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Chapter 1: Fresh Powder

The road to Pineglass Lodge is one of the honest ones. It doesn't pretend to be anything but a nine-mile scratch of Forest Road 24 laid up the shoulder of the lake, and on a morning like that one it kept no secrets at all. Fresh snow had fallen the evening before and gone on falling into the small hours, then quit sometime before I climbed into the truck, and what it left behind was the kind of surface I could have read at forty miles an hour if I'd been fool enough to drive it that fast. I wasn't. I took the grade at a crawl in four-wheel low, headlights swallowed by the pale that comes just before first light, and let the truck tell me what the road was doing under all that dry powder.

Dry was the word for it. This was late January in the east Cascades, and the valley had settled into one of those hard cold snaps that squeak underfoot and freeze the hair inside your nose on the first breath. The snow that had come down overnight was the light, weightless kind that falls when the air is too cold to make anything heavier — no wet in it, no cling, just a foot of loose crystal laid over a snowpack that had been building since November. It sifted off the plow berms in the truck's wake like flour off a sieve. Under it, the older pack was deep and set, three feet at least in the open, more where the wind had loaded it against the timber.

I knew, the way I know most things about weather, without having to think hard about it, that the snow had stopped in the night. The berms the county grader had thrown up two days back wore an even, undisturbed cap, and the cap had no fresh dusting streaking its lee — no wind after the fall, no new sift since. When I'd let Ember out at four that morning the sky over the cottage had already cracked open to stars, the cold coming down clean and total. Before four, then. I would need the station record to put an earlier hour to it. Weather-sense, nothing more; a fireground habit that runs in me whether I want it or not. Snow is the plainest ledger the mountain keeps. It falls, it stops at an hour a person can name, and after that it holds whatever lands on it or walks across it, in the order the landing and the walking happened, and it will not be talked out of the order. I have spent a working life reading ground that lies — ash that drifts, soot that migrates, char that gets tracked around by the very people trying to help. Snow, by contrast, is a clerk who cannot be bribed. I have always been fond of it for that.

Ember rode shotgun with her nose fogging the glass, which she considers her contribution to any expedition. She's a liver-and-white English springer retired from the accelerant work that made her locally famous and privately insufferable, and she has replaced her career with an ardent second one as a passenger. Every switchback earned a small sigh of vindication, as though the road had been laid out for her personal review and had, for once, passed.

The lodge came up out of the trees the way it always does — sudden, low, and stubborn. Pineglass Lodge sits on a little rise above the frozen lake, a long log building with a steep green-shingled roof gone silver under snow, and a single big stone chimney at the great-room end standing straight up into the cold. Smoke rose from it in a thin gray column that went dead vertical for thirty feet before the air, still and heavy with cold, let it feather off. Woodsmoke straight up is the surest reading you'll ever get of a calm, stable morning. Somebody had a fire going in the great room already. Curtis Nagel, most likely, the caretaker, up before the sun to warm the place before the crowds.

The lake beyond was white and locked, a broad flat pan of it running off north until the far shore lost itself in blue shadow. No open water, no track, nothing but the wind's old work in the snow. First light was coming up behind the eastern ridge and turning that whole white field the faint rose of a coal you can't feel the heat of yet. It was, I remember thinking, going to be a beautiful day. The kind you get maybe six times a winter. I had my thermos and my snowshoes and a small unglamorous errand, and the whole bright morning ahead of the crowd. I don't think a person can be blamed for the days they don't see coming.

Mateo's green Forest Service rig was already nosed into the turnaround, and Mateo Reyes himself was leaning against it in a district parka with his hands jammed in his armpits, watching me come. He is the oldest professional friend I have — forty-three, Blue Fir's fire management officer, and the only man in the county who can look genuinely pleased to see me at seven-forty in the morning at nine degrees.

"Doctor Calder," he said, which is what he calls me when he's about to ask me for a favor he's already sure of. "You made it up the three-thirty—" He caught himself. "The twenty-four."

"Midge been at you about the road number again?"

"She left a voicemail. Two minutes on how the Forest Service renumbers roads specifically to spite her." He pushed off the truck. "Thanks for coming early. It's a small thing. The Preservation Society's got their snowshoe do today, and the county event permit wants a fire-safety eyeball on the great-room chimney before they pack a hundred people in around it. You know how it is with an old building. Nobody wants to be the one who signed off."

"So you found somebody who'll sign off in writing and take the blame."

"I found somebody I trust to tell me if it's actually a problem," he said, which was the true version and the reason I'd gotten up in the dark. "Curtis has a fire in it now to take the chill off. Give it a look, tell me it's fine, or tell me it isn't and we'll rope the hearth off and everybody stands in the map room and complains. Either way I sleep."

I nodded up at the chimney. "It's drawing clean. Column's straight. That's a good start."

"That's why I called the smoke doctor and not a poet." He glanced at the lodge with the particular fondness people around here keep for it. "You know the history on this place?"

"Some. Guard station."

"CCC built it, nineteen thirty-four. Forest Service ranger station and guard station first — housed the district's fire crew, the horses, the tool cache. Then the county ran their emergency radio dispatch out of the back room clear through to about two-thousand-five, when the repeater went up on Sentinel and they didn't need a body sitting at a console up here anymore. Decommissioned it. Now it's the Society's — community lodge, local-history museum, that whole beautiful room full of the old hand-drawn fire maps." He said it the way a man recites something he loves and is a little afraid of losing. "They're chasing the historic register this year. Today's for the roof."

"And the cold room in back's the old dispatch."

"The annex, they call it now. Radio console's still in there, dead, and about forty years of county logs and maps nobody's had the heart to move. It's unheated. You could hang meat in it." He checked his watch. "I've got to run the sign-in table down the road before Marnie has an aneurysm. You're all right out here on your own?"

"I brought a chaperone." Ember had already flung herself off the seat and into the powder and vanished to the chest, which she took as an assault and a delight in equal measure.

Mateo grinned. "Don't let her eat the raffle prizes." And he was gone down the road in a spray of white.

I sat on the tailgate and strapped into the snowshoes, and then I did the thing I always do before I go inside anything I've been asked to have an opinion about: I walked the outside of it first. You cannot read a building's chimney honestly from a warm hearth. You read the whole structure the way you'd read a burn — clearances, exposures, what the roof is carrying, where the heat's been going for ninety winters — and you start on the outside, in the cold, on your own two feet, before anybody's talking in your ear.

So I snowshoed a loop.

I went off the packed turnaround onto the open snow at the northeast corner, and the first stride told me everything the road had already promised. My snowshoe came down and the powder took it — a clean oval print, crisp-edged, the older pack firm a foot under. Behind me the tracks ran back to the truck in an unbroken line, the only marks on that whole white apron of ground. Nothing had crossed it. No boot, no ski, no deer, no bird bigger than a chickadee. The snow had stopped in the night and lain undisturbed since, and now the first thing to touch it on the north side of Pineglass Lodge was me. I registered that the way you register a clean bench before you set your tools down — with a small, unexamined satisfaction, and no idea it would ever matter — and I went on around.

The lee side, the north face, was where the building did its hardest winter living, and it showed. The eaves carried a heavy load there, snow the wind had driven and packed against the roof's cold slope, and a fat cornice of it hung off the ridge, waiting for the first warm afternoon to let go. I made a note to tell Marnie to keep the folding chairs off that fall line. Clearances were decent otherwise — the timber stood well back, no branch reaching over the roof, no brush crowded against the logs. Somebody had kept up on it. I moved along the wall reading the snow off the roof and the frost feathering out of the chinking, and came to the chimney's base where the stonework met the ground.

The chimney was a good one. You can tell a lot from the outside of a chimney in cold weather — where the mortar's shed its snow because heat's leaking through, where the stone's sound, whether the cap's whole. This one was massive, river rock and mortar, over-built the way the CCC crews built everything, meant to outlast the men who laid it and doing so. The snow lay clean and even around its footing. A little melt-ring where the warm stone met the pack, nothing more. No scorch, no fallen debris, no stain on the snow at its foot — nothing but white, banked smooth against the rock. Over-loved, maybe, a hundred fires laid in it every winter by people who trust it because their grandparents did, but sound. I'd want to see the flue, but the outside told a reassuring story.

I came around to the map-room side, the northwest corner, where a plain side door let out onto the snow under a small shed roof. It was shut and drifted at the sill, unused since the last snow — a clean lip of powder banked up against the bottom of it, unbroken. Beyond it the woodpile stood under its own white cap, split lodgepole stacked head-high and squared away, a season's worth, the top course furred with overnight snow that nobody had yet disturbed to feed the morning fire. Curtis must have brought his armload in the night before. The lodge’s north flank had lain quiet and sealed until my loop, and I stood a moment in the blue cold and just looked at it, because it was worth looking at.

Ember chose that moment to explode out of a drift beyond the side door, well past the chimney strip I had just crossed like a flushed grouse, having dug herself into some rich private scent and gotten a faceful of powder for the trouble. She surfaced offended, sneezing, snow packed down her collar and frosting her ears, and gave me the wounded look of a professional who has been made a fool of by an amateur landscape. Then she shook — a full-body operation that started at her nose and traveled to her tail — and dressed the pristine snow around her own paws in a fine spray of it, and stood there panting, entirely pleased with herself again. Still convinced the snow starts something with her personally.

"You have no dignity," I told her.

She sat down in the powder to prove it and let more snow down her own collar.

I finished the loop back to the sunny southeast side where the lodge faced the lake, and by then the light had come up over the ridge for real, gold now instead of rose, laying the shadow of the whole long building blue across the snow toward the frozen shore. The column off the chimney still went straight up. Inside I could hear the first sounds of the day starting — a door, a voice, the scrape of chairs being set out for a hundred people who'd come to save a roof. Somewhere down the road Mateo was arguing with a sign-in table, and Midge would be along in the Subaru soon to command an incident that hadn't asked to be commanded, and Curtis had a good fire going, and Elin Quade was surely already at work among her maps, because that was the sort of woman she was.

I unbuckled the snowshoes and leaned them against the porch and picked up my thermos, and I stood a second in the growing light with the lake white and locked and the whole valley holding its breath in the cold, and I thought: this is going to be a good day. I even believed it.

Then I went in to look at the chimney.


Chapter 2: The Keeper of Maps

The great room took the cold off me the way a good room should — from the boots up, the heat of Curtis Nagel's fire reaching across the plank floor before the rest of the warmth caught up. It was a fine fire, laid the way a man who’s been laying them lays one in the same hearth for thirty years: split lodgepole stacked to draw, a bed of coals already gray-jacketed and even, no snapping green in it, no sullen smolder. The chimney was pulling clean and quiet, the flames leaning steady toward the flue without a waver. I read it the way I'd read the column outside — a calm, well-behaved fire in a chimney that knew its business. Whatever I found when I got a light up that flue, I'd have bet the truck it wouldn't be trouble.

The fireplace itself was a monument — river rock floor to ceiling, the same over-built stone I'd walked around outside, a firebox you could have roasted a deer in. Above it hung a framed photograph, foxed and silvered with age: a dozen young men in CCC dungarees lined up in front of this same building in the summer of 1934, squinting into a sun ninety years gone, the roof behind them raw and new. They had built the place to last and it had obliged them, and every one of them was surely dead now, and the room they'd raised was warm around me. There's a particular ache to an old building doing exactly what it was built to do while nobody who built it is left to see. It's not a productive frame of mind for a person whose job is to find the one thing in a room that's lying.

I could hear the day assembling itself elsewhere in the lodge — chairs dragged into rows, a coffee urn coming up to a mutter, somebody testing a microphone with the two dull thumps everyone tests a microphone with. But the great room was still mine for the moment, and off its far end, past a low doorway framed in peeled log, was the room Mateo had spoken of like a man describing something he loved. I went to look.

The map room stopped me in the doorway.

It was long and narrow and north-facing, the light in it flat and blue and even, the kind of light a person who works with paper learns to love because it never throws a glare and never lies about a color. And the walls — every wall, floor to the height of a tall man, and higher — were maps. Framed, glazed, hung close as shingles: hand-drawn incident maps, progression maps, the old fire records of a whole district and half a century. Ink and colored pencil on paper gone the warm ivory of age, each one a fire someone had walked, and measured, and drawn by lamplight in a room like this one when the reckoning began. Ridgelines in fine brown hatching. Fire perimeters in that particular confident red. Wind arrows, spot-fire crosses, the little firm annotations in a dozen different hands — date, time, initials, the acreage as of last light. I have a wall of these myself at the ranger office and I have never once walked past it without slowing. To see a whole room of them was to stand inside the memory of every bad summer this country had ever had, laid out and labeled and held.

And at a long library table in the middle of it, under a green-shaded lamp she trusted more than the daylight, sat the keeper of them.

I knew who she was before she looked up, the way you know the person who belongs to a room from the person who's only visiting it. She was small and straight-backed and past seventy, in a charcoal cardigan buttoned to the throat against the room's cool, her white hair pinned back with an economy that had nothing to do with vanity and everything to do with keeping it out of the work. On the table in front of her: a ledger, a stack of manila folders squared to the table's edge, a magnifier on a little brass stand, a mechanical pencil, and a single map lifted out of its frame and laid flat on a sheet of clean blotting paper. Her hands were folded at the edge of the blotter, not touching the map — near it the way you'd hold your hands near a fire, taking something off it without disturbing it. She was reading the map. That was the only word for what she was doing, and it was the same word I'd have used for myself over a fresh burn. Reading it.

"You'll be Mateo's fire person," she said, without looking up yet. Her voice was dry and level and carried the flat, careful diction of someone who had spent a working life making sure a record said precisely what it meant and not one thing more. "He said he was bringing someone up to frighten the insurance company on the chimney's behalf. He didn't say she'd track snow into my map room."

I looked down. I had, a little — a rime of it melting off my boots onto the plank. "Sorry. I'll stay on the mat."

"See that you do." Now she looked up, and I understood the rest of her at once. She had pale, very steady eyes behind a pair of reading glasses pushed down her nose, and she took me in over the top of them in a single unhurried pass — boots, hands, the cold still coming off my jacket, my face — the way I'd take in a slope. Filing me. Deciding what kind of visitor I was and in what order I'd arrived. "Elin Quade," she said. "I'm cataloguing the collection. You may look, and you may not touch, and if you have questions I'd rather they were good ones, because I have a great deal to do before a hundred people come through here in snowshoes." A pause, precise as a placed comma. "I'm told they've promised to leave the snowshoes at the door. I'll believe it when I see the mat."

"Mara Calder," I said. "And I'll believe it when I see it too."

Something in the corner of her mouth allowed that this was an acceptable answer. She went back to her map.

I stayed on the mat, as ordered, and looked. "This is the finest room I've been in in a while," I said, and meant it. "Mateo said you're chasing the register."

"The Society is chasing the register. I'm making sure that when the register people come, the collection can survive being looked at closely." She said it without heat, but there was iron under it. "You'd be surprised what doesn't. A thing can hang on a wall for forty years being admired and never once be checked against what it claims to be." She turned a folder a quarter-inch to true it with the others. "I was the county clerk here for thirty-one years, Ms. Calder. Recorder's office, then clerk. I have handled a very great many documents that everyone in the room was certain of. Certainty is not provenance."

"No," I said. "It isn't."

She glanced up again at that, a shade longer this time, as if the answer had cost me less than she'd expected and she was revising something in the ledger she kept on people too.

Mateo had told me the bones of the place, and standing there I could feel them under the warm museum skin of it — the guard station this had been, the fire crew, the horses, the tool cache; the county dispatch that had run out of the back through to about 2005. "Mateo said the county worked their emergency radio out of the back of this building," I said. "That the maps in here came out of that."

"Some of them. The good ones." Elin set down her pencil. "This was the district's eyes for seventy years, this building. First the Forest Service, then the county. When there was a fire on this side of the mountains, the reports came here — a lookout on the radio, a crew boss on the line — and someone sat at a table like this one and drew what they were told, in the order they were told it. That's what an incident map is. It isn't art. It's testimony. Somebody swore to where the fire was at four o'clock, and somebody wrote it down, and the writing is the only reason we know." She looked around at the walls, and for a moment the dryness went out of her and something more careful took its place. "The record is all that's left of most of these fires. The men are gone. The smoke's gone. The paper stayed. Which means the paper had better be honest, or the whole thing was for nothing."

"And the back room's still full of it," I said. "The annex."

The word changed the temperature of the conversation by a small, definite degree. "The dispatch annex," she said. "The console's still in there, and the logs, and a good deal that was never properly accessioned when they shut it down. It's unheated and it's closed and it is not, this morning, my problem." She said it flatly, and I had the sense the flatness was doing some work — that the annex was a room she had opinions about and did not intend to share them with a stranger who tracked snow. "The Society will get to it when the Society gets to it. I have enough to keep honest out here."

I let it lie. But I noticed — because noticing is the only trade I have — that of the squared stack of folders at her elbow, one had a slip of paper marking it, set proud of the rest, and that her folded hands had come to rest, without any apparent intention, an inch from it. A person's hands will tell you where their mind is even when their voice is somewhere else.

"May I ask a good question," I said.

"You may try."

"You said a thing can hang on a wall forty years and never be checked against what it claims to be. Have you found one that doesn't hold up?"

She was quiet a moment. Outside the narrow north windows the morning had gone full gold, but in here the light stayed flat and blue and honest, and she sat in it and looked at me and made whatever decision she was making. She did not touch the marked folder. But she did not move her hand from it either.

"I've spent my life around records, Ms. Calder," she said at last. "So I'll tell you the thing I know that most people don't want to. A record doesn't have to burn to become a lie — it only has to be tidy, and let a better copy stand in its place. Snow's the one clerk I trust. It writes down every visitor in the order they came, and you can't get it to leave a name out."

The room held very still around the words. Somewhere beyond the log doorway the microphone thumped twice more and a chair scraped, and none of it reached us.

I have been in rooms where somebody said a true thing without quite meaning to hand it over, and this was one of them. She'd said it as a maxim, an old clerk's dry philosophy, the kind of line a woman polishes over thirty years and produces for company. But it had come out with an edge on it that a maxim doesn't have, an edge that pointed at something in this room, this morning, and then thought better of it and went smooth again. I didn't chase it. You don't chase a thing like that; you note where it fell and you come back for it in daylight.

Snow's the one clerk I trust. I had walked in on its record not an hour before — the untouched north apron, my snowshoe track the first mark through the chimney strip. Elin read paper the way I read ground. Her maxim had reached me somewhere more personal than a conversation about maps, and I stood on her mat a moment longer than I needed to.

I think that was the moment I decided I liked her, though neither of us would have put it that way, and though I had no idea yet how short the acquaintance was going to be.

"That's a better answer than my question deserved," I said.

"Most true things are." She picked up her pencil again, which was as clear a dismissal as a closing door. But there was no unkindness in it. "Go and look at your chimney, Ms. Calder. Tell Mateo it's fine, or tell him it isn't, and mean whichever one you say. And keep to the mat on your way out."

I kept to the mat.

At the low doorway I looked back once. She had already forgotten me — bent again over the single map on its blotter, her folded hands returned to their place an inch from that one marked folder as though it were a small heat she couldn't quite ignore and couldn't yet name. Behind her the walls stood full of other people's testimony, a room's worth of honest paper, ninety years of it, watched over by the one person in the building who checked what a thing claimed to be against what it was.

Out in the great room the fire was still drawing clean, and the first of the volunteers had come in stamping snow off their boots and laughing about the cold, and the day was opening just the way I'd thought it would. I found my flashlight and turned back to the chimney I'd come nine miles to reassure a permit about, and I did not look at the marked folder again, and I have been sorry for that in a hundred quiet ways since.


Chapter 3: A Level Three Fundraiser

The flue could keep. I’d checked the accessible throat and the current draft, enough for the limited observation Mateo had asked for — the smoke shelf clean-ish, the damper working, none of the glazed black tar-shine that makes me want to close a building down — but a proper look wanted a cold hearth and an hour I didn't have, so I recorded the limits of the check and promised it the afternoon. Curtis had shown me the qualified sweep’s pre-season inspection and maintenance record; I was not replacing that inspection with a flashlight. By the time I came back through the great room, the day had stopped being mine and become the fundraiser's.

They came the way people come to a thing they've been looking forward to through a long dark month: early, and too many at once, stamping the snow off in the entry until the mat Elin guarded so jealously was a slick gray ruin, laughing about the cold in the particular way of people who have decided to enjoy it. The coffee urn had won its argument with itself and was putting out real heat. Somebody had strung a banner along the porch eave — PINEGLASS LODGE PRESERVATION SOCIETY, and under it, smaller, SAVE THE ROOF — and the banner had already sagged at one corner under a load of last night's powder that nobody had thought to knock off. Rows of folding chairs faced a microphone that would, I could tell just by looking at it, cut out at the worst possible moment. Down the white slope toward the locked lake, the snowshoe loop had been staged since before dawn: a broad packed track flagged with bamboo wands and orange tape, looping out across the meadow and back, glittering in sun that had finally cleared the ridge and come pouring across the snow hard enough to make everyone reach for their sunglasses at once.

It was, in the flat professional sense I can't ever quite turn off, a well-run outdoor event on a beautiful and genuinely dangerous-cold morning. And at the middle of it, moving faster than anyone and getting less done, was the woman running it.

I'd have known Marnie Volk for the director without being told, the same way I'd known Elin for the keeper. She was fifty-five or near it, in a good wool coat that had been chosen to photograph well and a pair of boots that had been chosen for the same reason and were paying for it in the snow. She had a clipboard in one mittened hand and a phone in the other and a lanyard around her neck with three different laminated things on it, and she was conducting the morning like a woman who believed that if she stopped moving for eight seconds the entire enterprise would collapse into the lake. She was also, I saw as she came near, wound so tight that the wire was showing.

"—no, the appraiser's number, not the insurance office, they're two different — oh, hello, you must be the fire — Curtis! Curtis, the banner, it's going to come down on somebody — you must be the fire person, Mateo said, we're so grateful, is the chimney all right? Please tell me the chimney's all right." She said it in one breath without ever fully arriving at me, her eyes going past my shoulder to the sagging banner and the coffee line and the microphone, doing the arithmetic of a hundred small failures.

"It’s drawing properly now," I said. "The accessible parts agree with the inspection Curtis showed me. I’ll record that much. I can’t certify the whole flue with a fire in it."

The relief that went over her was out of all proportion — she actually put the clipboard hand flat against her sternum for a second — and I filed it, not as anything, just as a thing worth noticing: that this was a woman for whom one more piece of bad news would have been one too many. "Thank you," she said. "You have no idea. We've got the register people coming through in three weeks and the appraisals aren't finished and the roof estimate came back and it's — well. It's a number. And now I've got half the county tracking snow across a floor Elin will have my hide about." She laughed, a little wildly. "The insurance inventory alone has taken us — Mr. Foss has been a saint about the collection, but every map on that wall has to be catalogued and valued before the underwriters will — you don't want to hear this. Nobody wants to hear this. Do you want a cookie? We have far too many cookies."

"I always want a cookie," I said.

"Table by the urn. Take three, please, I'm begging you, we over-ordered catastrophically." And she was gone, towed off by her own momentum toward the banner and Curtis Nagel, who had appeared with a ladder and the resigned expression of a man who had known the banner would do this and had said so.

I went and took three cookies, on the principle that a person should help where she can.

That was where Midge found me, or rather where I found Midge, which is the natural order of things: you locate Midge Holloway by locating the '88 Subaru and working outward. The wagon was parked broadside to the whole event at the top of the slope, nose out for a clean departure the way she always parks it, INCIDENT COMMAND lettered across the tailgate in the hand of a woman who had meant it as a joke forty years ago and had long since stopped being sure it was one. Midge herself was set up beside it in a folding camp chair with a hand-radio on the armrest and a thermos the size of a fire extinguisher between her boots, surveying the fundraiser below her the way she'd spent thirty summers surveying a hundred square miles of timber from the Cedar Spur tower: looking for the one wrong thing, patiently, and not expecting to be thanked for finding it.

"Doctor Smoke," she said, without turning her head. She still didn't miss an arrival.

"Midge."

"You've got frosting on your glove."

I did. I ate it. "You're not down in the chairs."

"I don't sit in rows." She considered the scene below with the calm of long practice. "I've been watching your fire building since eight o'clock. Wanted to see what it'd do. You'll be glad to know I've rated the event."

"Have you."

"Preparedness Level Three." She said it the way another woman might have said partly cloudy — flat, exact, entirely without malice. On the Preparedness Level scale that runs from one to five and tells the agencies how close the whole system is to running out of people and engines, Three is the one where a reasonable person starts paying attention. "One microphone, and it's going to fail. One caretaker, and he's up a ladder instead of by the fire. Two hundred head of the public in an old building with a single stove-in-a-box the size of a root cellar, and half of them didn't dress for the walk out to the truck if they had to make it." She unscrewed the thermos with the deliberation of a woman for whom this was a ceremony. "Not a criticism. A rating. Marnie's done fine. It's just a Three. Most nice things are."

"And the cookies?"

She held out her free hand. I gave her a cookie. She turned it over, examined it on both faces the way Elin had turned a folder to true it, took a bite, and chewed with her eyes on the middle distance while she rendered judgment.

"Evacuation snack," she said at last, "I'd rate it a two. Crumbles. You can't run with it. It'll fall apart in your pocket the first quarter mile and you'll be picking it out of your first-aid kit in April." She took another bite anyway. "The coffee's a solid four. Hot, no nonsense, comes in a cup you can hold with a glove. If we had to put the whole room into that yard right now, the coffee's what I'd tell them to grab. Not the cookies. The cookies you leave for the fire."

It's an old routine of hers and I have never once tired of it — the fire-camp habit of a woman who spent her working life being the calm voice on the radio while somebody else's day went wrong. I stood beside the wagon and drank the four-rated coffee, which was in fact excellent, and we watched the county enjoy itself in the sun.

That was when the dog situation developed.

I want to be fair to Ember, who was having the best morning of her recent life. She'd been turned loose from the truck to be sociable, springer logic having concluded that two hundred strangers plus infinite snow equaled paradise, and she'd been working the crowd with
















