, I
can't let him know we're stuck here, can't let him see how vulnerable we are.
"How's it going?" he yelled.
I nodded and gave him a thumb's up. He stood for a long time, and I thought he might
decide to walk toward us. And then what? For all I knew he was one of my father's old logging
friends. For all I knew, he was a transient bent on some evil.
He stayed on the track, and I watched him disappear around the bend. There was too
much to be afraid of, too much to fear. I rose and waded the rocks toward my children, suddenly
distrusting even the river, its currents here strange and unpredictable.
They were making a catch basin for the small minnows they caught in the net of their
hands. They hardly noticed my presence. I should have them gather their things, I thought,
hustle them toward the car, or herd them in front of me up the rag of road, where we could walk
the asphalt into town. It would take hours, I knew, hours into dusk, a woman and two children
on a rural road where few cars traveled after dinner. I could hear my mother's scolding voice, the
one I have known all my life, consistent through all my unwomanly adventures and forays:
"What in the world were you thinking? What could have made you take such a risk?"
Risk. I looked across the river, where Highway 12 tied east to west. Cars flicked through
the trees, distant and quick. I knew the benefits of being where I was: the water comforted me,
the sand and rock and cottonwood leaves turning golden in the last rays of sun. I needed this,
often and sometimes desperately. I believed, too, that my children were made better by such a
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landscape, that every handful of water they dipped from the river was an hour they would later
remember as good.
But why here? Why hadn't I been content to take the easy way, pull off the road and find
the familiar beaches and banks, Pink House Hole or Big Eddy, Myrtle or Home Beach?
I looked up, then down the far bank. This part of the Clearwater was different than
further downriver. Not so big. The rocks on the other side seemed still part of the canyon wall,
huge and jagged from the blasts of road-making. Maybe it was good to be in a place I had not
memorized, to be surprised by stone and current. I ran my hand through the water, patted the
back of my neck. I needed to remember what I believed in, remember that things might just as
easily go good as bad.
I called my children in. They refused to be hurried, reluctant as I to face the trip out,
though it would be much easier, I had cozily assured them, going up than down.
Mosquitoes clouded around us as we walked from the river toward the pond. My
daughter swatted frantically: they are drawn to her especially, and their bites leave her swollen
and miserable.
"Hurry," I said. "It's getting dark. We need to get out while there's still light."
We crowded in, full of sand and river smells. I made a last check of the ground beneath
the car: no oil or other inappropriate leakage. We made a tight turn, and I sighed as we faced
the hill. What was it worth to attempt the ascent, lose the muffler, bash in the doors? We
wouldn't be killed. What were my choices? It seemed an impossible decision.
I thought of the mosquitoes, the long walk out with two tired children, our feet rubbed
raw by wet shoes and sand. I said, "Buckle your seatbelts and lock your doors." I gave the
engine more gas than usual.
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The first pitch was not dirt and rock but a slick of muddy clay beneath a thick layer of
pine needles. We spun, then began sliding backwards, back into the long thorns of locust, over
boulders and humps because the car could not be steered in such muck.
When we came to a stop, I leaned forward, rested my forehead against the wheel. I
thought I might cry.
"Mom?" My son's voice was high, nearly shrill.
"Yes, Jace."
"I'm out of here."
He opened his door before I could stop him, slammed it shut and ran for the railroad
tracks. Jordan was fast behind.
I rolled down my window. "Okay," I said. "You stay right there, this side of the tracks.
Don't you move. If I can get past this first pitch, we'll make it. When you hear me honk, come
running." They nodded, miserable among the mosquitoes, shaking in the suddenly cool air.
I backed up as far as I could, put the car in first, gunned the engine and popped the clutch.
I hit the hill with my tires screaming, went up, careened sideways, bounced off the boulder, lost
traction and stalled, then slid all the way back down, cringing with the screech of metal against
rock, wood against metal.
I need to focus on the initial few yards instead of the dog-leg corner at its summit, I
thought--the boulder bulging from the hillside, the tanker truck with its sharp edges. If things
went well, we could get out with minimal damage. If things went bad, I might slide down into
the gully with the truck, be swallowed by blackberries, have to fight my way out of thorns and
lord knew what else.
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I got out of the car, tried to pull some of the larger rocks off the road, broke off what
branches I could. I scuffed at the pine needles, realizing the uselessness of it: the ground
underneath was saturated with moisture. I backed up, got a stronger run. Black smoke clouded
around me. I got a foot further before sliding back down.
I went at it hard then, again and again, as the sun settled lower in the west and the sky
darkened. I was still afraid, still fearing too much power, too much speed. It was best to keep
control, stay steady. But I got no further. Always, almost to the top, and then the sudden spin
and slide.
How many times? Twenty? Thirty? I didn't care about the car anymore, hardly heard
the worried cries of my children. I was feeling something building inside of me, something I
hadn't felt for a long time. It was hard and headlong, heedless in a way that might be brave. I'd
felt it often before, when I was younger and wildly free. No husband. No children. Only my
own life in my hands. I'd felt little fear of anything then, and it was a comfort. Now, with so
much to love and lose, I'd come to cherish the expected, the easy ways. Risk came in larger
increments: sickness, infidelity, divorce, death. I'd begun to live my life as though, by giving up
the smaller risks, I could somehow balance out the larger, keep the big ones at bay with a juju
bargain--the sacrifice of whatever independence and strength such risks brought me.
Sitting there, the car smelling of rubber and smoke, the heat and the mosquitoes and
darkness coming on, I felt something else, and it was anger. Anger at what I feared and must
fear, anger that I was where I was and in possible danger.
I felt suddenly and awfully alone, not because of the isolation, but because I was a
woman where I should not be, having risked too much for the river.
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The car idled. I hit the dash with the heel of my hand. I let all of it come into me, then-the anger I felt at love and death, at men who might hurt me and men who never would, at the
car and the land in its obstinacy. I felt the quiver in my belly and the rush of heat that filled my
ears. I needed speed, momentum to carry me through.
I revved the engine, popped the clutch. I made the turn and didn't slow down. I kept it
floored. I hit the boulder, jerked the wheel hard to the left, hit the truck. The tires spun. I didn't
know what was behind me now, what I might slide into. I turned the wheel this way, then that,
seeking purchase. I yelled at the top of my lungs, "You son-of-a-bitch, go!" And then I was up
that first pitch and breathing.
The kids came running, screaming, shouting. They piled gleefully into the car. We were
going to make it. Everything was okay.
But it wasn't, because now there was another pitch, and then another. We spun. We
stalled.
They got out. They ran all the way back to the railroad tracks.
I rocked the car back against the tanker. Bounce, spin, back. Bounce, spin, back. Each
time a little farther, and when I found my ground and started careening up, I didn't stop. I
bounced the car out of the canyon, figuring the exhaust system was already gone, figuring it had
all been decided hours ago and this was the final scene.
When I got to the highway, I set the emergency brake and jogged back down. Jace and
Jordan were coming to meet me, exhausted and still frightened. I batted at the mosquitoes and
hurried us all up the hill. I was laughing, giddy with adrenaline. They were weepy, a little
confused by my gaiety. They never wanted to do it again.
"It was an adventure," I told them. "And see? We’re fine."
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As we drove the highway home, I felt vibrant, exhilarated. The moon rising was the most
beautiful thing, the wind through the windows a gift. I'd check the car for damage tomorrow, but
for now nothing could touch us.
My children would sleep well, and I knew that in years to come, they would tell this story
and the story would change and remain the same. Always, there would be the rode we traveled,
the rocks, the ruts, the mine to the east, the tanker to the west. There would be the night and
mosquitoes, the smoke as they watched the car beat its way out of the canyon. There would be
their mother's foolishness or her bravery, her stubborn refusals. The words might change, and
maybe their fear. But always, there would be the river. It would run cold and loud beside them,
the water they cupped in their hands and held above the sand to be sieved and drained and
cupped again.
It will keep them near me. It will carry them away.

