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“How ya like me now!” I shout. We’re chillin’ at the River Wall in the 
’Rado and I’m digging it with dead points, drop knees, puttin’ the rad in 
Colorado. Even in the shade, the rock, sun-soaked since morning, warms 
my skin. Rays glimmer off the water below. Fat bolts and chalked-up, 
solid rock, that’s what I’m talkin’ about! Lazy starts and cloudless skies, 
300 days a year, baby. This should be enough. My next-door neighbor 
Tommy Caldwell makes one of those big grins that ripple across his 
whole face. He scrambles above me, taking pictures, “Nice going, man.” 
Tommy sent the route when he was eight years old.
 “That was piss!” I reply, showing off the latest term I’ve gleaned from 
the hipster crowd. Tommy’s face surges into a smile that confi rms my 
suspicion: goofi ng off is my gift to the world. 
 “Off!” I shout. I look down and Scotty DeCapio pumps both hands in 
the air, hydraulic style, like a cracker-boy misplaced in a hip-hop video.
 “Sweeeeet. Finished my proj,” I say. 
 “How many times had you been on that?” Tommy asks.
 “Oh, man, that was my second—fell once the other day, but I’m 
psyched, got the onsight this time.” 
 Tommy squints at me and then looks at Scotty, who just shakes his head. 

You see adulthood in the walking dead. Our dull supermarket eyes 
give it away. No passion. The curiosity of life fades, and nothing matters. 
We have to keep fi ghting. Siyeh didn’t really matter, either. But when I 
lived in Montana, people spoke of it in ways they don’t speak of their 
IRAs, their jobs or American Idol. Three-thousand, fi ve-hundred vertical 
feet from base to summit. Four-thousand, four-hundred feet above 
Cracker Lake. Depending on how you measure, the north face of Siyeh 
is either the fi rst or second tallest technical rock face in Montana’s Glacier 
National Park, making it the fi rst or second tallest in the Lower 48. 
 As I listened to the tales and rumors, Siyeh became bigger than my 
comprehension. I will never be good enough for that. The old-school 
hardmen threw themselves at the north face. On their fourth attempt, 
in September 1979, Jim Kanzler and Terry Kennedy climbed for three 
days through a storm, over snow and verglassed rock. They left a cowbell 
slung over a horn. When I asked Terry, he just shrugged and grinned as 
if to say, “Why not?” A Climber’s Guide to Glacier National Park quotes 
Jim: “It’s a death route. I’ve never climbed the Eiger, but I know close 

[Photo] Justin Woods nearing Cracker Lake on the evening of August 7, as the north face of 
Mt. Siyeh (10,014'), Montana, catches the day’s last rays. Kelly Cordes

I have feared the north face of Mt. Siyeh for fi fteen years. I 
have never seen it for real, only in photos and in my dreams. An 
enormous wall of dark gray limestone, steep to overhanging; blocks 
balanced in unlikely series, always tipping, on the edge of tumbling 
in random, dissonant, atonal chords. A chaotic absence of systems. 
A death face. I will never be good enough for that. 
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friends who have. From the things I’ve heard about it, the climb up 
Siyeh was just as hard.” 
 Terry told me that the next summer he hiked up the backside of 
Siyeh, just to gaze over the edge as everyone does. Another hiker arrived. 
“I read where two guys said they climbed up that face,” the man said. 
“I don’t believe them.” 
 It’s funny to think about the things we believe and the things we can’t 
believe, and what the distinction says about us. For children, belief and 
disbelief seem part of the same limitless potential. It feels different when 
a kid tells you something’s impossible. 
 Terry thought for a moment and replied, “I don’t believe ’em either.” 

We go to Scotty’s proj—a full grade harder than my JV 
version. I can’t touch it; the cruxy undercling destroys me. Tommy 
explains to me gently that sometimes he’ll start a proj and it seems 
impossible. Really? For him? And each time he returns, he dials in a 
little more the subtleties of body positioning, grip angle and energy 
management, until it all comes together. It’s a different type of 
adventure, in a micro-focused world—you’re still playing with the 
unknown, at least until you’re good enough to do the moves. 
 I approach the vicious undercling, listening to Scotty’s beta—we’re 
the same size and he fl oats this part—but as I set up for the move, my 
mind shifts. It feels more natural to put your right foot on that smear in-
stead and pivot off it. Just try it your way. Suddenly the world exists on 
a smaller scale, everything magnifi ed. Nuances of body movement lock 
into invisible tracks, crossing miniature peaks and chasms. I pivot, turn 

in a little, but just a couple of degrees short of too much, reach one arm 
at full extension and my fi ngertips latch the edge—unbelievable! Like  
scoring a touchdown. I’m gonna learn how to climb hard. Two more moves 
and I’m panting, forearms fl aming. “Go, go, go, Cracka. You can send 
it,” Scotty yells up. I take at the same spot he cruised past. Whew. My 
shoulders and chest feel comic-book huge. 

Fifteen years ago, after I moved from Pennsylvania to Montana, the 
mountains unlocked an expansiveness I hadn’t known since I was a 
little boy. As I embarked on my fi rst, obsessive, bumbling ice climbs, 
Part Two of my life began. Those epics and mishaps formed a core that 
has carried me ever since from Alaska to Peru, Patagonia to Pakistan: 
climbing was adventure. 
 I miss it. When life brought me south to the ’Rado, I started to 
rock climb more. Cragging improves my skill and brings me the brief 
highs I need to get through the day. And when the buzz wears off too 
quickly, I can close my eyes and transport myself to the big climbs 
burned deep in my brain; and suddenly I’m there, my mind and my 
body change, and I leave the world of everyday mindless bullshit and 
feel as if I’m living beautifully. 
 But the memory always fades from afar. Just going camping in Montana 
with my fi ancée, Jenna, feels like coming home. Dark choss towers disin-
tegrate into valleys bright with meadows, rich with the shadows of fi r trees. 
Wildfl owers scatter across hillsides in fi reworks of red, yellow and purple. 
 Jenna and I run the Highline Trail under endless walls and peaks, until 
mountain goats in our path stop us, scruffy white against the rocks. Floes 
drift across Iceberg Lake’s blue waters, even in August. A mama grizzly 
and two cubs forage for food on the hillside above us, ripping up boulders 
like pebbles, devouring berry bushes. We watch, mesmerized, only 
whispering “my turn” as we exchange binoculars. Glacier is big country.

[Photo] Woods belays on a rubble ledge above the fi rst pitch of the pair’s new route, with 
Cracker Lake in the background. Kelly Cordes
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 I don’t necessarily forget about climbing when I’m not climbing; it 
plays like background music through most of my waking hours and my 
sleep. Now Siyeh drifts to the fringes of my consciousness—but this isn’t a 
climbing trip. Besides, things change, and I don’t like to dwell in the past. 
 At our campsite, I pop open a PBR. Jenna opens a textbook. 
 “What’s that?” I ask, like an annoying kid. Jenna’s working on her 
master’s in music while teaching elementary school. She explains slowly 
about a famous symphony by Berlioz. He had his own style that used 
different musical themes to depict characters, moods and scenes. These 
“leitmotifs” would often appear fl eetingly, then disappear and reappear 
throughout his work, weaving into a single story.
 “Whoa. Cool,” I mumble. “So all these random parts come together 
and probably fall apart, kind of like life?”
 “Um, well, that’s a stretch.”
 “Who’s your favorite composer?”
 “Beethoven,” she says. Her eyes grow brighter. Passion is so cool. “His 
nine symphonies were amazing, and—”
 “Nine, is that a record?” I interrupt.
 “Not even close. Haydn did over a hundred, and Mozart did 
over forty.”
 “And you said Berlioz only did four, and Beethoven nine,” I snort. 
“Sound like rookies to me.”
 “Yeah, honey, just like you with climbing since you haven’t climbed 
Everest,” Jenna fi res back. “Anyway, Beethoven took classical music to 
a new level by putting his emotions into notes. He went deaf midway 
through his career and got depressed, even considered suicide but felt like 
he had more music to give the world. Eventually he could only hear the 
music in his head, and after the premiere of his Ninth—his last one, and 
just amazing—but they all were—they had to turn him around to see the 
audience giving this thunderous applause. When he saw it, he wept.”

Sometimes I can be a prick inside my head. Battling through throngs of 
waddlers on my downtown Estes errands, I get impatient. A trio of tourists 
blocks my way; they’re woofi ng down cotton candy, their gaze vacant. 
They come to one of the most beautiful mountain towns and this is what they 
do to themselves? Unreal… man, who are you to be so self-righteous? You don’t 
know what life does to people or what brings the hollowness. Not like you don’t 
have it in your own way—nothing like taking the high road, chief.
 I fi nd an opening, dart through and turn the corner: a blur of 
blue and red comes from the other direction. A little kid springs 
from his tiptoes, holding his chin high, as if he thinks he’s ten feet 
tall. Gloves, boots, mask, the full deal, even though the costume is a 
size too big. I try not to laugh, but my smile gives it away. My eyes 
meet his dad’s, a little apologetic, but a glint of something, maybe 
pride or just joy.   
 “He’s worn it every day since Halloween,” his dad says. The kid 
stays focused. He is Spiderman.

 Ten minutes later, I’m still smiling. 
 Back home, I remember that my cable has been shut off; I’d been 
getting it free for years. Bastards. What am I supposed to do all day? I pour 
a margarita and start cleaning up. Under a pile of papers, I fi nd an old, 
unopened baby book. A card taped to the front, written in my mother’s 
handwriting, says, “Please read. I wept over these memories.” 
 Inside the faded yellow cover, my mom’s handwriting and old 
Polaroids merge into images I’d forgotten. 
 “Dec 1968 (three months): He ‘talks’ and laughs a lot.” 
 “At age 4 Kelly seems to be thinking about a lot of deep things. He 
gets real worried about the death issue and asks a lot of questions.” 
 I stare at pictures of myself playing with animals, building my tree 
fort, always dressed in costumes for whatever I wanted to be—whatever 
I was—in my curious little world. 
 “Kelly (7) was looking very lost in thought at the supper table. He 
then commented, ‘I’ll bet some people think money is more important 
than lives.’” 
 “During a rainstorm I was fretting over the rain beating down my 
fl owers. Kelly said, ‘Oh, that must be too bad. I’ll fi x them, Mommy. 
Don’t be sad. Let me go get some tape.’” 
 First day of school: me in a cowboy outfi t. Christmas morning: 
cowboy outfi t. Hugging my dog: cowboy outfi t. My dad grew up as a 
real cowboy on a cattle ranch in South Dakota. 
 “Our visit to the Cordes ranch in August really made an impression 
on Kelly. His whole fantasy world involves cousin Rod and uncle 
Marvin and the horses.” 
 “Not exactly a lullaby but he likes to sing the ‘Have Gun Will 
Travel’ song.”
 “On route to Pennsylvania, after being at the ranch, Kelly asked 
us very soberly, ‘If Pennsylvania is east, then how can I be a real west 
cowboy if I live in the east?’” 
 I remember Jill, my sister, then seven and always mixing up similar-
sounding words, said, “Mom, what are you suppressed over?” 
 My mouth gets dry. I pause, close the book, and get my 
climbing shoes. 
 I start my stopwatch at the end of the driveway and bicycle hard to 
the granite domes of Lumpy Ridge. Wind ruffl es my shirt and I feel 
strong. Park, run the trail, hurt, glow, meld into another world, heart rate 
183; catch a breath, change into slippers, go; no dying allowed. I know my 
best times and what they should be if I’m fi t or if I’m lame, and I glance 
at my watch. Don’t look. Reel in your mind. Be here. Climb. Giddiness 
rises. Giggles escape. Even though I’m there I’m also watching myself 
from somewhere else. It feels like a gift, as if it’s not really me. 
 The snows of distant high mountains gleam in my peripheral vision. I top 
out, jump across boulders, touch the summit tree, dance a quick jig and sit 
down on a boulder, laughing. The clock still runs. I let it run. Dark ponderosas 
on the valley fl oor roll into green hills. After a second or two, my thoughts 

TEN MINUTES LATER,

I’M STILL SMILING  
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return: Only 5.7 and pure joy. What the hell happened to my beginner’s mind?
I look higher, toward the horizon. Below the white-capped summits, rock 
faces emerge: cold, stark, beautiful. I sit silently atop the boulder for a long 
time, staring. At last, I think nothing and close my eyes.

There are no clear lines to follow, only a chaotic lack of systems. 
Months earlier, I sat in my kitchen working at my job with the American 
Alpine Journal, trying not to look too often out my tiny cabin window at 
the snow-blanketed Rocky Mountains. 
 Then something drew me in: I’d stumbled upon an unrecorded 
ascent of Siyeh’s north face back in 2006, by my friends Chris Gibisch 
and Ryan Hokanson. I’d thought it unclimbed since 1979. Turned out 
Chris and Ryan had been on a summer “Tour de Crap” of big limestone 
faces in Montana and the Canadian Rockies, and fi gured Siyeh would be 
no worse—but it was. They started up a prominent rib on the left, got 
shut down up high by “terrifying rock quality,” and began an epic escape, 
traversing toward a choss gully way left. After a “night of agony,” they 
fi nished the face and then scrambled the northeast ridge to the summit.
 Chris’ report began: “We knew little about this face; allegedly it had 
only been climbed once, back in the 70s by Dirty Sox Club members 
Terry Kennedy and Jim Kanzler.” 

Allegedly? Who the hell else would want to put themselves 
through that?
 “I then found out, though, that my friend Justin Woods climbed it 
with Ben Smith in 2005.”

Justin and Ben. The Montana Boys, of course. 
 I’d met them in Patagonia, December 2006: Justin and Ben, best 
friends since childhood, born and raised just outside Glacier National 
Park. They’d quit their jobs and fi gured before anything else came along, 
they’d better go climbing in Patagonia. Not wanting to lose momentum, 
they bought their tickets immediately—to Santiago, Chile. By the time 
they’d fi gured out they were about 1,100 miles too far north—as the 
crow fl ies—it didn’t matter. Interminable bus rides later, they ended up 
in Chalten and promptly hiked the wrong way around the lake to the 
Niponino bivouac, missing the well-trodden track for a heinously steep 
and loose scree fi eld. “Yeah, we’re too stupid to buy a freakin’ map,” 
Justin said with his country-boy twang, when I met him. “Too cheap, 
too,” Ben added. “But we’ll get there,” Justin said. Through his shaggy 
blond hair, he grinned. I asked them about their climbing in Montana, 
but they didn’t say much. At Niponino, they hunkered down in bivy 
sacks, no tent. As the wind blew sleet sideways, their laughter fl oated 
through the night. That season “The Montana Boys” became our heroes.
 I emailed Justin. He and Ben had started up the north face without 
bivy gear. The blocks were so disordered they couldn’t even tell if they 
were on the original route. They encountered snow-plastered rock, got 
benighted, shivered through, and fi nished up in the morning. 
 “Interesting climb,” Justin wrote. “Can’t say I’d recommend doing it. 

But on the other hand, I’ve been thinking of going back. Guess when 
the memory fades you can talk yourself into just about anything.” 

Talking myself into disasters has been my special talent. By my 
early teens my fantasy world morphed from cowboys to sports. On 
the quarter-mile walk from the school-bus stop to our farmhouse, 
I became a football star. Dodging invisible defenders all the way to 
the house. Kelly Cordes. One of the all-time greats.
 At least until tenth grade when, after two weeks of no-contact 
summer drills, the coaches called. 
 Though their decision quite likely saved my life—I was four-foot-
ten and weighed eighty-fi ve pounds; my high school had 230-pound 
linebackers—my mom said it was the saddest moment of her life 
when she had to tell me what they said. “Mrs. Cordes, your son has 
more heart than anyone we’ve ever seen. But we simply cannot issue 
him equipment. He’s just too small. We’re sorry.” I bawled all night.
 By my senior year I’d just broken 100 pounds, and they issued 
me equipment. I never played a down. One night that winter, after 
my younger brothers and sisters moved out West with our dad—I 
refused to leave; she gave you everything, take care of her—I followed 
my usual obsessive routine: fi rst, I waited a while after my mom went 
to her room; next I cracked her door and stared at the covers for that 
eternal moment until I could see them, barely lit from the light of 
the window, rise and fall in a pattern of breathing. Only then did I 
know I could go to sleep. 
 She’d had the wrong brain chemistry, used too many substances, 
spent too many nights sitting alone in a corner, sobbing. She always 
had a big heart, but too many things had gone wrong.
 Sometime after midnight a loud thump woke me. It’s nothing. 
Go back to sleep. But if you’re wrong, can you live with that? Get up.
 I cracked the door and the hallway light shone in. My mom lay on 
the fl oor, an empty bottle of pills on the nightstand. Stay calm, don’t 
cry, stay calm. Barely able to lift her, I half carried, half dragged her 
down the stairs, her arms and legs fl opping, across the snowy pavement 
to the car. I buckled the seat belt around her limp body and sped to 
the hospital. Her heart was still beating. 
 We all have to grow up sometime. 

I picture Justin growing up running wild rivers, brushing past 
grizzlies, climbing leaning scree piles, still living his everyday life on the 
edges of a world like mine as a little boy, with unknowns at every turn. 
Justin is built like a brick shithouse, quick to smile, bright eyes. I’m 
pretty sure he’s never had a triple-decaf-espresso-skinny-mocha-soy latte 
with just a touch of nutmeg. 

[Photo] Kelly Cordes leads a fairly solid pitch midway up the route. Justin Woods

TALKING MYSLEF INTO DISASTERS HAS BEEN

MY SPECIAL TALENT  
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 “Nothin’ too important,” he replies when I call him from a Glacier pay 
phone and ask what’s up. Justin now works as a paramedic and fi refi ghter in 
Whitefi sh, Montana. Since Patagonia, we’ve kept in occasional contact. 
 “Yeah, I could meetcha,” he says, when I tell him where Jenna and 
I are camping. Jenna’s brother is coming out from North Dakota for a 
couple of days—fi gure I’ll give them some time. So much for this not being 
a climbing trip. “We could probably scare ourselves on somethin’.”
 “Again?” the ranger asks Justin, when he shows up with me at the back-
country offi ce for another Siyeh north face permit. “Guys, I just gotta say 
this, sorry, but I’m putting ‘not recommended’ on your itinerary.”
 “Fair enough,” I mumble. 
 “I wouldn’t recommend it either,” Justin says. 

I open my eyes. 3:30 a.m. Get up. “Damn, why couldn’t it have rained 
last night?” Justin groans. I quickly pull on my jacket and the air tastes 
clean and cold. The face casts huge black shades from its summit, 4,400 
feet above. There is no beta. You know you could dead-end. And be stuck in 
the rain or hail. I try not to think. I am the barking dog that fi nally catches 
the bus. Uh-oh, what now?

I have feared the north face of Mt. Siyeh for fi fteen years. 
 “Did ya hear that thing last night?” Justin snorts, “Sounded biiiiggg.” 
The massive cirque sits empty. Nobody else at Cracker Lake, just us two 
crackers and some big-sounding animal that ambled across the talus, 
setting off rockslides sometime after midnight. 
 In darkness we walk toward chaos. Gear rattles and rocks fall in 
haphazard, dissonant intervals. We head for the unclimbed right side of 
the face, but Justin doesn’t remember seeing good lines there—anyone 
with a bad enough memory to return to Siyeh’s north face isn’t much 
help. Even Ryan and Chris couldn’t recall exactly where they went and 
mistakenly sent me the photo of a different choss face, on Mt. Gould, 
instead of Siyeh. My breathing echoes in my ears. The forecast says a 
50% chance of precip. We have a tiny pack for the second with shells, 
food, water. A basic rack with no pins. Short memories, no bivy gear. 
You’d better be ready, chief. We can’t see the stacked piles and the absence 
of systems, but we know they are there.

I’ve been here before in the last fi fteen years. From my fi rst climbs 
in Montana to the Great Ranges. Something happens and I become 
bigger than I could ever have dreamed, at least as big as when I was an 
NFL star, and even as big as when I was a real cowboy. 
 Just before Siyeh, I called my mom. When she said hello, I could 
tell that she was doing well. She told me stories about her dogs and 
birds and crazy friends and meetings and the new medication. My 

defenses faded. I told her about the upcoming trip. 
 “Remember when you were little,” she said, starting into one of her 
favorite stories, “and you would ask, ‘Mom, am I a world traveler?’”
 “Yeah,” I said with a laugh. “I remember.”
 “Well, kiddo, you sure are.”
 “Mom, thank you so much for everything. I love you.”

Fear always tries to take hold. I push it away. I know this game. 
Kick steps up the suncupped snowfi eld. Crack a dark joke. Don’t fall. 
Harness on, double back, fl ake the rope. OK.
 Justin racks up and I throw in a piece. Light from the rising sun turns 
the skyline orange like a house that’s been set afi re. The rope comes tight 
and I begin. Something transformational happens with the kinesthetic 
awareness of leaving the ground, even on crumbly rock. Sometimes I 
think too much. We swing leads up moderate, loose terrain, climbing 
quickly but remembering where we are.
 The lake is a turquoise postcard dropping farther away. We’re 
becoming a living part of the photo. I grin when Justin traverses away 
from me and a barrage of rocks suddenly releases, some kicked off by 
him, others by the rope: he’s a loose rock master, always aware of my 
position, placing pro so that it keeps the rope from knocking down 
blocks. He doesn’t drop a single rock on me all day. 
 From the ’Rado and out of chossineering practice, I pelt him with a 
few. “No big deal,” he says. We dead-end near a chasm we hadn’t seen 
from below. Dark clouds build and roll closer, like toppling spires. OK, 
back, down, around, up. I run it out 100 feet—more than I want, even 
if it’s only 5.8, but otherwise the rope drag would make it feel like 5.10 
and maybe tip loose rocks onto Justin. We come to a steep pitch on 
good rock and I traverse in, careen my neck out and look for pro. None. 
It’s easier than the warm-up moves on your proj. Go, go, go Cracka. You 

[This Page] The north face of Mt. Siyeh: (1) Kanzler-Kennedy, 1979. (2) Gibisch-Hokanson, 
2006. (3) Cordes-Woods, 2008. Kelly Cordes  l  [Facing Page] Woods on the easy descent via 

the northeast ridge. Somewhere near the red band the pair cut down and skated the 
scree back to Cracker Lake. Kelly Cordes

  SOMETIMES I THINK

TOO MUCH
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can send it. I trust rounded holds, and the corner draws me in until it 
pinches down and ends. Two thousand feet up, I focus on those minia-
ture peaks and chasms, hues of purple, orange, brown, gold. From the 
corners of my eyes I catch the vastness of everything, but I shut it out 
and breathe slowly. 
 I fi ddle in a tiny cam and a wobbly micro-wire I know I shouldn’t 
trust. No good holds magically appear. Hesitation builds inside 
me—go, you know how—so I grab the rounded corner with my right 
hand, turn my hip in some, but just a couple of degrees short of too 
much, lean up and out left, feeling around at full extension until my 
fi ngertips latch a tiny crimp. My pulse beats in my throat. Belief and 
disbelief. I hold my core tight to stop the swing, and I move. It’s not 
hard, but it’s not piss. 
 Justin balances on small edges and pulls only straight down, with just 
enough force to keep him on. “I think we’re on route—I see chalk!” he 
jokes and tosses a block over his shoulder. It ricochets into the chorus of 
natural rockfall in the glacier-carved cirque. Echoes boom from the depths. 
 Fear bubbles up, but I push it away and try to match up-close 
features with the far-away image of the face held so deep and long in my 
brain. We think we might know where we are.
 Peaks fl ood the landscape north and west. Great plains span eastward. 
No roads in sight. I head up junk, can’t fi nd an anchor so we simul more 
until I cram beneath an awkward overhang and rig a belay from fi ve 
marginal pieces. Soon we’re beneath huge pillars, chimneys fi lled with 
boulders. I’m not sure but somehow, maybe, it’s all coming together 
even as everything around us is falling apart.
 We traverse a band of bullet rock, smooth with long reaches and 
thirty-foot runouts, the universe dropping away to the valley fl oor. 
We’re getting close. Justin continues along the line of weakness, 
toward the northwest ridge 500 feet below the summit. From his 
belay ledge, I scramble around a corner: a ramp runs forever into the 
sky. Before I know it, I’m thirty, sixty, ninety feet out. This is a gift, 
it’s too good, a crack splitting a perfect face that billows with a sea of 
jugs. It’s not a good gift if you fuck it up. Stop, place pro, no complacency, 

place two while you’re stopped, only 5.7 and pure joy. I start to giggle, 
and then wild hoots escape. I can’t help it. 

Cracker Lake glimmers as if it’s alive. Mountains crumble and 
grow in every direction. I can’t stop smiling. We gaze down over the 
edge, as everyone does. “You know, in a couple of millennia, our 
route could clean up to be a moderate classic,” I say. 
 “I’m defi nitely not climbing that thing again!” Justin says. But he 
probably would. 
 We stumble down talus to the northeast, my legs wobbling like a 
baby deer’s. At a runoff we gorge on water. It gives me an ice cream 
headache and I love it. By 8 p.m. we return to Cracker Lake. My nerves 
still buzz. I’m tired and weightless and I stare up at Siyeh as if it’s a 
different planet, a place new and foreign and familiar, and chuckle in 
amazement at how easily it went after all these years. Sometimes I build 
things up in my head too much. But that’s OK, I tell myself. It’s OK.
 With swollen fi ngers I shovel down a handful of jerky. Two 
campers, who arrived while we were climbing, come over. It’s a little 
kid, maybe six years old, with his dad. The kid holds his chin high. 
I can’t pick up their language—sounds like something eastern European. 
My feet throb. Rockfall echoes haphazardly throughout the cirque. 
Underneath it, water cascades, discordant, but magnifi cent just the same. 
 The father stands tall and lean. He radiates a quiet calm. How cool, 
taking his boy into the mountains, and a pretty good hike for a kid that age. 
The boy picks up a rock and studies it, lost in its contours and angles 
and miniscule forms. He drops it to watch birds fl ying overhead, and 
then looks around as though he is the grand overseer of the cirque. He is 
Spiderman; he is a cowboy; he is the man right now. I grin. In broken 
English the father asks us what we’ve been up to, and he nods knowingly 
when we reply. 
 He then speaks to his kid in their native language. The kid snaps back 
and looks up at Siyeh, then at us. In perfect English he says, “No way.” The 
boy spins around and marches off; his father smiles, and we laugh. 
 “That’s all right,” Justin says. “I wouldn’t believe us either.”  ❚


