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Chapter 1: First Rain

Forest Road 19 ran wet and dark the whole way up, and I drove it the way you drive any road the season has finally caught: slow, in second gear, reading the surface. The first real rain of the year had come through the afternoon before, and the mountain had taken it the way a dry sponge takes water — all at once, and then not knowing what to do with the rest. The ditches ran full. The dust that had been the road all summer was gone, pressed down into a firm dark skin that held my tires better than anything had in months. Larch stood up the slopes on both sides in long combed rows, gone the particular gold they only get for two weeks in October, that soft sodium color that looks lit from inside even under a low gray sky. A wet gold. The kind you can smell.

Ember rode shotgun with her nose working the crack at the top of her window and her ears turned inside out by the wind. She is an English springer with opinions, and the opinion she was forming about Forest Road 19 was a good one, because the whole basin smelled like the inside of a woodstove that had been rained on — woodsmoke and wet duff and the cold sweet rot of a hundred kinds of mushroom coming up all at once in the leaf litter. It is my favorite smell in the world and I have never once been able to enjoy it, because every time I get it fresh like that it means someone has called me about a fire.

Mateo had called at six. He had not said much on the phone, which was itself information. Mateo Reyes and I have been circling each other's careers for going on twenty years — he was a squad boss when I was a green fire-behavior analyst who talked too fast, and he is the Blue Fir district's fire management officer now, and I am whatever I am, an independent who reads burns for a living and lives up a gravel spur with a dog and a tack room full of soil sieves. When Mateo keeps it short on the phone it is because he already knows I will come and he does not want to spend the words that would make it sound like a favor.

The campground gate at Juniper Flat was standing open, which it should not have been. It had been chained and signed CLOSED FOR THE SEASON since Labor Day — I knew that the way I know a lot of small useless facts about the district — and then the club had gotten a permit to open it for one weekend, one festival, and now the chain hung off its post with the lock still through a link, undone, going nowhere. I eased through and came down the last grade into the basin proper, and there it all was, laid out under the wet.

They had held the Alder Ridge Mushroom Festival here for the first time, and the first time had drowned.

You could read the whole shape of the day off the ground without being told a word of it. The main tents still stood in the meadow loop, three of them, white canvas gone translucent and sagging bellies of rainwater in every low seam, one corner peg pulled so that a whole wall breathed in and out in the wind. Under them, trestle tables, some still skirted, some bare. A banner between two lodgepoles had let go at one end and hung straight down, and I could read the top line of it — ALDER RIDGE MUSHROOM FEST — and not the bottom. Folding chairs lay tipped everywhere in the mud like something had gone through the crowd, though nothing had; that is only what a hundred people do when weather finds them, they stand up all at once and leave their chairs where they fall. Cardboard identification placards had melted to paste on the display tables. Somebody's chalkboard, GOLDEN CHANTERELLE — DO NOT TASTE, had run to a gray smear you could still just make out. The renewal and the ruin sitting on top of each other, the way they always do up here in October.

I parked next to Mateo's green rig and let Ember out on the long line, and she went straight to a puddle and put both front feet in it with the flat satisfaction of a creature confirming a theory, and then looked back at me, offended, as though the wet had been my idea.

"You'll want your boots on," Mateo said, coming across the loop. He had his forest ballcap on and a travel mug in one hand and the look of a man who had been up since four steadying things that did not want to be steadied. "It's soup down by the ring."

"It's soup everywhere." I got my boots. "Tell me on the way. You kept it short on the phone."

"I kept it short on the phone because half the county was on the phone." He fell in beside me. Ember ranged ahead to the length of the line and quartered the wet meadow, nose down, tail going, reading her own version of the same day I was reading mine. "We lost Gwen Loder last night, Mara. Here. During the festival."

The name landed the way that name would land on anyone who had spent time in this valley. Gwen Loder had founded the Alder Ridge Wilderness Club before I ever came to the district — a plain, upright, formidable woman of seventy who I had met exactly twice and been mildly frightened by both times, in the good way, the way you are frightened by anyone who plainly cannot be flattered. "I'm sorry," I said, and meant it. "How."

"That's the thing everyone would like read cleanly and fast." He stopped and looked at the taped trailer up the slope, and I followed his look. The camp-host trailer sat where camp-host trailers sit, on the flat above the loop with a clear line down over the whole campground, an old single-wide with a little railed porch someone had built onto it years ago. There was yellow tape across the porch steps now, and across the door, sagging a little in the wet, and a sheriff's rig nosed in below it. "She was in the host trailer. There's a propane camp heater in there — one of the little catalytic ones. Door was shut, windows shut, cold wet night. The read everybody wants is that she went up there to get out of the rain and get warm, and the heater did what a heater does in a closed box." He said it carefully, and then he said, more carefully, "County wants it clean. Forest wants it clean. It's a public event on ground that's half ours, a beloved woman, seventy years old, at the end of a long good life. Everybody would like to grieve her without also having to be afraid of a space heater for the rest of their lives."

"That's usually the read that's true," I said. "Most of the time the sad thing is just the sad thing."

"Most of the time." He turned the mug in his hand and didn't drink from it. "And there's a clock on it, too, which I won't pretend there isn't. The season's over. This was the last thing on the calendar for the whole basin — the gate goes back on the chain, the outhouses get pumped and locked, the district signs off and everybody goes home for the winter. County would like to close the book on it in the same motion. A clean accident, a sad one, and the season shuts behind it." He looked at me. "But it happened next to a fire, at a fire event, on district-adjacent ground, and the state may look at the fire cause, and before anybody official builds a story I'd rather have somebody read the ground who owes the story nothing. That's you. That's why I called you and not somebody who'd tell me what I want." He looked at me sideways. "You still read a ring the only way you know how, I assume."

"I don't have another way," I said. "That's the whole product."

The fire ring sat at the center of the loop where the festival bonfire would have been the heart of the evening, a wide old blackened steel ring set in a bed of packed cinder and rock, the community kind, the kind that has held a thousand marshmallow fires and been drowned by ten thousand careless people with a water bottle. Someone had ringed it off with a couple of orange cones and a strand of caution tape that the wind had already laid flat. I crouched at the upwind edge, out of habit, though nothing was burning and nothing had been for a long time, and I looked at it before I touched it, which is the whole of my method if you boil it down far enough: look first, and know what you expect to see, and then notice the one thing that is not that.

Here is what I expected. A festival bonfire, by every account I'd get, had burned in this ring through the evening — a big social fire, fed and tended, the sort that a hundred people stand around in the cold and call the best part of the night. Rain had come through hard around five. A fire like that, a real working bonfire, fights rain and mostly wins for a good while; it hisses and steams and sends everybody back under the tents, and then it burns down through the wet and someone builds it back and it goes on. What that leaves behind, the morning after, is a deep churned bed of ash and char, gray and black stirred together, wet clean through, the whole column of it soaked from the top rain and the bottom cinder up, a uniform cold porridge. That is what a drowned bonfire looks like. I have looked at a hundred of them. There is nothing to see and nothing to think.

That is not what I was looking at.

The rain had gotten into this ring, all right. Down in the bed, at the sheltered edge I could see, the old ash was soaked dark and packed flat and cold — cold the way ground is cold, cold all the way through, the deep even cold of something that took the rain hours ago and has held it since. That layer lay smooth and undisturbed, a dark flat skin over the older material, exactly the way rain sets ash when it falls on a fire that is already out. On a cold ring. That much fit a fire that had died before the storm.

But it did not sit on top the way it should have. Sitting on that dark, wet, packed skin — sitting on it, not mixed into it — was a shallow layer of fresher ash. Its exposed surface was wet, but beneath a charred split the fine material was still loose, not packed down like the older layer, the ash a small quick fire leaves when it has burned clean and hot for a little while and nothing has come along to churn it under. I photographed the little sheltered pocket before disturbing it. Loose grey material lay over the dark compacted bed; the contrast was worth recording.

I sat back on my heels.

You do not, on a first pass, over an open muddy ring with the FMO standing behind you and a taped trailer up the hill, let a thing like that become a whole thought. I have made a discipline out of not doing that. A ring is a small honest record and it will tell you the truth in order, cold under warm, old under new, the weather written in where the weather came, and its only fault is that it cannot decide to be kind about it. So I did not reach for a word for what the small wrongness was. I only marked it, the way you mark a snag leaning the way the wind isn't: the black on top of this ring did not fit a fire that had burned all evening and drowned in the rain. If anything it was the reverse of that. The wet was underneath. The fresher, looser material was on top of the packed wet bed.

Everyone who had stood in this loop last night would tell me the bonfire never went out.

"What is it," Mateo said. He knows my quiet.

"Probably nothing yet." I stood and wiped my hand on my jeans and looked from the ring up the slope to the taped porch, and down again, taking the whole drowned meadow in one pass — the sagging tents, the fallen chairs, the run banner, the gold larch dripping over all of it, the good clean smell of rain and woodsmoke and everything coming back up out of the ground. "The ground's straightforward. It records the cold and the rain and the hour a fire was lit, and it hands you all three whether you asked for them or not. People are the complicated part. People will tell you a thing was continuous because they need it to have been." I crouched once more and looked at that shallow fresher bed lying over the drowned dark, and I could not, standing there, make it be the morning after a bonfire that never went out.

"So you'll read it," Mateo said.

"I'll read it." Ember came and leaned her wet weight against my leg and looked at the ring too, in her way, and I put my hand on her damp head. "I just want to know one small thing first, before anybody tells me what happened here."

"What's that."

I looked again at the loose pocket under the charred split, then at the rain-packed material beneath it.

"Why there's loose fresh material," I said, "sitting on top of a fire ring the rain put out cold."


Chapter 2: The Founder

By the time I came back down Forest Road 19 the rain had quit and the valley had gone to that scrubbed, brightened gray that follows the first real storm, every needle beaded, every roof running, the whole town of Alder Ridge steaming faintly in the noon light like something taken out of a pot. I did not go home. I went to the Switchback Grill, because a fire ring will tell you when a fire was lit and it will tell you nothing at all about the woman they had carried out of the trailer, and I had reached the point in a reading where I needed people more than I needed ash.

The Switchback was full and it was quiet, which is a combination you only get in a small place on a bad day. Pearl Ondrusek had the griddle going and both burners and a dish towel over one shoulder, and she saw me come in over the heads of half the county and lifted her chin at the end stool the way she does, the one nobody else is allowed to take when I'm in town. Pearl has run the Grill for as long as anyone will admit to remembering. She cooks the way Midge drives, with total authority and no visible doubt, and she keeps the temperature of the room the way I keep the temperature of a fireground — by standing in the middle of it and feeling for what's about to go wrong.

"Coffee," she said, and it was already in front of me. "You were up there."

"I was up there."

"Then you know more than the rest of us, and you'll tell me none of it." She said it without heat. She wiped the counter that did not need wiping. "It's a mercy, is what people are saying. Seventy years old, out at her own festival, doing the thing she loved, and it took her quick in the warm without her ever knowing. If you've got to go." She stopped wiping. "That's what they're saying."

"What are you saying?"

Pearl looked at me for a moment with the flat, weighing look of a woman who has fed three generations of a town and buried a good share of them. "I'm saying Gwen Loder never did one single thing quick and warm and unknowing in her life," she said, "and I'll thank the Lord for the exception if that's what it was." She topped the coffee I had not touched. "Trevor's up at the club, if you're going. Him and Hazel. Somebody's got to decide what happens to all her things now, and it fell to the two of them, and neither one of them's fit to." She moved off down the counter toward a raised hand, and over her shoulder, not unkindly, she said the thing that everyone in that room was thinking and only Pearl would say to my face: "Let it be a mercy, Mara. It'd do this town good to have one."

I drank the coffee. Then I drove up to the club.

The Alder Ridge Wilderness Club kept a meeting room in the back half of the Grange, past the kitchen and the stacked banquet tables, a long low room that Gwen had plainly furnished herself over thirty years out of whatever the county was throwing away and whatever she refused to let it. There were mismatched chairs and a woodstove and a wall of topographic maps gone soft at the folds, and there were photographs — the basin in every season and decade, lookouts and trail crews and prescribed burns, hand-labeled in a square upright hand I would have known anywhere by then even if I had not been told. Along the back shelf sat a row of fat, cloth-bound scrapbooks, spines cracked, corners furred, a whole life's worth of the mountain pressed flat and saved. I did not open them. I had come for the living.

Hazel Ide sat by the cold stove with a mug she was not drinking from and a stack of the club's ledgers in her lap that she was not reading, and she was the kind of old that looks carved rather than worn — seventy-four, spare, straight-backed, with a face that had decided a long time ago what it would show the world and had not revised the decision since. She had helped Gwen found the club before I was ever in the district. When I introduced myself she looked at me the way the maps looked at me, as a thing that had wandered into a room that belonged to somebody else.

"You're the fire woman," she said. "Mateo's fire woman. Gwen liked you."

That surprised me. "I met her twice."

"Twice was all Gwen needed to decide about a person. She decided you were sound." Hazel set the ledgers aside as though they had grown heavy. "She said you looked at a burned-over hillside the way she looked at a court record. Like it couldn't lie to you if it wanted to and you weren't going to let it start now." The ghost of something crossed the carved face. "She meant it for a compliment. From Gwen it nearly was one."

The nephew was at the far end of the long table with a cardboard box in front of him that he had not begun to fill, and he stood up too fast when Hazel said my name, and put his hand out, and took it back, and put it out again. Trevor Loder was thirty-four and looked younger and more tired than that at the same time, which is a specific look I have learned to recognize on people who are running something that is running them. I knew before anyone told me that he was the one who had inherited, because he wore it already — that particular held-breath way a person carries a thing that is both a gift and a bill coming due.

"You're — sorry — you're here about the fire," he said. "The bonfire. Not — " He gestured vaguely toward the ceiling, the mountain, his aunt. "They said someone was reading the fire. In case the state has questions about the fire. About safety. Because it was a permitted event." He was reassuring himself with the word permitted, laying it down like a plank over water. "It was permitted. Everything was permitted. I helped Marj with half the paperwork myself."

"I'm sure it was," I said, which was true and cost me nothing, and watched some of the air go out of him.

"Trevor runs the Trailhead," Hazel said, "the gear shop, on the highway, by the feed store," in the tone of a woman supplying a fact she thought I would need, and Trevor flinched at his own shop the way you flinch at a sore tooth. I filed it and let it lie. A man does not have to have done a thing to be afraid of the questions; most people carry enough that is merely embarrassing to look guilty over anything at all, and this one carried his in plain sight. Later, if it mattered, I would learn what was wrong at the Trailhead. Just then it did not matter. Just then I wanted Gwen.

"Tell me who she was," I said, and sat down, because that is a thing you have to sit down for. "I only had the two times. Tell me the rest."

And they told me, the two of them, over the next hour, in the overlapping way that grief tells a person — Hazel in flat carved sentences and Trevor in rushes that ran out and started over. That Gwen had built the club out of nothing and a mailing list and a refusal to be told no. That she was formidable and plain and entirely without the small cushioning lies that let most people rub along, and that she was, underneath all of it and to the surprise of everyone who only met her the once, scrupulously fair — she would flay you to your face and then defend your interest behind your back with the same cold thoroughness, and she never once got the two backward. That she had spent the last of her strength on one enormous stubborn project: giving the whole of Juniper Flat basin away. Not selling it, not willing it, not keeping it in the club's name where a future board could someday trade it off. Giving up the club’s transferable stewardship rights and securing permanent public access, with the Foundation paying for the protection. The county would keep title to the basin floor; Gwen could not give away land she did not own. But she meant to make sure nobody could turn that public ground into a private holding. Giving the mountain away was what everyone called it. She had meant to announce it at the festival. She had meant, Hazel said, to stand up at that bonfire and hand the basin to the county like a woman setting down a weight she had carried far enough.

"She researched it to death first, of course," Hazel said. "Went back through the whole history of the ground, the surveys, the old timber years, all of it. You did not give Gwen a fact she hadn't dug up herself. She said if you were going to give a place away you'd better know exactly what you were giving and exactly whose it had ever been." The carved face was very still. "She was particular about that. Whose it had ever been."

And that was when I remembered the second time I had met her.

It had been the spring before, at a public meeting in that same room — a joint thing, the club and the district, about fire safety for the proposed festival, and I had come up at Mateo's asking to talk for ten minutes about campfires and closed campgrounds and the specific arithmetic of a dry basin. I had been, if I am honest, mildly frightened of the woman at the head of the table the entire time. Somebody from the county, a well-meaning man with a folder, had spent a while on the practicalities — that the old access could be renumbered to match the new signage, that a modest fee might be raised to cover things, that a road was only a road and a name was only a name. And Gwen Loder had let him finish, which was itself a kind of courtesy from her, and then she had said, in a voice with no particular heat in it, only that terrible plainness:

"The ground keeps its own record, and it doesn't lie to be polite. You can move money and rename a road, but a fire ring remembers exactly when it was lit — and this basin remembers whose it was."

The man with the folder had laughed a little, the way you do, and the meeting had moved on, and I had thought at the time only that it was a good line and that I would not have wanted it aimed at me. I had not thought about it since. I thought about it now, in the cold club room, with her scrapbooks on the shelf and her nephew failing to fill a box, and I found it had lodged somewhere and grown a small barb I could not yet name.

A fire ring remembers exactly when it was lit.

I had a loose fresh layer over a rain-packed bed, and I had a whole festival that would swear the fire never went out, and I had a woman in the ground who had spent her last spring telling a room full of people that the mountain could not be lied to. I did not say any of that. I sat in the club room and let the two of them keep her alive a while longer with talk, because that was the kindest thing I had to offer and because I was learning her, and you learn a fire the same way — not by staring at the char but by understanding the fuel, the slope, the weather, the whole standing arrangement of things before the match.

"It's a mercy, at least," Trevor said, near the end, when the box was still empty and he had run out of the good memories and reached the part where a person casts around for something to hold. He said it looking at me, wanting me to agree, the way the whole town wanted somebody official to agree. "The way it — the heater, the cold. She wouldn't have — she wasn't afraid. It was quick. That's the one mercy in it. She was up there warm and it was quick and she never knew." His voice did a thing and he steadied it. "That's what I keep telling myself. That she never knew."

Hazel said nothing at all. Hazel looked at me across the cold stove with those maps-eyes, and I had the sudden clear sense that of everyone I had met since six that morning, this one carved old woman was the only person in the basin who had not yet decided what she wanted the answer to be — who was simply waiting, with a patience older than mine, to be told the truth and then to keep Gwen's dignity around it like a coat around a shoulder, whatever the truth turned out to weigh.

"I hope it was a mercy," I said, and stood, and meant it, and knew as I said it that hoping is a separate country from finding, and that I had already left the one for the other and could not seem to get back.

Outside, the larch dripped gold onto the Grange steps and the town steamed in the clean cold light and every soul in it wanted the same small thing — for a hard death to be a soft one, for the ash to be kind. I stood on the steps and looked up the valley toward the basin I could not see, where a ring sat drowned and cold with a fresh layer over the older wet bed, and I thought: this basin remembers whose it was.

I did not yet know why that sentence would not let go of me. I only knew I was going back up to read the rest of the ground, and that the next thing I needed was not another mourner.

It was the record of everyone who had actually been standing at that fire.


Chapter 3: Permit Money

The festival was still coming apart when I got back up to Juniper Flat, and a thing coming apart is its own kind of record if you know how to stand in it and wait. The rain had quit, but the meadow hadn't forgiven it. The white canvas tents I'd seen rain-bellied that morning were being struck now by a dozen volunteers in borrowed raincoats, and every guy line they loosed sent a small private storm down onto whoever was underneath, and nobody complained, because complaining about water in October on the east side is like complaining about the dark. They worked around the cones and caution tape at the fire ring the way you work around a grave at a family plot — not looking, looking, not looking — and up on the flat the camp-host trailer sat taped at its steps and door with a sheriff's rig still nosed in below, and every soul in that meadow had arranged their backs so as not to face it.

I had come for the living again, but a different set of them. In the club room I'd been learning who Gwen was. Up here I wanted the plainer thing — where every body had actually stood on festival evening, in the rain, in the hour the fire was supposed to be burning and wasn't. I didn't say that to anyone. You don't walk into a grieving festival and announce you're taking attendance for a night nobody wants counted. You get a cup of coffee and let people tell you where they were, because a frightened person and a helpful person will both put themselves at the center of the map, and you can't tell which is which from a single telling.

Midge Holloway had beaten me there, of course. Her '88 Subaru — INCIDENT COMMAND lettered on the door in her own hand, sun-faded now to the color of an old bruise — was pulled up broadside to the loop road, hatch open, a folding table deployed off the back with a coffee urn the size of a milk can and a tin of something under foil. Midge ran the Cedar Spur lookout for more fire seasons than I've been alive, and coordinates the valley's emergency radio the way a good conductor runs a pit orchestra — invisibly, and with total contempt for anyone who comes in late. She handed me a cup before I'd stopped walking.

"Doctor Smoke," she said. "You look like a woman who skipped lunch to go stare at ash."

"I had coffee at Pearl's."

"Pearl's coffee is a courtesy. This is a resource." She lifted the foil off the tin: date bars, cut in a grid so exact you could've surveyed off them. "Eat one. You're no use to anybody running on fumes and a bad feeling." She watched me take it with the flat satisfaction of a woman provisioning a line crew. "They've got you reading the bonfire."

"They've got me reading the bonfire."

"Mm." She did not ask what I'd found, which is one of the several thousand things I love about Midge. She only jerked her chin down the loop toward the far corner, where a stout man in a canvas apron was loading split firewood off a flatbed trailer back onto the same flatbed trailer, angrily, as though the wood had insulted him. "You'll want Boyd, if you're doing where-was-everybody. He's been telling anybody who'll hold still exactly where he was, unasked, since about eight this morning. Man doth protest." She refilled a cup for a passing volunteer without appearing to notice she'd done it. "Go on. I'll mind the dog."

Which is when I realized I had, for some minutes, stopped minding the dog.

Ember is a retired accelerant-detection springer with a white blaze and a work ethic that outlasted her career, offended by wet socks, thunder, and idleness in roughly that order. I'd left her quartering the meadow's edge on a long line clipped to my belt, and the clip at my belt had come loose; the line was still attached to her collar. I found her in about four seconds, because she wanted to be found. She came out from behind a collapsed trestle table at a trot that in a younger dog would have been a gallop, ears streaming, entirely and radiantly pleased with herself, carrying in her mouth a felted-wool mushroom the size of a loaf of bread.

It was, I would learn, the festival's mascot — the grand prize of the children's identification contest, a hand-crafted morel some patient soul had needle-felted over a winter, sooty-capped and honey-stemmed and, until roughly a minute prior, displayed on a ribbon-draped table under the largest tent. Ember had liberated it during the teardown with the crisp professional confidence of a dog who'd once been paid to find things and had simply, in retirement, expanded the portfolio to include taking them. She did not bring it to me. She brought it near me, which is a different negotiation entirely, and when I said her name in the voice that used to end debates she dropped into a play bow with the morel still clamped in her jaws and her whole back end wagging, proposing terms.

"Ember. Off."

She feinted left. Across the way a woman had turned to a bare spot where a felted mushroom used to be and was patting the tablecloth as if it might have flattened. I lunged; Ember, delighted, took the whole performance for the game she'd been angling for all day and vanished with her prize into the huckleberry and slash at the meadow's edge, line snaking after her. By the time I'd fought through the wet brush there was only a dog-shaped absence and a smell of crushed fern — no mushroom, no dog. She came back a minute later empty-mouthed and innocent, having cached the thing somewhere in an acre of downed timber with the discretion of a squirrel. I made a note that I'd be paying the felting lady for a mushroom I would never recover, clipped the line shorter, and went to find Boyd Trask, because a case does not pause for a dog and neither, apparently, does the dog.

Boyd's concession was the festival's whole commissary in one corner of the loop — a camp store under a pop-up canopy, a firewood operation off the flatbed, a food setup gone cold and greasy in the damp, fryer capped, propane bottles chained upright in a milk crate. He was a big man gone soft in the way of men who lift heavy things for a living and eat their own inventory, forty-six or so, with a face that had settled early into the expression of somebody certain he was about to be blamed for something. He knew who I was before I opened my mouth.

"You're the fire investigator." He didn't put out his hand; his hands were full of splits. "Let me save you the walk. I was here till the rain, then I ran propane and wood down to the Ranger Creek site and the trailhead box and back — two stops, receipts on both, timestamped, and the card at the fuel stop on 19 if you want to go pull it. I wasn't anywhere near that trailer and I wasn't anywhere near her." He set the wood down hard. "Somebody's going to say I was, so I'm telling you first."

I had not asked him anything. "Why would somebody say that?"

He laughed, one bark, no humor in it. "Because everybody in this valley knows Gwen Loder wanted me gone." He said the name the way you'd handle a hot pan through a thin towel. "You want the feud, you'll get it from six people before supper, so you might as well get it straight. When the club took over Juniper Flat — when Rowan's foundation and Gwen's crowd got the say over this campground — first thing she did, first thing, was move to kill my concession contract. Fifteen years I ran the store at the old sites in this district. Fifteen. She stood up at a club meeting and called me a — " he caught himself, glanced toward the tents, lowered it — "said a public wilderness didn't need a man selling three-dollar bundles of wet firewood and hot dogs to it. Said I was the last of the old way and the old way was leaving." His jaw worked. "And I said she was a rich woman playing at wilderness. Said it right back to her, in front of everybody, and I'd say it again except she's dead and you don't say it about the dead." He picked the wood back up because his hands needed something. "So no. I didn't love her. Half this valley didn't love her. That's not the same as the other thing, and I'll thank you to keep it separate, because the sheriff won't."

It was, I thought, an unusually clean piece of self-defense, in that all of it was probably true and none
















