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Chapter 1: Good Fire

The radio hanging off the rail of my field trailer woke up at ten past seven, and Midge Holloway came out of it mid-argument, the way she always did — as if the first half of the sentence had happened somewhere down the mountain and I was only now catching up to her.

"—and you tell him the road he wants is the Fifteen-thirty. Not Forest Road Thirty. The Fifteen-thirty. He'll see the little brown sign that says Thirty and he'll believe it, because he's young and the sign is confident, and confidence is the most expensive thing on a mountain."

I set down my coffee and picked up the handset. Across the staging area, Mateo Reyes was standing at the plotting board with a grease pencil behind his ear and a look on his face that I had learned, over seven years, to read as a man losing a fight he had not agreed to enter.

"Midge," I said. "It's the same road."

A pause. A lifetime of being right has a texture to it, and it came down the frequency like weather. "It is the same gravel," Midge allowed. "It is not the same road. Forest Road Thirty is what they painted on the sign in ninety-four when they renumbered the whole district to please a computer in Portland. The Fifteen-thirty is what that grade was called when it was cut, and what it'll answer to when the sign has rusted off its post. Your supply driver's got the good propane, three cases of the shortbread, and the Foundation's whole box of clean nomex, and I would like all of it to arrive in this decade."

"He has the road number in his phone."

"Then his phone will take him to the Twenty-two-hundred," she said, with the grim satisfaction of a woman laying down a winning card. "The old Foxglove grade. It peels off the Fifteen-thirty about a mile up, the sign's fallen sideways so it reads like the main line, and it runs beautiful for two hundred yards and then it quits. Dead-ends at the borrow pit and has since they decommissioned it in ninety-four. I have talked more lost boys back off the Twenty-two-hundred than I've had hot dinners. You send this one up the Fifteen-thirty and past the fallen sign, and he keeps the shortbread out of the borrow pit. Are we agreed."

Mateo, without looking up, said, "We're agreed," loud enough to carry.

"Good. Doctor Smoke, you still down there in the smoke?"

"It's Calder," I said, to the handset, out of a habit older than my return home and every bit as useless. Mateo made the sound that was almost a laugh.

"Course it is," Midge said comfortably. "Sky's clean, wind's asleep, and I've got the whole valley on the calm frequency for once. Enjoy your good fire. Holloway out."

The handset clicked dead, and I stood there a moment with it warm in my hand and the morning going on around me the way a well-run morning does — which is to say quietly, and with everyone moving, and nobody hurrying.

I had come up to Foxglove Basin the evening before, in the last of the long spring light, and even then, tired and driving a road I did not love, I had felt the place take hold of me. It does that. The basin sits on the high north shoulder above the Blue Fir compound, tucked under a rim that holds the snow a month past when the valley has gone to dust, so that it greens late and greens hard. I had come up out of the ponderosa flats where the balsamroot was already burning yellow along the cuts, and climbed into a country still wet at the roots, the serviceberry only now setting its white, the aspen down in the draws unrolling leaves the size of a baby's hand. Snowmelt ran in every ditch. The whole basin smelled of it — cold rock, wet duff, the green iron smell of things coming back — and under that, faint and everywhere and impossible to unsmell once you had it, the ghost of old char.

Because this was the place. I will not pretend, standing at the mouth of it with a coffee going cold, that Foxglove Basin was only a stand of over-dense mixed conifer that needed fire put back into it. It was that. It was also the ground the county's worst story lived on. In the summer of 2003 the basin had burned hard across much of its ground, and a chief the county loved had died on this mountain with his crews' names in his mouth, and a great deal else had happened that had taken the district twenty-three years and most of my working life to even begin to say out loud. There were still people down in Alder Ridge who could not drive the Fifteen-thirty without their hands tightening on the wheel, and I understood them, and I had spent seven years learning to hold that understanding in one hand while I held the ordinary work in the other. A basin does not know its own reputation. It only knows the season. I had a map of that fire — the original blackline, different from the official progression map — folded in the truck, and I did not take it out. Not that morning. That morning the basin was allowed to be what it was trying to be, which was alive.

And that was the whole point of what we were about to do.

They call it good fire. It is not a phrase you will find in a manual, and every fire ecologist I know uses it anyway, because the manual phrases — prescribed burn, broadcast underburn, fuels-reduction treatment — are true and they are also bloodless, and this was not a bloodless thing. This was the first prescribed restoration fire in Foxglove Basin since the 2003 wildfire. Blue Fir and the Pineglass Community Forest Foundation had spent a whole winter on the paper for it: the burn plan, the smoke permit, the contingency lines, the weather windows argued over a conference table until they had a settled early-May slot after a wet April, when the higher basin had dried just enough at the surface to carry a low, patient fire and stayed wet enough underneath that the fire would stay low and patient. A forest like this one grew up with fire — thinned and cleaned and kept open by it every decade or two, back before we got clever and started putting every flame out on principle. Take the fire away for a century and the small trees crowd in, the needles pile up, the whole stand turns into a thing that will not burn gently ever again. What we meant to do here was give it back the gentle kind. Restore the ground the hard fire had scarred. Heal the place with the same element that had hurt it, carefully used.

I was up on contract for the fire-investigation and quality end of it — origin-and-cause is my trade, but a good burn wants the same eyes on it as a bad one, someone to document what the fire actually does against what the plan said it would, and to keep the record clean. The Foundation had parked me a field trailer at the staging area to do it from: a white single-wide on blocks at the basin mouth, close enough to the ICP tent to hear the briefing and far enough that I could spread a map out without four people leaning over it. It had a fold-down table, a cot I did not intend to use, a coffee maker I did, and Ember's crate by the door. She was asleep in it now, my springer, retired off the accelerant work and profoundly of the opinion that six in the morning was a rumor. The trailer would be my base for the two weeks the whole operation was likely to run. I liked it more than I liked most rooms with foundations.

The staging area itself had the good busy hum I have come to trust. Blue Fir's engine sat with its cab doors open; two Foundation volunteers were laying out drip torches and hand tools in the ordered rows of people who have been told, correctly, that a burn is ninety percent holding and ten percent lighting. Someone had the weather kit going on its little tripod, sling psychrometer turning, and was calling numbers to Tessa Nguyen, tablet braced against her forearm, running her own data unit now with the care I had learned to rely on. A portable satellite terminal beside the ICP tent supplied its phones with a connection; outside that small patch of coverage, the basin depended on radio. Della Quinn stood at the ICP tent in a pressed county jacket with a clipboard and the particular unhurried competence of a person who has never once in her life lost a piece of paper, running comms and command like the whole basin was a spreadsheet that would, given her attention, reconcile. She caught my eye and lifted two fingers off the clipboard — morning — and I lifted mine back. Off past the engine, near the edge of the green, an old man in a canvas coat stood with his hands in his pockets looking up-slope at nothing, at everything, and I knew who that was too and let him have his looking. It was his fire, in a way none of us said out loud. He had asked to be here. There are kinds of atonement that can only be done standing up, outdoors, in the smell of the thing.

It is a habit that does not switch off, the reading. My whole method is only that habit made slow and written down: you find the baseline — what the fire, or the morning, or the person in front of you ought to be doing — and then you go looking for the one thing that isn't, and you follow that thread back through who touched it and when until it ends in a human being. I do it to fires. I do it, less usefully, to breakfast conversations and to weather I don't like the look of. That morning there was nothing out of true to follow, and I stood in the middle of a well-run staging area with a warm handset and let myself, for a few minutes, just be one more person with a job.

Mateo came over with two hand tools he did not need and handed me one, which is how he tells me he wants to talk without saying so.

"Weather's holding better than the forecast," he said. "Mixing height's coming up nice. If the fuels cooperate we'll have black on the ground by mid-morning."

"You'll have a nice readable line," I said.

He knew what I meant, because we had done this together enough times, but he let me say it, because he also knew I liked to. A backing fire — one worked slowly downslope or into the wind, the way a restoration underburn wants to be worked — writes itself down as it goes. It leaves a blackline you can read like a page. Where it crept, where it held, where the holding crew caught it and turned it: all of that is legible in the char afterward, in how deep it bit and how clean the edge lies. Char has an age to it, the same as anything. Fresh black is one thing to the eye and the back of the hand; black that has sat and cooled and taken a night of dew is another, and the ground under both is a third, and a person who has knelt over enough of it can distinguish recent heat from cooled surface ash, while leaving the hour to the records. And a burn like this one keeps its own honest clock beside the char — an ignition log, holding times, a weather observation taken on the hour and written down — so that a stretch of black is not just black. It is black with a when on it. Fired at such an hour, cold by such another. I have built a career on the fact that fire cannot help telling the truth about itself if you know how to ask, and there is no fire that tells it more plainly than one lit on purpose, by people writing down the time.

"Ambient fire-craft," Mateo said dryly, watching my face. "You're doing the thing where you narrate."

"I'm documenting."

"You're narrating. It's fine. Della's got the log, Tessa's got the weather, you've got the—" he waved the hand tool at the whole greening basin, "—the poetry."

"Somebody has to."

He didn't answer that. He looked up-slope instead, to where the first unit lay waiting under the rim, a long stand of ponderosa and fir gone too thick, the down needles a foot deep in places, the whole of it wet at the root and dry at the surface and ready, after years of regrowth and suppression, to be given back a little fire. The sun had cleared the rim and was coming down warm through the crowns, and where it struck the snowmelt running off the ledges the water threw it back in hard bright points. Somewhere down the Fifteen-thirty — I would not, even in my head, call it the Thirty — a truck full of shortbread and clean nomex was grinding up the grade, past a fallen sign, keeping to the road that was still a road.

"All right," Mateo said, to me and to the crew and to the mountain and, I think, to the old man standing at the edge of the green. He pulled the grease pencil from behind his ear. "Let's brief it. We light the test fire at nine."

I clipped the radio to my belt and went to get my map after all — the working one, the clean one, the one with nothing on it yet but the shape of a basin waiting to be written on. Behind me Ember stirred in her crate and thumped her tail once against the wall, and the whole staging area drew a breath and settled into the work, and none of us, standing in that bright cold morning with good fire an hour off, felt the weight of the ground we stood on for what it was. It was under everything, the way the char was under the green. But the green was on top. That morning, the green was winning.


Chapter 2: The Basin

The test fire caught at two minutes past nine, which was as close to nine as a fire ever gets, and I stood at the edge of the first unit and watched the basin’s stored patience begin, very gently, to let go.

It is a quiet thing to watch, a good backing fire, and it disappoints people who have come expecting a spectacle. A volunteer near me — young, earnest, a Foundation kid with soot already on his chin though nothing had made soot yet — kept glancing at me as if to check that this small orange line creeping down through the needle duff was in fact the event, and not the rehearsal for it. It was the event. The fire worked downslope against itself the way we wanted, taking the fine dead stuff off the ground an inch at a time, laying its heat sideways into the litter instead of up into the crowns, leaving behind it a clean dark ribbon of char no wider than a footpath and, here and there, a green fern standing untouched in the middle of the black because the fire had simply decided, in its patient way, that the fern could stay. That is the whole art of it. A hard fire takes everything and asks nothing. A good one is all asking.

Mateo came along the line with his radio up, listening to the holding crew report from the flank, and stopped beside me to watch a moment.

"There's your black," he said. "Write down the time."

"Nine-oh-two," I said, and did, because that is the job, and because the burn's honest clock only stays honest if somebody keeps it. Every stretch of that ribbon would get a time this way, an ignition noted, an hour's weather logged beside it, so that by afternoon the black on the ground would not merely be black. It would be a record you could read backward — fired at such an hour, cold by such another — as plain as a page, if you knew the hand it was written in. I knew the hand. I had spent seven years learning it in this county alone.

"Della's got the log squared away up top," Mateo said, following the thought without my having to say it. "She had the ignition sheet ruled and timed before the torch was lit. I've worked burns where the paper was an afterthought. Not hers." He said it the way you'd remark on good weather — a fact of the world, dependable, nothing to lean on because it had never once given way. I had the same regard for it. A burn wants exactly one person who treats the record as though lives ride on it, and we were lucky in ours.

By mid-morning the first unit was going the way a briefed burn goes when the fuels cooperate and the wind stays asleep, which is to say boringly, which is to say perfectly. I left it to the people whose burn it was and drove down off the basin.

I had a reason. The QA file wanted the signed original of the burn plan — not the working copy pinned up in the ICP tent, but the stamped one with the district's chop on it — and that lived, like everything the district could not afford to lose, at the Blue Fir ranger office at the foot of the grade. It was a fifteen-minute drop down the Fifteen-thirty, out of the wet green basin and back into the balsamroot country, and I made it with the window down and the smell of the burn thinning behind me until it was only a note under the sage.

The office was the same low cedar building it had been for forty years, and it had the particular hush of a Forest Service front room on a burn day, when everyone who works there is up the mountain and the phones ring into empty chairs. Renie Vaca would have known where the signed plan was filed in a heartbeat, but Renie was records, and records was down at the county, so I let myself in past the counter with the familiarity of a person who has spent too much of her life in rooms like this and went looking.

The signed plan was where such things always are, which is the second place you look. I had it in my hand and was turning to go when the map on the wall caught me, the way it always did, the way an old ache catches you when you turn wrong.

It was the official one. The 2003 Foxglove progression map — the district's own, drawn up in the weeks after the fire and framed at some point by someone who thought it deserved framing, and who was not wrong. It showed the burn's spread day by day in the neat concentric hatchings of a map made by people doing their honest best with what they had been given: the origin marked with the small standard symbol for a lightning start, the perimeters blooming outward from it in dated arcs, the whole terrible summer of it reduced to a clean and legible shape. It hung there as ordinary as a fire extinguisher. People walked past it to the coffee maker. It had become furniture, which is what happens to grief and to lies alike if you leave them on a wall long enough — they stop being seen and start being passed.

I had the original blackline map of that fire, and it did not agree with this one. It had never agreed with this one. There was a shape on mine, off toward the old timber camp, that this map did not have — a place where a second thing had happened that the official arcs bloomed serenely past as though the ground there were the same ground. I did not take my map out. I did not need to. I knew the argument between the two of them by heart, and I had learned, through the cases that had brought me closer, to carry it without setting it down in the middle of a working day. The official map was not a lie told by the person who drew it. That was the thing I had come to understand, and the hardest thing to hold. It was an honest map of a dishonest record. Someone upstream of the drawing had already decided what the ground was allowed to say, and the mapmaker had drawn what he was allowed.

"It's a good map," said a voice behind me, "for everything it knows."

I turned. Rowan Pike was standing in the doorway to the back hall with a cardboard tube of rolled paper under one arm and his canvas coat still on, though the room was warm, as though he had not fully committed to being indoors. He was a tall man gone spare with age, courtly in the way of men who learned their manners in a harder decade, and he took his hat off to me in the office as if we had met on a church step. I had seen him that morning at the edge of the green, looking up-slope at nothing. Down here, close, the sorrow on him had a face.

"Mr. Pike," I said.

"You're the one reads the fires." He came a few steps into the room and stood with me before the map, the two of us looking at it together, and he did not pretend he had wandered in by accident. "I hoped you'd be down. I find I want to say a thing out loud to somebody who'll understand the shape of it before I say it where it counts."

"You don't have to say anything to me," I said. "I'm not the one you owe it to."

"No." He looked at the map. "But you're the one who'll know whether I've got the truth of it or only my half. That's a kind of owing." He lifted his chin at the framed arcs. "That map's honest, you know. Every line on it. The man drew exactly what the paper told him, and the paper was wrong, and he never knew, and I could have told him and I did not. For twenty-three years I have let people walk past that map to the coffee and think they knew this basin. Tomorrow I mean to stop letting them."

He said it plainly, without weight added, which is how the true resolutions come — not as a vow but as a schedule. Tomorrow. He had a time on it, the way I had a time on every stretch of black up the mountain.

"You're giving your statement," I said.

"To the Sheriff's Office. In the morning. All of it, the parts that don't spare me most of all." His hands tightened once on the paper tube and let go. "There was a boy on this fire who did his whole job right and got nothing for it but a wrong name in a file. I mean to give him his name back. I have wanted to be a man who could do that for a very long time, and I have not been, and I am nearly out of long time." He glanced at me, and the courtliness cracked just enough to let something younger and more frightened show through, and closed again. "Do you think it's worth anything, at this end of it? A true word said too late?"

I thought about how to answer him honestly, which with me means thinking about fire, because it is the only thing I fully trust myself to reason about.

"Can I tell you how I know a thing on a fire?" I said. "Really know it — not guess it, not like the look of it, but know it well enough to sign my name under it in a courtroom."

"Please."

"One mark never does it. A single scorch, a single downed tree pointing a direction, a single char that reads a certain age — any one of those can lie to you, or just be an accident, a thing that fell that way for its own reasons and means nothing. I've been fooled by a single beautiful mark more than once. What I trust is when they converge. When a burn pattern and a compass bearing and a weather log and the way a nail rusted on a fence and a witness who never spoke to any of the others all point at the same stand of trees, at the same hour — when the truth comes at me from four directions that never agreed to agree — then I know. Not before." I looked at the map, at its single serene origin. "A fact tells the truth from more than one direction at once, or it isn't one yet. That's the whole of my trade."

Rowan was quiet a moment. "And a lie?"

"A lie only ever comes from one direction," I said. "It has to. It can only afford the one story. That's how you catch it, in the end — not because it's clumsy, but because it's alone. It's the one thing in the room that nothing else will corroborate, because there's nothing else. A secret is a fact with all but one of its directions cut away."

"Twenty-three years I kept one page quiet," he said, very low. "And it stayed quiet because it was the only voice let in the room. You're telling me the moment I let a second voice speak, the page can't hold."

"I'm telling you the ground's been trying to speak from the other directions the whole time," I said. "It doesn't stop. A basin doesn't forget where a thing happened just because the map declined to draw it. Give it one honest voice to answer to and the rest of them come in."

He looked up the wall past the framed map to the window, and out the window to the grade that ran up toward the basin where, at that hour, the first unit was laying down its clean and honest black. Something eased in him. Not happiness. I would not insult it by calling it that. But the look of a man who has been carrying a wall on his back and has finally been told where he is allowed to set it down.

"That's it, then," he said. "That's the shape of it. Thank you." He settled his hat back on. "I'll say my piece to the Sheriff in the morning, and I'll say it plain, and this county can build a true map at last, whatever it costs the ones of us who let the false one stand. It costs me. I want you to know I know it costs me. But the boy paid first, and paid all of it, and it's past time somebody paid him back." He touched the brim of the hat to me again, the old courtesy, and it undid me a little. "You've been kind to an old man who hasn't earned it. Go on back to your good fire, Ms. Calder. I'll see it done tomorrow."

He went out to the porch and stood there a while in the sun with the paper tube under his arm, an old man in a canvas coat looking up at his mountain, and I left him to his looking, the way I had that morning.

I drove back up the Fifteen-thirty with the signed plan on the seat beside me and Rowan's tomorrow sitting on top of it. Behind and above me the basin was still burning the way it was meant to, low and patient and legible, writing itself down hour by hour, and I found I could not stop hearing what I had told him as though I had told it to myself. The ground had been trying to speak from more than one direction for twenty-three years. Tomorrow, for the first time, it would have a living voice to answer to, standing up, outdoors, in the smell of the thing.

I did not know yet that tomorrow would be the one day the man would not be given.


Chapter 3: The Field Trailer

By the time I finished my evening rounds and came back to the trailer with the signed plan in my file, the burn had done the thing a well-run burn does at the end of its first day, which is to make itself hard to find. The column that had stood thin and blue over the first unit all afternoon had lain down into a low haze that clung to the draws and went the color of a bruise as the light left it, and the crew had gone from ignition to holding to mop-up the way water goes downhill, without anybody deciding it out loud. It smelled the way a good fire smells at dusk — not smoke so much as toast, the clean high note of duff burned properly and gone cold, the ground finally allowed to breathe. Rowan's words from the morning had stayed with me through the day's work, and I let that smell rinse it off before I drove down into the staging area.

The staging area at the basin mouth had thinned to the skeleton crew and the vehicles that would stay the night. The ICP tent glowed from a lantern inside it; Della's silhouette moved against the canvas, unhurried, squaring something away. And off at the edge of the churned parking, up on its blocks where the district had set it before the snow was fully off, sat my trailer.

It was not much of a trailer. It was a white single-wide of a certain age, boxy and honest, the kind the Forest Service and half the counties in the West keep in a yard for exactly this — a place to put a person and a coffee maker at the edge of an operation that will run two weeks and needs a desk. They had towed it up the grade and leveled it on cribbing at the basin mouth, near enough to the ICP tent that I could hear the radio traffic and far enough that I could think, and there it would be my whole world until the last unit was black and cold.

I stepped up — the metal step gave its usual complaint, a single flat bong under my boot I had already stopped hearing — and let myself in. The door stuck on the jamb the way it had since day one, a swollen inch you learned to hip past, and then it gave and I was inside my square of the world. It was one long room with a partition that suggested rather than enforced. To the right, the fold-down table under the window, bolted to the wall, big enough for a laptop and a map and a mug and not much else; everything I needed lived on it or in the two milk crates beneath it. To the left, the cot, made up and untouched, because I was half an hour from my own bed and had no intention of lying down on a Forest Service cot with a whole county between me and morning. Against the back wall, the coffee maker, the only appliance in the place I had a real relationship with, which I now started out of pure reflex before I had decided whether I wanted the coffee. And by the door, low against the wall where the draft came under, Ember's crate — wire-fronted, blanket inside, the door of it hooked open.

The crate was empty, which meant the springer had heard the truck before I'd shut it off and was somewhere in the churn outside registering an objection.

I found her at the bottom of the step, sitting very upright in the last of the light with the particular stillness of a dog who has been Deeply Wronged and wants it noted. Ember is retired, gone soft and gray around the muzzle and unbothered by the loss of her career except in one regard, which is that nobody has told the ground she is off the clock. She goes where I go, and the fireground had done to her feet and her belly exactly what a fireground does — coated the good dog in a fine gray paste of ash and grit gone to mud where it met the dew. She held up one forepaw at me, not to shake, but as evidence.

"I know," I said. "It's an outrage."

She agreed that it was an outrage. She has always found ash-mud a personal insult, a springer's whole soul being organized around the idea that she is a clean and dignified animal who happens to enjoy filth strictly on her own terms, and dew-slaked char is not her terms. I got the towel off the rail — there is always a towel on the rail — and did her feet and her chest on the step while she suffered it with her eyes turned away to preserve what was left of her honor, and then she went up past me into the trailer and lay down in her crate with a sigh you could have heard in Alder Ridge, and the place was properly occupied.

I ran the exterior radio down to a murmur — it rode on a bracket bolted to the rail by the door, so a person could stand on the step with a mug and follow the traffic without going in, which I had done the evening before — and got out the QA file and the day's ignition sheet and sat down at the fold-down table to make the day true while it was fresh. This is the part of the work nobody writes songs about: the burn's honest clock only stays honest if somebody keeps it that same night, before the mind starts smoothing things. Nine-oh-two, the test fire. The holding times off the flank. The hourly weather in Tessa's tidy hand, copied over into mine. I did not think of it as evidence. There was nothing yet for it to be evidence of. I thought of it the way you think of banking a stove — a thing you do at night so the morning has something to build on.

Headlights came up the grade and swung across the window, and I did not have to look to know the truck. You learn an engine the way you learn a footstep. I heard the door, and the particular unhurried boots, and then Eli's knock on the frame of my open door, which he gave me every time though he had long since stopped needing to.

"Investigator," he said.

"Sheriff," I said, which is a game we play in the open air of a county that knows perfectly well how things stand. We had chosen each other out loud, in front of everyone, last autumn, before the hard winter, and the town had done what a small town does with such news, which is fuss for a week and then fold it into the ordinary weather of the place. Now it was only true. He filled my doorway the way he fills most doorways, built like a man who still splits his own wood, hat in his hand out of a courtesy that predated me by decades.

"You can come in," I said. "You can even sit on the cot. Nobody else has."

He came in and did not sit on the cot; he leaned on the partition where he could see both the table and the door, because a room has to be arranged in his head before he can rest in it. Ember thumped her tail twice from the crate without getting up, which is her highest honor, reserved for perhaps four people alive.

"I came up to see the last of it," he said. "And to see you." He said the two things in the same breath and did not rank them, and left it there — no more than that, because more than that belonged to the drive home and the porch and not to a lit trailer forty feet from the ICP tent. In public we are correct. It is not a strain. The correctness is its own kind of tenderness when you have both agreed on it; a hand at the small of the back that no one sees, a look held a half-second past business, and the rest kept. He reached over and turned my mug a quarter-turn so the handle faced me, which he does, which is nothing, which I would not trade for a brass band.

"How's the county tonight," I said.

He blew out a breath. "Raw." He turned his hat in his hands. "Had two calls today that were really just people wanting to say a thing to the sheriff so they'd feel it had been said. One of them cried. Nobody died, nothing's wrong — it's that nothing's settled. You dig up a town's hero and the hole doesn't fill back in on its own." He didn't have to name it. All winter the county had been coming apart at a seam nobody knew was there — the 2003 fire cracked open, and Rowan Pike, of all men, Rowan the benefactor, arrested in his own good coat for a lie told with a typewriter. People did not know where to put their feet. "And now the Foundation's up here lighting the very ground of it on purpose and calling it healing, and half the town thinks that's exactly right and the other half thinks we've lost our minds." He nodded at the window, at the dark basin. "You believe the first half."

"I believe the first half," I said. "It is exactly right. You put good fire back on ground that's been starved of it and the ground remembers what it's for. It's the only clean thing in the whole business." I heard my own heat and gentled it. "But I take your point that it's a strange week to be doing it in front of everybody."

"Strange week," he agreed. He looked at the made-up cot, and the coffee maker, and the crate, taking my small square of the world into himself the way he takes any room. "You all right up here on your own? It's a long grade in the dark."

"I've got a radio on the rail and a dog with strong opinions and a sheriff who overshares," I said. "I'll manage."

That got the corner of his mouth. He is not a laugher, my Eli; you farm the corner of his mouth and are grateful for the crop. "Rowan's giving his statement in










