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To Sophie and Casey, for light, love,
and drama every day, and a persistent request:
Tell me a story.


A people without history is like the wind on the buffalo grass.
—attributed to the Teton Sioux

Acclaim for Timothy Egan’s
THE WINEMAKER’S DAUGHTER
“The Winemaker’s Daughter is an allegory of sorts, an extended conceit  in which the figures and events stand for something larger than themselves. Like his prior nonfiction work, it’s incisive, exacting, and sharply  written; it also benefits from his acerbic sensibility, which lends it a  satiric wit. Bravo to Tim Egan!” —David Guterson
“Moving. . . . Peppered with wonderful descriptions . . . [and] knockout  local color. . . . A portrait of Seattle that tempts you to buy a plane ticket  to see the place for yourself.” —The New York Times Book Review
“The contours of the land seem to shape Egan’s characters . . . giving  them unusual depth and binding them inextricably to one another. . . .   The Winemaker’s Daughter may be Egan’s first novel, but it is obviously  the work of an old hand.” —The Columbus Dispatch
“An affecting work.” —The Dallas Morning News
“Egan knows the Pacific Northwest well and writes about it lovingly. . . .  With a reporter’s eye for detail, Egan deftly delineates some hot-button  issues.” —Fort Worth Star-Telegram
“Boils over with serious issues about winemaking in the West. . . .  Oenophiles will revel in the wine-geeky details.” —The Oregonian 
“An involving, complex, puzzling novel that is mystery and romance, literature and entertainment. . . . Egan cuts to the core and takes us on a  journey rather unlike any other.” —Statesman Journal (Salem, OR)

PROLOGUE
WHEN THE COLUMBIA RIVER cut through layered rock in the  greatest flood of all time, it left a cleft in the earth where the children of Chief Moses feared to play. In that coulee, nothing grew until the  waters were dammed and the Indians gone and the land terraced to face  the sun at all hours.
During the winter before irrigation a young man walked the length of  the coulee, sleeping three nights on hard ground. He built a two-story  house of timber and stone, bolted it to the basalt shoulders of the little  ravine, and trimmed it out with fine-grained planks from the ghost barns  of homesteaders who thought rain would follow the plow but never  dreamed water from the big river could be brought to their doorstep.  Then, at midcentury, the Biggest Thing Ever Built by Man lifted the  Columbia River uphill and filled the cavities from the ancient flood until  the wrinkled ground was fertile like the newcomer’s family home in the  Italian Piemonte.
In the moist weave of this new land, the man planted Nebbiolo  grapes from the Old World, tended the vines through a troubled early life,  and crafted a red wine that became one of the most sought-after products  of the Pacific Northwest. His house stood through two earthquakes,  though it became out of plumb to anyone who could see with a carpenter’s eye. He was married late to a woman from the East who always  missed the city and did not want her children to live in the coulee when   they came of age. She died after the children moved away, leaving the  aging man alone in a slightly listing house. Once a year he held a party, a  gathering of people who believed in the transformative miracle of winemaking but had little idea that water, the base nutrient of this miracle,  would be to the new century what oil had been to the last.

CHAPTER ONE
RIDING A MEMORY, hot air floats up from the river and slides  through an open door, finding Brunella Cartolano with her eyes  closed. She takes a deep breath, feels lighter. Eight months of limited  play and fitful sleep have passed under a cloud cover on the other side of  the mountains, and now this—the air tickling the insides of her legs, a  thermal tease. She orders black coffee and ice in a cup from the roadside  caffeine hut and kicks off her shoes. She feels liquid.
“Let’s go sit on the rock.”
“Are there rattlesnakes?”
“Yes, but they usually warn you. Follow me, Ethan. I’ll show you  something—”
“What if I see one?”
“You’ll feel alive.”
“And how long will that last?”
“As long as you dare.”
Crossing the Cascade Range, Brunella and Ethan Winthrop have  stopped just east of the pass, an hour from the Cartolano family home, in  a canyon lit by slices of sunlight. Though she lives in Seattle, barely two  hundred miles from her father’s coulee, Brunella has not seen a summer  in the land of her birth for three years. She is the middle child, the only  girl. As they left thickets of salal and salmonberry and the mist of the  maritime pelt of the Cascades behind, she felt the tug of home. She was a  different person—she could feel the change coming on, mile by mile—   whenever she crossed the divide from the wet west side of the Cascades  to the desert east.
“I’ve never seen the river this low,” she says. As she leads Ethan  around a boulder he stumbles a bit, the hesitant walk of an indoor man.  “But look . . . see where it turns there? That’s where we used to go tubing. They say it’s class three: a few bumps but it won’t kill you. Not this  year. Water’s too flat.”
“I’m hot.”
“It’s dry heat. Don’t you love it?”
“I hate the sun. Why live in the meteorological equivalent of a smiley  face?”
“You’re such a stiff, Ethan.”
Here the big summits have given up their snow and the meadows are  aflame with Indian paintbrush and columbine, brushed back by the thermal. She presses her feet into the sand and spells out N-E-L-L-A with her  big toe. Two days removed from ice holds in the highest reaches of the  mountains, the water slides over stones and pools up just downstream.  Brunella takes off her top and wiggles out of her shorts.
“Hold this.” She hands him her clothes. Ethan glances back at the  road, frowning.
“And you can look if you want.”
“I’d rather not.”
“Now listen.” She cups her hand to her ear, near the froth of a small  channel of white water. Zeee-eeet! Zeee-eeet!
“You hear that?”
He shakes his head.
“Dippers. These dinky birds that live in the shade of mountain  streams and love white water.”
She plunges into a deep pool just below the riffles and, when she is  fully submerged, opens her eyes. The rocks are a polished blur, the river  grass sashaying. Brunella lets herself go limp in the arms of the current,  riding the water downstream until she is out of sight and her laughter  bounces against the canyon walls.   
They drive through a faux Bavarian village, the hotels, restaurants, and  supermarket framed in costumes of alpine Tudor. At the town’s lone stoplight, she looks away at the crowded balconies of the town structures and  wonders if they would hold up if this part of the Cascades went into a  shudder. It is the kind of trance she has fallen into of late—staring at  brick warehouses or the stilts of the bridges that stitch one hill to another  and thinking tectonic thrust: ocean plates pushing up against continental  ones, shaking off the urban attachments like fleas on a dog.
She pulls into the liquor store, buys scotch, gin, and a squat bottle of  gold tequila for the party. “Is this going to be enough?”
“You know I don’t drink.”
She gives him a straight-on look, one eyebrow arched. “But you’ve  seen people do it.” Her black hair is still damp from the swim, face  primed for a laugh.
“It’s never enough, from what I can tell. Get another bottle. Get  another half dozen, for all I care. I’ll pay.”
“Your millions are worth nothing on this side of the mountains, Ethan.  Close your wallet and open your senses.”
“Then how will I sleep?”
Ethan has narrow fingers and hair as thin as spider webbing. He  seems afraid to be out of the city, troubled by his sudden dependence on  Brunella in unknown territory. In the city, he is master; without him,  Brunella would never have made her name. She had been working nearly  a year—for him—on their latest project when he told her he wanted to  “see the West.” Not Arizona or Texas but the big brown land on the other  side of the Cascade curtain. It surprised her. Ethan Winthrop, the Great  Indoorsman? She promised to show him salmon in the desert, Indians at  a rodeo, and sunrise over the North Cascades.
Driving east, the pull on Brunella is like gravity now, orchards all around,  heat still rising, the land burnished in wraparound brown. At a fruit stand,  she stops the car and rushes to a bin overflowing with peaches as if greeting a lost friend. “My God! Look at these Red Havens!”
She fondles a piece of the fruit and bites deep; the syrupy juice dribbles past her lips and onto her chin. She wipes it clean and shivers in joy.  “Wars could be fought over a peach like this. Here . . . try it.”
A teenage girl sits at the cash register, fanning herself under a tarp. A  sign, in bold colors, is hung just behind her:
SAVE OUR DAMS
She wears a button with the same message. Brunella sorts through  the fruit, whistling a tune. “Oh . . . and cherries!” The Rainier cherries are  nearly as big as plums, have the color of flushed cheeks, and taste like  candy. She plucks one from a pile and tosses it to Ethan. “There is certainly nothing wrong with a garden-variety Bing cherry. But this—here—  this is a cherry. And wait till you see our place. It’s mostly grapes, but my  father grows a white apricot that is better than sex.”
She slips away to the bathroom. A sign over the toilet reads DON’T  FLUSH UNLESS YOU HAVE TO. When she turns on the faucet in the sink to  wash her hands, a putrid coffee-colored liquid dribbles from the tap.
“What’s up with the water around here?” she asks the clerk.
The road levels out, the land losing its green except for the orchards. A  few homes are planted in the foothills behind windbreaks of Lombardy  poplars and cottonwoods. And here is the Columbia River, bulked up   and sluggish, the flat water holding the sky of late afternoon, dimpled by  little whorls. The high walls of the old river channel rise hundreds of   feet above the surface, tiers of the ages bleeding minerals. Brunella turns  down a rutted side road to a rusted fence, gets out, and opens a gate with  a NO TRESPASSING sign shot through with bullet holes.
They pass an arthritic homestead, roof caved in, the wood sun-bleached and perforated. In front are lilac bushes, domesticated orphans  now left to their own in the raw basin heat. The road ends suddenly at a  cliff above the Columbia. They walk through dried brush, raising a clatter  of hoppers, to the edge, where they can see what the river has done, consuming bluff and rock in steady gulps during its epochal mood swings.  She picks a handful of olive-colored leaves from a scablands bush, crumbles them, smells the release, and offers Ethan a sample: sage.
“The scent of the West,” she says, with a proprietary hand sweep  through the air, “and its biggest river.”
In a crease of beige rock, a petroglyph stands out: three human figures, floating and legless, with horned heads, following animals, next to a  swirl—all of it scratched onto the desert varnish of oxidized stone. When  Brunella presses the palm of her hand on the head of the rock image, it  makes her tremble, as if she has just tapped into a current in the stone.
“This glyph is so simple. They’re hunting elk—”
“What’s with the antennas on their heads?”
“I think they’re horns. Like the elk.”
“I find these petroglyphs to be rather banal and overly romanticized,”  says Ethan. “Is there really any difference between that rock sketch and  an e-mail about what you had for dinner last night?”
“There’s no mystery to an e-mail. It’s a word fart.”
She moves closer to the cliff, crab-walks over a section, and is gone.  Ethan pales, falls to his knees. “Brunella . . . ?”
She stands on a ledge barely wide enough to hold her feet, face to the  desert wind, an eagle-beaked hood ornament out of Ethan’s sight. She  fears nothing at this moment. She leaps from the ledge over a deep crack  in the high cliff, to a landing closer to Ethan. As she comes down, she  laughs, but a twitching muscle above her knee betrays her true feelings.  The drop, had she missed, is several hundred feet.
Ethan stares at her. “Why would anyone build a house this high up  from the water?”
“You’ve been to France, Ethan—”
“Every other year since I turned twenty-two.”
“I forgot: You’re a Francophile in addition to being scared of snakes,  water, and sun. Or maybe that’s why you’re a Francophile.”
“Could you at least pretend to suck up to me?”
“This river gets its water from an area about the size of France, so they  say. Think of the power. This old place was built high because those  homesteaders were afraid of the river. They knew enough to stay out of its  way in the spring.”
“Then why did they leave?”
“Our national impulse. Why do tumbleweeds roll?”
“What’s a tumbleweed?” Ethan says, but this time he winks at her.
They head north, following the river, Brunella still at the wheel, the window down to let the oven air on her face. Above, the walls of the canyon  are lined with irrigation pipes, the coronary veins of the basin. Brunella  steers away from the river and onto a gravel road, a steep switchback that  contours along a streambed. She gets out and leads him by the hand to a  ravine where a bare trickle of water flows toward the river. She crouches  down and examines the ground.
“This is the stream I told you about.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes. Except I’ve seen puddles in the city with more water.”
“Where are the fish?” He mimics her. “ ‘Salmon the size of toddlers in  the middle of the desert basin.’ ”
“There’s nothing here.”
“What’s that?” He points to a fish dried crisp by the sun, its eyes  pecked out.
“We used to come here at night, me and my little brother Niccolo.  You’d hear them thrash around, splashing up through this little canyon.  It’s one of the things that made this place so magical for me, Ethan. And  look at my little stream now: It’s been killed somehow. I don’t even hear a  mosquito.”
“So this is the end of that run of fish?”
“Not if they can get water back in here.”
Up higher, groves of aspen and tamarack huddle in deep shade. Larch  trees, their needles usually a velvety green in midsummer, are bare and  sick, as if the tops and outer branches have been singed by a flame. Just  inside the coulee, Brunella stops at an apple orchard overrun by dandelions gone to seed. The trees have not been pruned for some time; their  tops are shaggy-headed, the trunks fountains of leggy sprouts. The fruit is  sun-mottled and moth-eaten. Many of the leaves are chewed to the base,  consumed by fibrous nests of tent caterpillars. A FOR SALE sign is hammered to the base of one of the bigger trees. And beneath that: ANY OFFER  WELCOMED.
She touches the hardened sap of the tree with her fingers, stepping  around an anthill at the base. “My God. This is the Flax farm. You’ve seen   those stickers on the polished apples at the store, Flax in Wax? This was  their first orchard. I can’t believe the Flax family, of all people, gave up on  apples.”
They drive through a natural portal of enormous stone; on the other  side is a valley of near-perfect proportions, the granite walls of the north  Cascades at the distant end, well beyond the coulee.
“È bello da mozzare il fiato!” says Brunella.
“Is that a curse?”
“That’s what my father says whenever he gives directions to our place.  When you can say, ‘It’s so beautiful it takes your breath away’— È bello da  mozzare il fiato—then you’re here.” She finishes the sentence with her  hands, unbound again as she nears the refuge of northern Italy her father  has built in the interior Northwest. “The mountains look like the  Dolomites, don’t you think?”
“I’ve never been east of Nice.”
Sunflowers nod in the early evening breeze, their big heads lining the  road. They follow the only road in the coulee, a single lane of rust-colored  earth. It veers through a sentinel row of thick-waisted pine and then  opens to a place where the coulee fans out into an amphitheater of vines,  lavender, and fruit trees. The ages have worked orange and gold coatings  into the big rock walls, slow-fading monuments to the epic flood that covered parts of three states, carrying water equal to ten times the flow of all  the world’s rivers. This edge of the coulee, a tilted bowl facing south,  catches more than thirteen hours of sunlight in midsummer. The last rays  glance off clusters of red grapes from old vines trellised along galvanized  wire. A river rock wall encircles a cream-colored farmhouse with a wraparound porch painted baby blue. Brunella stops just short of the house  and jumps out of the car, leaving the door open and the keys inside.
“Have you ever seen a more beautiful place?” She pulls him toward  the house. “Have you ever smelled a more fragrant garden? Look here”—  she points to a row of fruited bushes in large terra-cotta vases, wheels at  the base—“oranges, from my father’s limonaia.  My God, how could I have  stayed away? Have you ever seen such poetry in the land?”
“I’m soft-sentiment-impaired,” he says. “Don’t let that stop you.”
She pinches a sprig of rosemary and hurries up the steps. Opening  the screen door, she calls out for her father.
“Babbo-oh!”
Nothing.
She calls out again, using the Tuscan word for father favored by her  long-dead nonna. She walks to the edge of the stairway but goes no farther.  Since the death of her own mother three years ago, Brunella has been  afraid to see the little landmarks of the house, the nooks and corners  where her mother used to read or sing, the window seat where she looked  off to the east, faraway east, a three-thousand-mile stare. These places will  never be neutral. And she cannot imagine her father roaming the two-story  five-bedroom farmhouse without becoming a haunt who speaks to himself  as he shambles past the rooms given life by thirty-seven years of marriage.
She leads Ethan back outside through the rose garden. Every few  steps, a new wisp of floral perfume envelops them. Hummingbirds buzz  in the last angled light of the day. A small fountain circulates water from a  big earthen pond. She skips ahead, uphill, following the sound of a baseball game coming from a paint-splattered radio in the back rows of the  vineyard. She spots her father from a distance, a Mariners cap on his  head, wielding a pair of pruning shears like a conductor’s baton.
“Babbo!”
Angelo Cartolano is in cutoff jeans and high-top baseball cleats; he  has winged eyebrows and a face of untrained honesty, wearing the years  with a proper fit. He stares down the hill, squinting in the last sunlight.  They hug and twirl around. She kisses his nose, spins the cap backward,  and holds him tight. The sweat runs through his shirt, and his hair is  moist and askew. She resembles her father in one striking way: They have  the same green eyes, though most of the color has gone out of Angelo’s.
“You need some sun,” he says.
“I have three full days here to catch up, and then we’re going hiking in  the Methow. Babbo, you look healthy. Let me feel your muscle.” He  makes a fist with his good hand and bends his arm the way he used to do  when Brunella was a little girl and he was Popeye.
“Strong man. How’s the fruit?”
“The grapes are stressed, Nella.” He cups a bunch of velvet-colored  fruit. “You know how this Nebbiolo likes to cluster. This year it’s different.  Everything is different. I’m not sure what kind of wine I can make with   these conditions.” Brunella notices his quivering left hand. “Every day,  hot, hot, hot all the time, tutti giorni. Everybody’s complaining about the  water, and I must tell you I am very afraid.”
“It can’t be that bad. You still made wine last year.”
“That was last year. I had—you can say—some help.”
“How so?”
“Nothing. But this year, fourth year of the drought, and guess what?  They are giving us less water than any time since the Grand Coulee Dam  was finished. Thank God I have my pond. But listen, I still have so much  hope, Nella—we’re less than two months from October, and the  Mariners are three games ahead of Texas.”
“They have no immortals, Babbo, since A-Rod and Griffey left.”
“But they have magic again this year. And look at you—you’ve been  away too long. You smell like the city.” He points to Ethan, who is finally  making his way up to the vineyard, a panting willow of a man with a pallor  like milky tea.
“That’s our guest from Seattle, Ethan Winthrop. I’m working for him  on my latest project. He wanted to see the other side of the state.”
“He’s your boss?”
“Sort of.”
Angelo grins. “Fare l’amore?”
“With him?” She giggles. “No! I mean, look at him, he can hardly  walk. I’m fascinated by his mind but I think he’s asexual. Neutered or  something. I’ve never felt any—I mean I’ve never asked him. And he’s  never said.”
“Un castrato?”
“Not that. He’s just not a physical man. He pocketed more than seventy million dollars on a dot-com that he sold two years before it went out  of business.”
“What did they make?”
“Some kind of virtual thing that nobody needed. Now obsolete. Imagine being forty years old and not knowing what to do with the rest of your  life. He’s helping this billionaire remake the old Ballard section of Seattle.  Ethan is the conceptual brain behind the project. But first they have to  pass a hurdle that won’t allow you to knock down a city block if there   might be something worth holding on to. That’s where I come in. They  hired me to do the cultural impact statement, freeing up the space. How  many are you expecting for the party tomorrow?”
“A big crowd this year. I think they love the wine more than me. Va  bene. Niccolo will try to make it by tonight, but I’ve heard nothing from  your other brother.”
“Did you expect to?”
“No. And I should thank you for coming before I start complaining.  Some days, I think you look down on the little place where you grew up;  you’re such a big shot now you can’t come home—”
“Stop it, Babbo. It’s not that at all. Who else?”
“Some of your friends from growing up. Everyone from the Last  Man’s Club has promised to show. We’re down to five of us, you know.”
“The Last Men could almost fit in one tent.”
“And there’d be one big symphony of farting, wheezing, snoring, and  belching. From the coulee, the Flax family.”
“I saw their orchard today. It’s in horrible shape.”
“They had to give up most of their water for the fish. Solvan Flax  could not take it. He got drunk one night and shot up the construction  hut that the Indians are operating out of, down by the river. Solvan says  the Indians are behind all the water take-aways. Says they put it in the  government’s head to take back our water and—if they get their way—  maybe even tear down one of the dams.”
“But the Indians . . . my God, a more broken band of people does not  exist in this county. How could that ragged little cluster of welfare cases  have anything to do with it?”
“They’ve got a treaty promising them salmon for all time. If there’s no  water, there’s no salmon. They use the treaty to get the water, you see.  Thank God nobody was inside when Solvan went crazy with a twelve-gauge, but it’s terrible. I tell you something, Nella: I no longer recognize  my oldest neighbor. The man is sick with hatred.”
“Who else?”
“Some two-oh-sixers may come down from on high to join us,” he  says, using the nickname for people from the Seattle area code who maintain homes in the coulee. “Look at Stuart right now.”
They turn to the west. The summit of Mount Stuart is in plum-colored silhouette against a burning sky, gold trim on the edges, nearly ten  thousand feet high.
“You must promise me, Nella, that when you plant me in the ground  here it will be high enough in the vineyard so that on Judgment Day the  first thing I see will be Mount Stuart.”
“I will, Babbo, I will. You have my promise. But you have another  twenty years left in you, so shush.”
In the kitchen, Angelo Cartolano is ready to cook. He has picked zucchini  flowers, filled a basket with three kinds of tomatoes, and brought wine up  from the cellar. The cutthroat trout are cleaned and iced. Lamb shanks  are marinating in Zinfandel, rosemary, brown sugar, garlic, and lemon. He  pours wine and offers a simple toast.
“Beviam, beviam, beviam!”
Brunella holds the wine in her mouth before taking a longer sip.  Ethan sets his glass to the side. “Wonderful,” she says. “It tastes like . . .  heaven without a dress code.”
“Very good,” says Angelo. “Truth is, it tastes like 1989. A mild winter.  Early spring. Rain at just the right time after the bud. Then around  Memorial Day—poof!—I never saw a cloud for the entire summer. Cooled  off enough in August to keep the acid up in the grapes. The harvest was  flawless. Stems and skins loved each other. Oh, God, what a blend! A vino  rosso for all time. Strong tannins gave it enough backbone, and now it’s  starting to smooth out. I’m worried about this year, though. It’s been too  goddamn hot.”
“Global warming, Mr. Cartolano?” Ethan asks. “Or do you distrust the  science?”
“No one alive has ever seen such a time in this coulee. Up in the  meadow, the ground is like bread crust from last month. The trees are  spooked, no life left inside ’em. Nature answers only to its own rules, so  we’ll see what follows, yes? Try the wine, please.”
“He doesn’t drink, Babbo.”
“I’m . . . so sorry,” Angelo says in a hushed tone, funereal. To the Cartolano family, the only thing worse than someone who does not drink  wine with food is the person who cannot laugh.
Angelo retreats down a hallway to a side pantry, where he keeps drawers full of flour and dried herbs, the ceiling draped in twined garlic and  strips of oregano hanging overhead.
“What do you think of my father?” Brunella says, when he is out of  earshot.
“Rustic,” says Ethan. “I can see where you get your passion. Is there  anything you two do not get excited about?”
“Is that so bad?”
Angelo returns, white flour dust trailing behind him. He mixes the  flour with eggs and water in a bowl and adds olive oil. He takes moist  balls of mozzarella and cuts them into one-inch sections, and dries the  anchovies on a paper towel. His left hand is badly gnarled and knotted,  and it shakes uncontrollably, making it hard for him to finish. Brunella  folds her hand around his; it feels like a bag of marbles. She helps him  open the petals of each flower and pinch out the filaments. They fill the  insides with mozzarella and anchovies, add a dollop of honey, and press  the petals until they are closed up again. The zucchini blossoms are  dipped in the batter and pan-fried until golden brown.
“Alora—fiori di zucchini fritti,” he says, with a jack-o’-lantern smile,  turning to Ethan, sweat dripping from his brow. “My uncle used to make  these in the camp in Missoula. The highlight of the summer. The guards  thought we were crazy—look at the stupid dagos eating flowers. Hah! You  do eat, don’t you, Mr. Winthrop?”
They are just sitting down to dinner—grilled lamb and trout, potatoes  quartered and roasted above the coals, a salad of Cartolano tomatoes with  basil—when a car pulls up and Niccolo Cartolano bounds into the house.  He has a deep mahogany tan, short hair dyed blond on top, broad shoulders, and Jason Giambi arms. This summer he has added a branded mark  of a grape above his elbow. He is wearing shorts, sandals, and a UC Davis  T-shirt. Angelo is ecstatic; his younger son is his favorite, something he  has given up trying to hide. Niccolo sets his backpack down and pours  himself a glass of wine in a single motion. He kisses his sister, shakes  hands with Ethan, and winks at Brunella as he raises the glass.
“Pancia mia, fatti capanna.”
Brunella translates for Ethan the old ritual blessing before a big meal:  “O belly of mine, make a storehouse of yourself.”
Niccolo has finished his third year of college and is in his fourth summer as a smoke jumper for the Forest Service, which has a regional headquarters not too far from the Cartolano family home.
“This fire in Colorado: We dug breaks to the south, breaks to the  north, backburned on another flank—no go. Finally, all we could do was  spit on it and walk away. Some people were bitching ’cause we couldn’t  save all the trophy homes. Like, Hello? Jesus H. You’re living in a fire  zone. These are people who hate government and want us to save ’em. I’m  in the Methow for the month, if I’m lucky. You did the trout just right,  Dad. Haven’t lost the touch. But the lamb needs something.”
He helps himself to a second mound of food, pours another glass of  wine from a different bottle, gulps it halfway down, then fills it to the  brim. He pops the potato quarters into his mouth, five in a row. Watching  the spectacle of three thousand calories vanish in a few minutes, Ethan is  mesmerized.
“I’m not sure, but I think the ’89 is better,” Niccolo says. “This is the  ’89, isn’t it?”
His father beams. “Niccolo, you have the nose of the Cartolano  family, eight centuries in the making.”
“And what am I,” Brunella says, “a truffle pig?”
Niccolo always said he wanted to be a winemaker. He talked of  Sonoma and Napa, as did nearly every aspiring vintner at UC Davis, but  the frontier had long ago left those valleys and they were off-limits to anyone who had not amassed a fortune during the late gilded age.
“Moisture content in the Rockies is under ten percent,” Niccolo says  now. “They’re starving for rain. Those pinyons were opening like popcorn.  Parts of the Cascades aren’t much better off. The Okanogan is one big  bundle of upright kindling right now. You gonna eat all that?” When three  seconds pass without a response, he scoops up Ethan’s well-trimmed  lamb. “So I’m here for the Last Men bash and whoever else straggles in  for the party tomorrow. Maybe get a day of fishing in with the master here  before another round of ground pounding and extra H-pay.”
He separates the backbone from the trout and swallows the entire  fish.
When everyone is asleep, Brunella throws on a nightshirt that just covers  her underpants and strolls outside to feel the warm breeze against her  body and the grass under her toes. Overhead, stars undimmed by city  light and the high eroded walls of the other side of the coulee make her  feel alone in a big place. The fragrance is stronger at night, or at least  more distinct: sage and honeysuckle. She wants to stretch the moment  and tries to remember why she turned away from her desert home.


CHAPTER TWO
ON SATURDAY MORNING, Brunella rises early and goes for a run in  the hills where she used to play, up among the cheat grass that  flames red in June and then fades to beige in the desert summer. She follows a faint road that passes by the second-oldest house in the coulee.  There once was a 1952 pickup truck out front, left to die on the spot  where the owner abandoned it in defiance of the Arab oil embargo thirty  years earlier; now the car has vanished. She passes a small reservoir, full  to the brim in the midst of the drought. She runs along the ditch that  delivers water from the distant lake created by Grand Coulee Dam. She  can see where bulldozers are moving rock and earth for a project down  below, about five miles away. She remembers the abandoned mining village hidden nearby, a clot of cinnamon-colored cabins slowly vaporizing  in the basin winds. Inside one of the cabins was a 1915 Marvel stove, walls  covered by painted oilcloth, a heavily lacquered wood sink. It smelled of  mice turds and dry rot, but it told a story frozen in its tracks, as if all life  had been petrified on a single day. She used to spend afternoons inside  the shack, reading books from a dust-covered shelf, and brought friends  into this lost world, one at time, making them take an oath to keep the  secret. On the day the village disappeared, knocked down in an afternoon, Brunella discovered how quickly this part of the world can erase  itself.
Running back toward the vineyard, pleasantly numb on her fourth  mile, her mind drifts, floating above the land. At seventeen, flying home   from a school soccer competition in Denver, she looked down and saw  the coulee from the air for the first time. She was horrified. It looked so  lost and inconsequential, a trench in the ground removed from everything, the world passing it by. She knew then she would flee, she had no  choice; maybe she was her mother’s child.
Back at the house now she swims in her pond, a familiar embrace.  Drying off, she rushes inside to kiss her father. “I’m glad to be home.  Really, Babbo. I love you. Don’t ever doubt that.”
She picks flowers for the party. The Cartolanos put linen and wine on  each of the tables, position a keg of beer in a garbage can of ice. By the  brick oven outside, cherry- and apple-wood branches from winter pruning are stacked for fuel. Miguel brings mescal and little clay tequila cups  that his daughter has made. Each cup bears the chiseled name of one of  the five old men who climbed Mount Stuart more than sixty years earlier.
“You’re home.”
She turns to face Teddy Flax. The curious boy of her youth has filled  out in his shoulders and arms, and his face is lean, with a soul patch of  facial hair on his chin. When he smiles his eyes lead the rest of his face in  a welcoming accordion. She is stirred and surprised by her reaction. As  she walks toward him, he holds out his hand. “Oh, screw it,” she says, and  wraps her arms around him. His body is warm from the walk up the  coulee.
“I heard you were teaching,” she says.
“English—sophomores and seniors. Coaching baseball too. We play  our first games in snow squalls and the play-offs in hundred-degree heat.  That’s why I moved to the Flathead Valley. No end to the drama. And you  can nearly make a living. You can put gas in a beater car. You can house-sit, because there’s no shortage of big empty log mansions. And then, like  they say, you get this other paycheck: big rainbows rising to a mayfly  hatch just a few steps from where you live, that sort of thing.”
“It sounds wonderful.”
“The winters are long. Lotta people can’t take that.”
“What are your kids reading, Teddy?”
“Stegner. They liked Angle of Repose, once they gave it a chance, the  little shits. My seniors will start Sometimes a Great Notion next year, after   a fight with the curriculum committee. Somebody in Iowa doesn’t think  it’s literature.”
“I’m sorry about your father.”
He fills a plastic cup with beer. “I’m chasing fires close to home this  week. With OT and hazard pay, I can make almost half my teacher’s salary  in two months as a smoke jumper.”
“With Niccolo?”
“I wish. Got posted to Murkowski’s crew. Guy’s an idiot with ambition—  dangerous.”
“I can get you on Niccolo’s crew. It’s not a problem.”
“You went away. What, New York? Someplace in California? Or was it  Europe?”
“The wandering architect’s tour. In Manhattan I designed shoe closets for Martha Stewart acolytes. In California, it was strip malls that were  supposed to look like quaint little villages in Vermont. And Europe . . . I  went there to feel to inferior, and it worked. So I’m home.”
“Which is where?”
“I’m not sure.”
“But you got a job in Seattle?”
“Consulting.”
“Is that the same as working?”
“Of course not.” She laughs. “They pay you to be their conscience.  You’d be surprised how big the market is for such a thing. I’m on contract  with Waddy Kornflint’s group.”
“The zillionaire?”
“A mere multibillionaire. And another guy—Ethan Winthrop. I’ll  introduce you to him today. We’re doing a thing at Salmon Bay in Seattle.  It used to be its own little city, full of Norskis peddling lutefisk and that  sailor’s drink that tastes like paint thinner, you know. . . .”
“Aquavit?”
“That’s it, the drink that has to cross the equator in oak barrels in a  ship’s hold before they can release it. How weird is that? But all the old  Sons of Knute are gone. The place is a pit, nothing to look at. It could use  a face-lift. Thank God Kornflint has some taste and a sense of history.”
“And your job is—what?—making sure nothing’s lost in the makeover?”
“The legal term is a finding that the new project would have ‘no significant impact’ on the culture. Without an NSI seal, you can’t move forward with the development. Six years in the school of architecture,  followed by a decade of shoe closet designs, faux villages, and Euro-treks  have led me to this: I’m the NSI ace of the West Coast.”
“Can you fit that on a business card?”
“The way I look at it is that I’m ensuring nothing of real value is lost. I  would never sign off on an NSI if something really cool were at risk.  Never.”
She moves closer to him, curls her hand around one of his fingers.
“Are you free tomorrow?”
“As in unattached?”
“I didn’t mean it that way, but if you want to volunteer.” She tightens  her grip.
“I came this close to marrying a girl from the city—this babe—looking  for something in Montana. You meet a fair amount of people like that   in Kalispell, always in the summer. Good combo: sense of humor, way  smarter’n me, pretty hot. Hey, you talk about authenticity and trying to  hold on to the past, get this: Her breasts were real.”
“The rarest American woman, and there are more than two of us. So  what was the problem?”
“Money. She had it, I didn’t. And I don’t care how much we had in  common, I could not be her equal. You know how some people have these  personal trainers to show ’em how to do sit-ups and keep their shoes tied?  I woulda been her designated book reader–slash–river rat.” He laughs at  the thought. “Not a bad job, being that it came with gymnastic sex and an  open account at Barnes and Noble. But then what? Waiting on her moods  with white gloves? God, this beer tastes good today. It’s hotter’n snot out  here. I’m sorry; I dodged your question.”
“No, you answered it.”
“I have an itch to hit baseballs tomorrow afternoon. Friend of mine in  Chelan has a pitching machine. You set it at ninety-plus mph and you’re  up against Pedro Martinez. A guy has about one third of a second to make  up his mind whether to swing or not when that machine’s throwing heat.  Where’s Angelo? I bet he could still hit the fastball.”
She points to the deck. Teddy walks away, stopping to drain his beer,   his back to Brunella. “Some guy from Omak wants to buy our orchard. I  think what he’s really after are the water rights.”
“The water’s worth more than the land now?”
“Yep.”
“And you’re going to sell?”
“I don’t know what to tell the folks. They don’t listen to me anyway.  The orchard’s almost dead. Nobody wants to buy a Red Delicious apple  anymore. Has no taste and the skin’s too hard. These irrigators—shit—  they bred themselves out of business, even if they hadn’t been side-whacked by four years of little water and high heat. So maybe it’s time to  fold the tent and stuff their pockets while they can. The old man’s eligible  for market-loss relief money, even after shooting up the Indian shack. And  from what I hear, there’s more on the way.”
“A big bailout?”
“Something’s brewing, Brunella, otherwise people wouldn’t be so  stirred up. You grew up here: You ever seen people clawing one another’s  eyes out over water, like they’re doing now?”
“I guess you’re right. I haven’t been paying that much attention.”
“Look at what happened with all those farms in the Midwest. There’s  big money to be made doing nothing, long as it’s the right kind of nothing.”
“I can’t see Solvan Flax taking a check from the government for the  rest of his life.”
“I know you’ve been away for a while, Brunella, but outside of your  old man and couple of hobbyists up on the bench, everybody in this  coulee is going under. For that matter, the whole Columbia basin is on  edge. If my folks sell, I’ll get a piece of it, and that’ll give me a cushion in  Montana. Might even buy a house. My mother’s here, if you want to talk  to her.”
“I do.”
“Just don’t set her off.”
“Teddy, I’ve known her all my life.”
“You think you have. Think again. Have you talked to her lately?”
“No, but—”
“Her boiling point’s gotten pretty low.”  . . .
The bristled edge of Louis Armstrong plays over the voices of old friends  gathering on the big cedar deck of the Cartolano family home. The air is  still and hot. Brunella and Niccolo mix it up with the old men from the  climbing club, who poke each other in the ribs. They are all robust  drinkers. One of the men, Alden Kosbleau, cannot stop talking about a  climb he recently made in the Sierra.
“Brunella, I lost twenty years on that peak,” he says.
She treats Alden like a favorite uncle. His family was the third to settle in the coulee and the first to move out. Alden Kosbleau always looks  ten years down the road and he has yet to miscalculate. While other irrigators were still trying to create the ideal apple, Alden tore out his Red  Delicious trees and planted Rainier cherries. He made a fortune in the  Japanese market, where a single piece of fruit could sell for three dollars.  When the ditches were complete and Grand Coulee reclamation water  was in such great supply that the biggest problem farmers had was trying  to drain off the excess before it saturated the ground, Alden proceeded to  buy up more, using surrogates to get around the rules designed to give  water only to small-acreage family farmers. When he left the coulee for a  mansion on a hill above Lake Chelan, he owned enough water rights to  determine the fate of a midsize city.
“So you’re one of the pioneers?” Ethan asks.
“Yes, sir, it was just me, Flax, and the dago. You’ve seen the picture  inside the house of what this dustbowl used to look like?”
“The transformation is remarkable.”
“Remarkable? It’s a goddamn miracle, what we’ve done here. Just look  around, get the sweep of this place, for Chrissakes. We showed everyone  we could bring life to a dead land. And if these goddamn Indians would  back off, we could do a thing or two even more amazing. I come from a  generation with no limits—me, Flax, and the dago, same deal.”
He takes a long sip of his drink.
“What’s left for me now,” says Alden Kosbleau, “is the blue rose. You  don’t look horticulturally inclined, but I will tell you something about the  blue rose: It’s the unobtainable hybrid, the rarest of rose colors.” He waits  for a reaction.
“And why would you want to grow a blue rose?” Brunella says.
“To show I can do it.”
“Hubris.”
“What’s that, a ten-dollar word for dreamin’ big? Isn’t that what your  old man is all about?”
Angelo Cartolano had left Alba at the age of ten, a boy with not enough of  a waist to hold up his pants, brown curly hair, and front teeth that looked  like they belonged in a much bigger head. All his possessions fit into one  rectangular suitcase, and he wore three sweaters as he boarded the ship  out of Genoa. Sewn inside one of the sweaters was a pouch containing  tomato seeds from the family farm in the Piemonte. Angelo’s mother, a  feisty Tuscan who insisted that the true Italian dialect of Dante be spoken at home, died in the flu epidemic. Angelo’s father lost two of his  brothers in the first year of the Great War, 1915, when more than 60,000  Italians died fighting in the mountains on the northeast border with Austria. They were killed in the Dolomites: One was shot in the head; the  other died of gangrene from a shrapnel wound.
Twenty years later, when Mussolini upped the price of buying draft  deferments for all but the best-connected sons of the north, the elder  Cartolano could see there was no future in Italy for his family. Angelo was  sent to America to live with an uncle in the Bushwick section of Brooklyn. He slept on a cot by the dining table of a third-floor apartment with a  single window, facing north. His uncle was a sometime merchant marine,  whose ambition ebbed during afternoons of grappa-laced espresso. While  his uncle drank his  espresso corretto and read Il Progresso, Angelo learned  to play baseball in the tiny park just off Knickerbocker Avenue, two blocks  from the café, becoming a catcher. He broke three fingers in his left hand  before his thirteenth birthday.
Mussolini’s alliance with Hitler kept Angelo’s father from coming to  Brooklyn and in a curious twist was responsible for the boy’s introduction  to the American West. More than ten thousand Italians were classified   by the FBI as enemy aliens, rounded up for questioning, and detained for  an indefinite period. The authorities swept through Bushwick, seizing  radios, guns, cameras, flashlights—anything that could aid the Italian war  effort. In the spring of 1941, twenty-nine Italian ships were impounded in  American ports. Angelo’s uncle was on a list of sailors assigned to one of   them, and they traced him to the tiny apartment in Brooklyn. His English  was poor and he could not prove that he was nothing more than a loafer in  Bushwick. He and young Angelo were sent away to Montana, joining fifteen hundred other Italians interned at Camp Missoula, an old army base  at a bend on the Bitterroot River. For Angelo, internment was his best  break in America. He loved Bella Vista, the nickname given the big-timbered lodge and barracks in Montana, with wildflowers rolling to the  high snowfields, herons and osprey diving for trout on the river, teno’clock sunsets on summer nights.
It was at Camp Missoula that Angelo learned to cook. He played a  game with the Italian chefs, who were astonished by his instinctive but  undeveloped palate. By smell alone, he could tell whether a ragu was  short of even a single ingredient or if a pecorino had come from inferior  sheep. The only trouble at Camp Missoula came when the cooks were  presented one day with beef fat for frying instead of the olive oil that usually came on the train from California. Infuriated, a chef smacked the  supplier over the head with a large steel pan. Guards were called, a smoke  grenade was accidentally set off, and in the burst of excitement a watch-tower sentry shot himself in the foot.
The talk of Missoula was all about the biggest public works project in  the country, the Grand Coulee Dam, just a half day’s drive to the west.  Even before the war, Angelo had heard President Roosevelt sketch his  dream of the Planned Promised Land in the sunbaked midsection of  Washington State, where the river carried to the sea enough water to put  all of Italy under nearly two feet. Roosevelt’s design was to back up the  Columbia and bring nearly a million acres of leathered ground to agricultural life. The dam, often compared to the pharaohs’ pyramids or China’s  Great Wall, was called the Eighth Wonder of the World. Young men just  out of college and drifters one step from starvation flocked to the sage and  dust of the Columbia basin to build the largest concrete structure ever  known, a noble cause, they all said.
The internees were released from Camp Missoula just before the  Allied invasion of Sicily. Angelo had barely turned sixteen and was too  young for service, but he decided to stay in the West. He had seen enough  of the men in the smoky café near Knickerbocker and heard enough of   their vaporous dreams. Grand Coulee was a cement palace of magic and  industry. Angelo hired on to a cleanup unit, making eighty cents an hour.  Later, he was assigned to a crew whose job was to dig up Indian graves in  land that would soon be buried under more than a hundred feet of  expanded reservoir water from the just finished dam. He found this work  distasteful, scraping away hardpan at the edge of the swift river, looking  for skeletons of people who had lived prosperous lives on the bounty   of big chinook salmon that returned to the desert every year. Angelo   knew nothing of salmon and very little of the Indians clustered in bands  along the Columbia, except he was told that they went mad when they  drank alcohol. Every day at the riverbank old men in braided ponytails  stared wordlessly at the government gravediggers; their shadow seemed  to lengthen day by day.
On his days off, Angelo discovered the North Cascades, which  reminded him of home and gave him an escape from the haunted eyes of  the Indians. He would follow the Methow River until it flanked into Early  Winters Creek and hike to the high country of glaciers, pink-heathered  meadows, and granite flanks polished by retreating ice. Roaming the  south side of Silver Star Mountain, he was footloose again in the Valle  d’Aosta. He joined an alpine club based in Yakima, mostly teenage boys  too young for the draft, too inexperienced to have a proper fear of the  nubs of rock and ice that had scared off the adults. Angelo and his friends  told a reporter from Yakima that they were going to take Mount Stuart’s  north ridge, which had never been climbed. The mountain looked like  Grand Teton; on the rare days when the wind did not kick up the dust in  the Columbia Basin, it was visible from a hundred miles to the east. Stuart is the greatest mass of exposed granite in the United States; the north  ridge is sheer vertical in parts. It was a terra incognita of fear and legend.  The reporter prepared to write a dozen obituaries. But on the first day of  August, the Yakima climbing club put ten people on the summit. Afterward, at their base at Ingalls Lake, the young climbers made a pact. They  took a vow that no matter what happened the rest of their lives, they  would come together once a year to commemorate the ascent of Mount  Stuart. Angelo had hauled up a liter of wine that an Italian home vintner  who worked with him at the dam had given him, a full-bodied red made   from grapes near Walla Walla. He removed the wine from a sweater wrap  inside the tent and held it above the fire.
“To the last man alive shall go this bottle,” he said, and the boys all  agreed. To seal the pact, each climber cut himself with the serrated edge  of an ice ax and let droplets of blood fall onto the top of the cork and a  primitive label.
After the war, Angelo took classes at Gonzaga University in Spokane.  He struggled at the Jesuit college, and if he had not been the leading hitter on the Bulldog baseball team—his average was .421 and he was the  best catcher on a team of wild pitchers—he probably would have dropped  out after a semester. Each year he was on the team, he broke another finger, playing one season alone with a mummified left thumb that was fractured multiple times. After his junior year, he left school for good, taking a  job on another dam construction project on the Columbia.
While working on this dam, the Chief Joseph, Angelo found the  coulee that he would try to remake into a swath of the Italian Piemonte.  There were a few old mine shafts up beyond the ridge left over from   the random pokings of pioneer prospectors, and a couple of petroglyphs  scratched on the walls of the coulee, but otherwise no evidence that  human beings had spent time there. Once, he found a big bone in the dry  soil, the ball joint of a mastodon. Angelo loved the high walls on one side  of the coulee, a kind of antiquity he seldom saw in America. And he felt  sheltered, felt he belonged, felt he could let the rest of the world spin on a  nervous nuclear voyage while he hunkered down and started his own  American story.
Angelo bought six hundred acres for $5,000, virtually his entire savings. There was no water in the coulee. It had coyotes and quail, mule  deer in the spring and red hawks circling for field mice in the summer. A  yellow wildflower, balsamwort, sprang from little holds in April, but then  the coulee went brown and crusted as it baked through the long days. Just  below the rock portal into the coulee, a perennial spring-fed stream that  flowed into the Columbia served as home to a small run of spring chinook, a salmon that traveled nearly to Siberia before returning to its  birthing waters in the inland desert.
The first thing Angelo did was dig a deep broad hole at the steep edge  of the coulee. It rained just seven inches a year, but that was enough to fill   the hole after running downhill, providing Angelo with a pond and his  own primitive irrigation system. It was a simple trick of making the contour of the land and what water fell from the sky work for you, as Italians  had done for centuries with their catch-basin ponds. Angelo used the  pond to grow his first vines. Then, when Grand Coulee irrigation water  came, he was told he would no longer have to look to the sky for life, nor  would he need his little pond. The weather could be random and stingy  with its moisture and the farmers in the Planned Promised Land should  not care; they had arrived at a new point in history—they controlled creation. The effort to siphon water more than three hundred feet up from the  Columbia’s channel and send it through a tangle of ditches, reservoirs,  and canals brought the equivalent of forty inches a year, and it was almost  free for the asking. But Angelo never drained his pond, even as he accepted  the irrigation water.
The orchards thrived. The apples looked like Christmas tree ornaments, the apricots wore the soft fuzz of a baby’s head, and the figs could  match the taste of old-country fruits. But his pride was wrapped up in his  grapes, for winemaking was a master art. In the late nineteenth century,  Calabrese immigrants put Vitis vinifera in the ground at Walla Walla  before their homes even had roofs overhead; they knew, in hard times,  wine was much more than pleasure—it was caloric sustenance. They had  been forced by the powers of Walla Walla to settle at the edge of town,  out of sight near the sweet onion fields, and it proved to be a fortuitous  snub, for the land was perfect for wine grapes.
In the 1950s, Angelo tried something that had never been done, planting noble grapes from the heart of Piemonte, the Nebbiolo used in making some of Italy’s greatest wines: the delicate Barbaresco, the peppery  Gattinara, and the muscular but tricky Barolo—known in Europe as the  King of Wines and the Wine of Kings. Everybody said a deep freeze would  kill the vines to the ground; the slopes he hoped to cultivate with the most  storied of grapes were too far north, the soil too volcanic, the precipitation  too sparse.
But the coulee had its own microclimate, protected from harsh  northerly winds in winter and insulated at times by fog that drifted in  from the Columbia. During the early part of the growing season, warm  winds kept the vines free of mold. In early winter, Angelo buried the vines   that grew in the cold upper part of the coulee, as protection against killer  frost. Like the hills around Alba, the land was walled off from incessant  rain by a vast mountain curtain. The coulee was a big bowl of cobblestones and silty loam. To reach moisture in this poor soil, the roots went  deep, picking up a taste of stone that was evident in the grapes. As it  turned out, the great flood had created a little notch in the far corner of  America that could produce fat, intensely flavored Nebbiolo grapes from  a soil—terroir —of the ages. Plus, he had the sun. Angelo kept a wooden  globe in his kitchen, with a line drawn from the Old World to the New,  showing that the Columbia basin and his native Piemonte shared the  same general latitude. Nebbiolo needs a long growing season, and as the  Bureau of Reclamation men were always pointing out, the basin basked  in two more hours of light than did California, which meant Angelo could  get twelve more growing days in a season than Napa.
What Angelo had as a winemaker was his remarkable palate, which  he followed instinctively. While still in college, he sampled wine from an  ancient southern Italian grape, made by his friend in Walla Walla. “I can  taste some cherry, some spice, and there’s raspberry in there as well,”  Angelo said.
“My God!” said the older winemaker. “You have just described the  essence of Primitivo.”
Three years after planting the vines, Angelo harvested his first crop.  At the same time, he finished building a small stone chapel at the crest of  the coulee and painted frescoes on the inside. Surely, his God, the one  who changed water into wine to keep a wedding party going, would get to  know Bacchus in this edge-of-the-world setting. Given the divine interest  in wine, Angelo had no doubts that he would succeed. He started out  making sixty gallons of wine a year from a bit more than half a ton of  grapes—enough to give him a bottle a day. Virtually all the water for those  first vintages came from the pond.
“You can tell this wine is going somewhere,” Angelo liked to say.
On advice from his Calabrese friend in Walla Walla, Angelo started  experimenting, following the direction of his palate. During the crush, he  did not remove stems from the grapes, nor did he wash them. His friend  said he should use the powdery mildew for yeast and fermentation. At the  same time, he aged the wine in small oak barrels, or barriques. After bottling, the wine had to spend years laid down before Angelo would let it   go. The Wine of Kings was no match for the ephemeral American attention span, but Angelo waited, confident that he could create something  extraordinary in his little coulee.
For another decade, he worked night shifts at the dam, sold his apples  and figs at harvest, and dreamed of the day when his own version of  Barolo would grow up and free him. The result, when he finally started to  release his wine, tasted like nothing that had ever been produced in the  New World; it was an original American showing of the Nebbiolo grape. A  person with open taste buds would find ripe berries and other red fruit,  but it was also layered, with a bit of licorice and a finish you could still  taste a day after drinking the wine. There was a mystery and tease about  the Cartolano Nebbiolo, a blend of coulee soil and ancient grape. The  wild tannins were tamed just right, but they foretold a long life.
Angelo had stored the first vintages in his basement—the smell never  far from the floorboards of the house—but as the fame of his red wine  grew, he had to build a large cellar away from the house. His basement  Barolo became the toast of the Pacific Northwest, attracting oenophiles  from Sonoma and Napa, from Bordeaux and Burgundy, and from his  native land. Angelo named his only daughter for the Brunello di Montalcino that one of these visitors brought to the coulee. He rejected every  offer to sell; a Cartolano would cut off his foot before he would give up  family land, he explained, and two of his three children understood what  he was saying.
But now Angelo heard the clock; he felt he had no more than five  years of winemaking left in him, with no one to take his place. He could  barely make a fist out of his crumbled left hand. The water withdrawals  deeply troubled him at a time when drought was calcifying the land. As a  precaution last year, after much agonizing, he overwatered his grapes. At  harvest, it showed; the grapes still had considerable flavor, but something  was missing. He sensed the vintage would have no staying power, and  when he sampled it from the barrel at Christmas he was heartbroken. No  wine made from Angelo Cartolano’s hands had ever tasted so thin, with so  little promise. Sadly, he concluded the worst thing he could ever think  about a wine: “This has no story.”
Angelo spent that night in the cellar, shivering and sleepless. When   he awoke, he knew he had given in to a corruption of the soul. But he felt  he had no choice; a bad vintage would surely outlive him, erasing the  magnificence of what he had done with his American Barolo. Immortality, for a winemaker, was what went into the bottle. So for the first time in  his life Angelo took shortcuts. Not only had he overwatered the grapes, he  now tried to rush the wine. He added sugar to raise the alcohol level  slightly, trying to enrich it, to make it bigger. And he filtered the wine with  oak chips, which would make it taste as if it had legitimately absorbed the  skin of the barrel, though he knew in his heart it would be just another  tarted-up oaky fruit bomb of the type preferred by the wine press. These  practices were permitted in some parts of the winemaking world; only  true connoisseurs of Nebbiolo would notice. But to Angelo, and certainly  to any Barolo vintner, it was cheating. He could taste and smell the difference, and he hated himself for doing it.
At the party, Brunella is distracted by a pinch-faced man with thin orange  hair. He is aggressively sniffing the wine, as if trying to clean the inside of  the glass with his nose. On impulse, she scolds him. “Don’t park your  snout in the wine. Just enjoy it.”
“It’s not a true Barolo,” the man says. “The tannins are still a bit unsettled. The nose is off. But superficially, at least, it’s quite close. You must  be the vintner’s daughter. I’m your neighbor.”
Gregory Gorton explains that he lives part-time in one of the new  houses on the far ridge above the coulee.
“What happened to the old cars in front of the Pickens home?”  Brunella asks. “There was a ’52 Ford up there—”
“Those eyesores. Gone forever. We got an ordinance passed last fall.  No more than two cars to a property can be visible at any one time.  Which means your father is just barely within the standards of the   law. Somebody tried to call them lawn ornaments, in defiance. Quaint,  these locals. I don’t know if your father has informed you yet, but I put  some cuttings in last year and expect fruit in two summers. I plan to make  a Bordeaux-style  meritage.”
“Where’s your water coming from?”
“Same place as yours. But instead of taking it from the Feds, for pennies, we’re taking it from the aboriginal inhabitants, for which they will be  paid extravagantly—by their standards—and then returning the excess to  them, for whatever it is these Indians do with water. Frankly, I’m puzzled.  What do these Indians do with water?”
She grabs Ethan by the arm as a way to escape her conversation with  pinch-faced Gregory Gorton. Brunella whispers an Italian word to Ethan:   “Attaccabottoni.” He shrugs. “We need a word like that in English—a bore  who buttonholes people with pointless stories.”
All eyes turn to one part of the garden, where Teddy’s mother is causing a stir. She appears to be drunk: red-faced and shouting, with spittle on  her lips, screaming to the sky.
“The apple trees—gone! The peach orchard—dead! My husband—in  jail! What did we do to deserve this?’’
She looks possessed. Brunella rushes over, trying to soothe her, fixing  the strap on her print dress and pulling back her long white hair. Mrs.  Flax pushes Brunella back. Her screed gets louder, disrupting the entire  party.
“They say it’s for . . . for . . . salmon. Salmon! That’s a goddamn lie. You  want salmon, go to the grocery store. These fish are just a goddamn ruse.  The Indians are lying. The government’s covering up for them. This is not  about salmon. It’s about getting even. It’s about power. The Indians want  the water back, so they’re driving all of us out of here!”
She turns to face the entire party, nearly a hundred people. She flaps  her arms, shouting into the listless heat. She takes a bottle and throws it  against a stone wall. It shatters, splattering wine all over the deck.
“Listen to me, you people: Do something!” she says. “This is the finest  orchard country in the world, and it’s all going to die! You think it’s just  us—the poor damnable Flax family. It’s not. They will drive every one of  you out until this land is a desert again. Until it’s dust. Until it’s the way it  was, nothin’ but scrub and rattlers.”
Brunella leads her into the house and upstairs to her mother’s reading  room. She sits Mrs. Flax down on a couch and brings her a glass of iced  tea. Mrs. Flax knocks the tea out of her hand.
“This is war,” she says, her thin lips quivering as she lights a cigarette.  “Don’t they see what’s coming?”
Brunella goes down to the liquor cabinet and returns with a three-finger shot of bourbon. She strokes Mrs. Flax, nursing her with the   drink, this brittle woman who had once shown Brunella how to cross   the snow on skinny skis, who made oatmeal cookies for her and Teddy,  who climbed to the top of a cottonwood to retrieve a kite.
At dusk, Angelo announces that dinner is ready—a feast cooked over  apple wood. The pork loin has marinated in ginger, rosemary, garlic, wine,  and diced pears. Angelo went to his big basement freezer two days earlier  and retrieved venison steaks. He has panfried them with mushrooms and  sweet onions. The red and white potatoes that Angelo has always grown—  his reserve food, in case the world collapses—have become gnocchi di   patate, doused in fresh-made pesto. The Yakima corn is crisp and slightly  charred, licked by fire. And there are fist-sized Cartolano family tomatoes, bleeding juice, covered with basil, olive oil poured over them. Louis  Armstrong is still playing. Angelo loves jazz, which he heard first in Bushwick and then in the camp at Missoula. His uncle would never let anyone  play Verdi, because it was what Mussolini liked.
“You see all this, Brunella,” he says to his daughter, as they watch people load up on food, “and you wonder why I have to beg you to come  home.”
“You don’t have to beg me, Babbo. Stop with the guilt.”
“What’s wrong with our home, Miss Bigshot? You tell me, and I will  stop.”
Midway through dinner, Niccolo stands to make an announcement. He  clanks his glass, but after so many toasts it is hard to get everyone’s attention. Finally, he puts his fingers to his mouth and lets out a stadium whistle. Brunella, Teddy, and Ethan are seated together. Brunella’s leg rubs  against Teddy’s; he doesn’t flinch. She keeps her leg against Teddy as Niccolo makes his toast.
“My dad will be eighty years old in October—”
“Bravo, Angelo!”
“A better-preserved old fart does not exist,” says Alden Kosbleau, a bit  tipsy. Niccolo whistles again to regain control of the party.
“And my father’s journey from Alba in Piemonte, to Bushwick in  Brooklyn, to Missoula, Montana, and to this valley is the great journey of  the Cartolano family. Take a moment, please, everyone, and look around.  Look at what he has created in this coulee. Look at the vines, the grapes,  the fruit trees, the garden; all of this my dad . . . my dad made from  scratch. He built the pond, which started it all, and gave the first vines  their lifeblood. He built this house. He trellised every . . . last . . . one of  these vines. He—”
“The fence,” Brunella says in a low voice. “The rock fence.”
“Oh, yeah, the river rocks that line the road, that fence—he did that  by hand. Moved every one of those stones. All of this came from him. And  it should not end here. So”—he takes a breath—“I have decided to stay.”  He turns to his father. “When I graduate next spring, I will return and try  to learn the ways of the Nebbiolo grape from you, Dad. And I will do it  with humility.”
Locked on his father, Niccolo raises his glass. A hundred or more  glasses come together. Angelo puts his right hand on his boy’s cheek and  kisses him. His eyes are clouded by tears.
“Why didn’t you let me know?”
“I wanted to surprise you.”
Angelo turns to the crowd, voice quavering, his knotted left hand shaking badly. “Wine is . . . a living thing, a companion. With Niccolo’s promise  just now, we will not be without our companion for another sixty years.”
“Hear, hear!”
Gregory Gorton, the pinch-faced orange-haired neighbor, rises with  an announcement of his own. “This is excellent news about Cartolano  Junior following in the footsteps of his father. And we may soon know  exactly what we’ve got going in this coulee, for I have entered last year’s  Cartolano Nebbiolo—a sizable sampling that Angelo was kind enough to  give me well before its release—in VinFaire in Bordeaux. I know it’s  young, but by God I think that wine you made last year is world-class,  with a frightful load of potential. So here’s to our entry in VinFaire.”
Through the cheers and toasting, Angelo frets. “What’s wrong,  Babbo?” says Brunella.
“He never asked me,” says Angelo, shaking his head, the color gone  from his face. “I don’t want that vintage released.”
After dinner, the five climbers from the Last Man’s Club resume their  poker game, which has been going on for nearly sixty years, started by  fireside in the shadow of Mount Stuart. Distant thunder bounces against  the high granite walls of the North Cascades. Alden Kosbleau wins a pile  of money, threatens to walk away, and then stays to let the others pick at  his earnings.
“They’re playing for real money,” Brunella tells Teddy. “But the ultimate prize is in the cellar. You want to see?”
She pulls Teddy Flax inside the house and down a narrow flight of  stairs to the Cartolano library of wine. Her skin tingles in the chill of the  cellar, where the temperature never rises above 57 degrees. Several thousand dust-covered bottles line the walls, marked by year, going back   to Angelo’s first vintages in the early 1950s. Stumbling to find a light,  Brunella brushes away a pile of fine-shredded bits of oak.
“What’s with the wood chips?” Teddy asks.
“I have no idea. Babbo still makes his riserva in this cellar.”
He points to a faded painting on the stone-and-concrete wall, depicting a grape harvest. “Frescoes?”
“He started here, but his best work is in the little chapel up on the  ridge. Didn’t I ever show you this as a kid?”
“You ought to see the frescoes in Saint Ignatius, not too far from  where I’ve been living. People come from all over the world to stare at the  ceiling of this little mission church in Montana. Some Franciscan dude  spent thirty years on his back drawing ’em, so it’s not the usual bleeding Jesuses and haloed Marys looking like they just got out of the dry  cleaner’s.”
She goes to a locker, tries a combination. Inside is a single bottle.
“This is what they’re holding on for,” she says. “I’m sure it went south  a long time ago.”
Teddy holds the wine up to the light, studying the faded droplets of  blood from the ten boys who made it up the north side of Mount Stuart.
“Immortality in a bottle,” she says.
Close to him, she feels a gush of warmth as her skin touches his, the  nipples of her breasts hard. She slips her tongue in his ear, whispers, and   pulls back, wetting her lips. He turns his head slowly, and she does not  move. Her body is charged; she bites her lip, looks into his eyes.
Upstairs, the poker game is suspended while everyone moves to the  edge of the deck to look at the western sky. An electrical storm clanks  through the Cascades, dry lightning, five-pronged forks thrown against  the mountains. Some of the strikes are close enough to light entire mountainsides behind the coulee at one end. With each lightning strike, people  count in unison—one, two, three—timing the thunder that always follows, applauding its arrival.
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