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            You taught me to believe in happily ever after, 

            and you showed me how to live it.
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            Prologue

         

         Marydale Rae had never been in this part of the Holten Penitentiary, with its high windows and bars painted the same dull yellow as the walls. A uniformed guard sat behind a desk, reading. Marydale waited for a long time, watching the top of the guard’s head as he studied his paperwork or ignored her. She couldn’t tell which. There had been a time when she had known how to lean on a desk or a lamppost or a rangeland gate. She would have said, Whatcha doing, cowboy? and the man would have coughed and stuttered. Now Marydale said nothing. Finally the guard looked up.

         “Damn parole board.” His lips pulled into a tight grimace. “After what you did. Six years with good behavior.” He glared at the paper before him. “Ridiculous! Some people don’t know right from wrong.”

         “I was told to report,” Marydale said, keeping her gaze on the ID badge pinned to the guard’s shirt.

         “Well, what are you waiting for?” he barked. “A written invitation?” He took a clear plastic bag from beneath the desk and pushed it across the table. “Bathroom’s back there. Make it quick.”

         In the bathroom, Marydale opened the bag. She pulled out her jean jacket, the one with the pattern of hearts embellished in rhinestones, the one that had belonged to her mother. There was her Tristess High seniors T-shirt, too, and a skirt of some light material with tiny pink flowers printed on it. There was a name for that fabric. Six years ago she had known it and every word in her SAT flash card deck. She pressed the T-shirt to her face, but everything in the bag smelled of mildew. She changed quickly.

         When she came out again, the guard tapped his desktop with an accusing look, as though Marydale might try to steal her orange jumpsuit and he had cleverly caught her in the act. Marydale dropped the folded prison-issued uniform on the desk, and the guard glared. Marydale lifted her eyes to his chin. He slid a piece of paper across the desk.

         “You have forty-eight hours to report to your parole officer. He’ll go over the conditions of your supervision, but it’s pretty simple. No drugs. No guns. No fighting. No dating. No burner phones. Don’t leave the county. Don’t change your address. Don’t fraternize with felons or other deviants—” He picked at his tooth, staring directly at her. “Sign here.”

         She signed.

         The guard pressed a button beneath his desk, and behind Marydale, a set of metal gates rattled to life and drew back slowly. She turned without speaking and moved toward the exit. Her sandals felt like a foreign country.

         At end of a long outdoor walkway, she arrived at a tiny kiosk. Inside, she heard a radio crackle. Another guard eyed her, or at least he directed his mirrored sunglasses at her. Marydale presented her release papers.

         “I know you,” the guard said.

         She felt his eyes on her. The guards were always looking, but her orange jumpsuit had hidden her body. Now she wished she had gone into Holten Penitentiary wearing jeans, but six years ago she wasn’t thinking about release. Six years ago she had just turned seventeen.

         “If I had my way…pretty girl like you. A waste,” the guard said.

         The last gate rolled open, its wheels grinding on loose gravel. Beyond the gate, a two-lane highway stretched into the vast rangeland of eastern Oregon. Marydale could almost hear her friends inside yelling, Just go, girl, before they change their minds!

         She turned to the guard. “I wasn’t expecting to get out until Monday.” She tried to pitch her voice low and soft. It didn’t help to demand. “May I call my friend Aldean to come pick me up?”

         “I don’t have a phone,” the guard said, although Marydale could see one on the desk in front of him.

         “But how do I get to Tristess?” she asked.

         The penitentiary was at least twenty miles from town. Around her the land was motionless. Only the heat rippled. The guard’s sunglasses traveled the length of the empty horizon.

         “Guess you’ll be waiting a long time if you hitchhike.”
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         Kristen Brock was quickly realizing that her glamorous move from adjunct professor of legal writing to deputy district attorney of Tristess County was only glamorous as long as no one in Portland actually knew anything about Tristess, Oregon. She poked at the pile of iceberg lettuce and steak strips in front of her, the Ro-Day-O Diner’s take on market-fresh salad. The leaves were almost white. The steak had thought about visiting a frypan. If fresh meant raw, she had gotten what she ordered.

         “You like the salad?” the waitress asked, gliding by, a pot of not-so-fresh coffee dangling from her long fingers. “I think the meat’s from Dan Otto’s ranch out by the quarry. Slaughtered a week ago Thursday.”

         Kristen approved of locally sourced food, but something about knowing the animal’s date of death made her feel like a cannibal. Before she could reply, her phone buzzed on the table.

         Kristen’s friend Donna Li greeted her in her usual clipped tone. “How’s Tristess? How’s living in the outback?”

         “It’s all right,” Kristen said.

         “You’re practicing real law,” Donna said. “Do you know what I’m doing? Rutger Falcon’s mother’s friend’s divorce! She’s decided she’s a lesbian. The husband’s run off with some thirty-year-old. They’re both in their seventies. And they’re fighting over a time-share in Lubbock, Texas. I mean, is there anyone who wants to go to Lubbock, Texas, on vacation?”

         Kristen frowned. Four weeks living in a town the size of her graduating class, stuck at the far southeastern corner of Oregon, was making Lubbock, Texas, sound pretty good. The waitress passed by and shot Kristen a smile, as if to say, That’s life.

         Donna must have been driving because she added, “Is this your first day on the planet, Prius?” To Kristen she said, “The Falcon Law Group. What was I thinking taking this job? You’re actually doing something. You’re practicing law!” To an unnamed traveler on the road, Donna added, “Stop maximizing your gas mileage and drive!”

         Kristen heard Donna’s turn signal. If there was one thing she could say about Tristess—and there really was only one thing—it was that she got great cell phone reception. Some entrepreneurial spirit had wrecked the view of the Firesteed Summit by leasing space to every cell phone provider in Oregon, Idaho, and Nevada. Now the Summit bristled with towers.

         “I guess,” Kristen said modestly. After almost two decades of intensely courteous competition, at which Kristen almost always failed, she had finally earned a hint of resentment in Donna’s voice. That was something. “How’s Elliot?” she asked.

         “Elliot!” Donna said. “Gorgeous. Horrid. Wedded to the army. What am I doing with him?”

         “Your mother would set you up with a nice accountant.”

         “God! Yes, she would. How’s your sister?”

         “She started community college.” Kristen rested her chin on her upturned palm. “On her first day she made friends with some guy named Frog. Apparently he’s a pansexual or polyamorous or something. She’s decided she’s a vegan, and she’s already dropped her math class. I told her I’d tutor her on Skype, but she’s mad I left Portland.”

         “She’ll be fine.” Donna’s other line beeped through. “That’ll be Lubbock again. Gotta go.”

         Kristen set the phone down and spread out a battered copy of the Tristess Tribune. The newspaper wasn’t even online. The whole place made her lonely.

         Kristen felt someone at her elbow.

         “Refill, hon?”

         The waitress hovered her pot of stale coffee over Kristen’s cup. Kristen glanced up. Way up. The woman’s head barely cleared the little chains that dangled from the ceiling fans.

         “You looking for a used gun?” the woman asked, peering at the FOR RENT/FOR SALE page.

         “Do I look like I need a used gun?”

         The woman—who was probably Kristen’s age, although it was hard to tell with women in Tristess—stepped back and looked Kristen up and down.

         “No. You look like you can handle your own.” The waitress’s long blond curls hung almost to her waist. A silver cross dangled in the low-cut V of her blouse. And she was missing a front tooth. “I’m just playing with you.”

         “I know. The girl from the city.” Kristen pushed her glasses up on her nose.

         Almost everyone she’d met in Tristess had said it…in so many words. Kristen was from the city. She didn’t understand their good, old-fashioned country ways, but she sure was lucky to have escaped Portland, not that she’d have the good sense to stay in Tristess. She might as well have had a bumper sticker reading: HELLO FROM SODOM. But the waitress’s smile was kinder than most, and while Kristen expected a sneer, she just looked rueful. “Deputy DA Kristen Brock,” the waitress said, confirming what Kristen had already guessed: everyone knew everything in Tristess. She probably knew Kristen had killed the potted palm from the Chamber of Commerce. “You’re looking for an apartment.”

         “Yeah.”

         “You’re actually going to stay?”

         “That’s the plan.” Kristen touched the ads with the tip of her pen. “But this one had a bucket full of cat litter in the heating grate. This one smelled like a dirty diaper. This one had a hole in the bathroom wall. And this one had a live squirrel.”

         “That’s good eatin’,’” the waitress said, with a smile that said, Believe that, and I’ll tell you another.

         She set her coffeepot down on the table and leaned over to look at the newspaper, her long curls almost brushing Kristen’s hand. Kristen caught a whiff of perfume. She tried to lean away without looking like she was leaning away. The waitress—whom Kristen had seen every day at breakfast and dinner for the past month—was the friendliest person she’d met in town, even if it was just her job to be nice to abhorrent out-of-towners.

         “Try this one?” The waitress tapped an ad on the page.

         “Rented,” Kristen said.

         “There aren’t a lot of nice places. Not the kind of places you’re used to in the city.”

         “There’re some rough places in the city, too.”

         “But you must make a bundle.”

         “Hardly,” Kristen said.

         “Not like on TV?”

         Across the street, Kristen’s current residence, the Almost Home Motel, looked like a postcard from the apocalypse, the faded sign flashing VACANCY on and off in the hot September sun.

         “Nothing in my life is like TV,” Kristen said.

         “I know that story. I live off Gulch Creek Road. It’s not much, but if you’re looking for a place and you don’t mind something a little rustic…”

         Kristen leaned back so she could take in all of the woman’s corn-fed tallness. In Portland, the waitress would have been a hipster, an ironic version of the person this woman actually was, a Roller Derby girl with some cowgirl pseudonym who bowled over smaller women on the track. The waitress was big, Kristen thought, but all that blond hair and those large breasts just made her size more of a good thing. The thirty pounds Kristen had put on during law school made her more of a humanoid pear. She felt a little twinge of jealousy, but the missing tooth and the woman’s wry smile made her hard to dislike.

         “The rent’s cheap. Really. A couple hundred dollars and you chip in for utilities and a cord of wood in the winter, and we could call it even. My name’s Marydale.”

         A few tables over, Kristen saw one of the other waitresses watching them, her cherubic face registering both awe and disapproval.

         “That’s nice of you,” Kristen said. “But I’m looking forward to living alone. I’ve had my sister with me for years.”

         “Of course,” Marydale said, and ducked her head as if remembering the missing tooth.

         “I mean, it’s not…” Kristen didn’t finish the sentence. Something about the way the waitress looked away made the refusal feel personal, and Kristen wanted to say, It’s not you. But of course it wasn’t her. Kristen was the one from Sodom and Gomorrah.

         In the back of the diner, the chef hit the order-up bell.

         “Marydale!” he called out. “If you wait long enough, this burger will get up and walk itself over to table four, but I don’t think anyone wants to wait.”

         “Sorry, hon. That’s me.” Marydale picked up her coffeepot.

         Kristen watched Marydale stride toward the kitchen until her phone vibrated on the table. Her sister, Sierra, had texted her a photograph. For a sickening second, Kristen thought it was a crime-scene photo: Sierra’s pretty blond hair snarled around a blunt force trauma to the head. Only there was no blood, just a rat’s nest of hair. The text below read, I’m growing dreadlocks. I am the Lion of Judah.

         Kristen typed the words, You’re white! How are you going to get a job? Then she paused, deleted, and texted, How are classes going, sweetie?

         Marydale glided by her table on the way to another customer. Kristen waited for her to turn around and give her that smile that seemed to say, Life! What are you going to do? But she didn’t, and Kristen tucked her phone into her briefcase and headed to work, stopping at the Arco Station to buy a Snickers bar to make up for the fleshy salad.
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         Just after sunset, Marydale Rae pulled to a stop in the gravel lot in front of the Pull-n-Pay junkyard where her childhood friend Aldean Dean lived with his grandfather, Pops. Aldean had lit a fire in the fire pit, illuminating the sea of wrecked cars. Marydale’s dog, Lilith, bounded from the cab of her truck and slipped through the narrow opening in the fence. Marydale followed, ducking under the locked chain.

         “Aldean?” she called. “You out here?”

         Marydale picked her way through the labyrinth of fenders and windshields. In the center of the yard, a shipping container stood rusted shut, its origins and its contents—if any—a mystery that Aldean and Marydale had spun into a thousand imaginary treasures when they were growing up.

         “In here,” Aldean called from a shack tucked between the container and an old VW bus with the words not for sale, don’t ask spray-painted on its side. Inside, a single bulb illuminated several small barrels propped on their sides on a worktable.

         “You’re off early,” Aldean said as she entered. “Try this.” He held out a red Solo cup.

         Marydale held it to her nose and inhaled deeply.

         “A bit of leather. Juniper reclamation fires.” She swirled and took a sip. Her mouth filled with smoky lighter fluid. “Oh God! Aldean, you’ve made it worse!”

         Marydale eyed the wooden barrels lined up on the workbench, each marked in Sharpie on a piece of scrap wood: THREE MONTHS (MARYDALE), NINE MONTHS (MARYDALE), TWELVE MONTHS (ALDEAN), TWENTY-FOUR MONTHS (ALDEAN).

         “No. That’s a good whiskey.” Aldean touched the brim of his battered Stetson. “You’re only jealous because it’s not yours.”

         She was jealous. Twenty-four months ago Aldean was pouring Poisonwood whiskey into a barrel he had bought at the Burnville Flea Market, hoping that somehow aging Poisonwood in questionably cured wood would improve the flavor. Twenty-four months ago Marydale was in solitary—protective segregation, they called it—because a woman named Dixie-Lynn had tried to stab her with a shank fashioned out of a melted toothbrush.

         She poured the dregs of the Solo cup onto the dirt floor and tried her own three-month infusion.

         “Smooth. Slightly floral,” Marydale said. “High desert up front with a kind of sweet lost-youth aftertaste.”

         Aldean took her cup from her, sipped, and handed it back.

         “That’s a girl’s whiskey.” He clucked his tongue. “And I do like a girl who drinks whiskey.”

         Aldean gestured for Marydale to follow him, and they headed out to the fire. He picked up a metal grate and set it over the pit. From a cooler nearby, he produced a package wrapped in white paper. Soon two steaks were sizzling on the fire. Marydale settled down in a lawn chair. Lilith circled around the fire, sniffing for the meat. Aldean pulled a cigarette from behind his ear, lit it, and inhaled. In the firelight, his face was all cheekbone and rugged stubble.

          “So. What about the new girl?” he asked.

         “There’s a girl in Tristess you don’t already know?”

          “New to me. New to you.” He kicked his boots out in front of him. “She’s from the city. You know how they are.”

         “No, I don’t, and neither do you.”

         “I know how to rope a calf. Don’t matter where she comes from.” Aldean talked around his cigarette the way his Pops did, but he managed to make it look sexy. “You like her?”

         “No.”

         “She’s got that repressed-librarian thing going. Just makes you want to squeeze her.”

         “No!” Marydale laughed. “It doesn’t.”

         But the lawyer did have that repressed-librarian thing…No, it wasn’t repressed. It was focused. Marydale could see her with her tortoiseshell glasses, her brownish-blond hair that wasn’t any color and that she clearly didn’t care about dying. She always wore gray: gray suits, gray pumps, silky blue-gray blouses the color of winter skies. She was pretty the way the high desert was pretty: in muted shades. Marydale liked the way the lawyer concentrated on her phone or her papers, the way she hadn’t noticed the trio of rangeland firefighters who had admired her from their perch at the counter. She must have felt their gaze like a hand on her back, but she hadn’t looked up until Marydale had come by with a carafe of coffee. Then she had smiled shyly, a little embarrassed, like a good apostolic girl opening up her Bible on her lap. Well, Marydale, I’m so glad you asked about our Savior.

         “So you gonna hit it and quit it?” Aldean asked.

         “I asked her to move in with me.”

         “No!”

         “She can’t find a place to rent.”

         “That’s not how you hit it and quit it.”

         “I wouldn’t,” Marydale protested.

         Aldean stood up again and retrieved a set of tin plates from somewhere in the darkness behind the fire. Lilith followed him, her muscular, white body glowing in the firelight. He handed a plate, fork, and knife to Marydale, then sat down with his own dinner. Lilith sat beside him while he cut up his steak. When he had reduced the meat to the same pea-sized bites he cut for Pops, he scraped a quarter of the meat onto the ground for Lilith.

         “You spoil her,” Marydale said.

         “What did she say?” Aldean asked. “She gonna come look at your place?”

         “No.” Marydale stabbed the meat on her plate. “Of course she’s not going to rent from me. She’s the DA.”

         “You gonna do anything about it?”

         “No.”

         “I know,” he said. “This fucking town.”

         Marydale glanced over. Aldean nodded slowly, his eyes hidden in the shadow of his hat. Behind him the Firesteed Mountains stood in black relief against a navy sky.

         “Back in the day, you would’ve,” he said.

         “Back in the day,” Marydale said, “was a long time ago.”
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         Kristen stood in front of her boss’s desk, her pen poised over a notepad. District Attorney Boyd Relington hadn’t asked her to sit down, and the moment to sit anyway—because they were colleagues and she shouldn’t need an invitation—had passed. Now sitting felt like a statement.

         “These are your case files for next week,” Relington said.

         “Are these all the cases that came in?” Kristen asked.

         “We got a stack of cases from the police. The new chief sends everything our way.”

         Kristen was fairly sure she’d heard someone say that the “new” chief had been in his position for more than ten years.

         “Back in the day,” Relington went on, “some people knew when to leave well enough alone, but I went through the paperwork from the police. I’ll be prosecuting the O’Rourke case. You’ll be doing Alioto, Esso, Scappa, De La Pedraja.” He rattled off a few more names.

         “Can I see the rest of the files that came in from the police?” Kristen asked.

         “Not every arrest warrants a prosecution.”

         Everything Relington said was a counterargument. He was like all law students she had gone to school with and then taught in first-year legal writing, only older and untempered by the constant influx of more brilliant, young legal minds.

          “I mean is there a selection process?” Kristen had rehearsed her speech. I trust your judgment, but I’d like to select my own cases. 

         “Do you really want to discuss this now?”

         Relington checked his watch. It was Friday, four thirty. The afternoon sun cut through the sagging venetian blinds, illuminating the Tristess memorabilia that filled Relington’s office: football jersey behind glass, a set of old stirrups. It was like the Western-themed Silver Rush Bar in Portland…only not ironic.

         “Yes,” Kristen said. “Now is fine.”

         “Okay. What’s this about, really? Sit.”

         “I’d like to select the cases I try.” Kristen lowered herself into a chair.

         “These are good cases.” Relington leaned forward and tapped the stack of files on his desk. “I selected them.”

         “I’m sure they’re good cases.”

         “How long have you been here?”

         “About a month.”

         “And how long are you planning to stay?”

         Kristen had lain awake for the past week, working on the equation. Leaving in less than a year would negate the benefit of having deputy DA on her résumé, but two years would be more than plenty.

         “I don’t have any plans to leave,” she said.

         Relington snorted. “Do you know why I hired you?”

         Kristen could feel the insult coming.

         “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “What matters is that I’m here, and I want to do my job. I want to serve this community, and I want to help you.”

         “This community.” Relington rose and walked over to one of the framed photographs on the wall. “That’s my father, my grandfather, and my great-grandfather. This man here—” He pointed. “That’s Ronald Holten.” He spoke the name reverently. The municipal building that housed the court, the elementary school, and the nearby penitentiary all bore the name Holten.

         “Tristess is my family,” Relington went on. “Every case we try, I know them. I know what happened to them as children. I know their parents, their grandparents. Let me ask you, Ms. Brock, if you got in trouble and you had to go to court, would you want someone who’d been in town for a whole month deciding your fate, or would you want someone who knew your story? Some of these guys, if they go to jail for a week, they don’t get their herd in for the first round of auction. Their hay goes sour. They’re not there to call the vet for a breech. People don’t have money here, like they do in the city. Honestly, tell me what you’d want?”

         Kristen felt her face flush. “I’d want the law to decide.”

         “We are the law,” Relington said in a tone that said I not we. He pushed a slip of paper across the desk. “Speaking of Mr. Holten. He heard you were having trouble finding a place to rent. Meet him here at twelve thirty tomorrow.”

         “Ronald Holten?” Kristen asked, but Relington’s expression told her the conversation was over.
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         Saturday noontime found Kristen gazing up at a three-story Victorian sandwiched between a nail salon and a used tire dealer. If she narrowed her field of vision, it looked exactly like what she had optimistically hoped all of Tristess would be: elegant and windswept, with just a touch of Wild West brothel. Kristen took out her phone, cropped out Sandy’s Nails and the tire shop, and texted the picture to Donna. Donna loved architecture. She’d gone through a whole mansard-roof period.

         Kristen heard an engine come to a stop behind her. She turned. A man had just pulled up in the largest, shiniest pickup truck she had ever seen. He stepped out of the enormous vehicle.

         “She is a beauty, isn’t she?” he called out, nodding toward the house. “It is so good to finally meet you. I’m Ronald Holten.” Holten came toward her, hand extended. “Please call me Ronnie. Everyone calls me Ronnie.” His wide, sunburned face opened in a smile, but his teeth were perfect and shadowless, like dentures or the carefully filed teeth of actors. 

         No one calls you Ronnie, Kristen thought.

         “I know a girl like yourself is perfectly capable of finding her own apartment, but I hated to think that you’d found Tristess unfriendly. Come.”

         They climbed the front stairs. At the door, Holten reached into his pocket, feigning surprise at the discovery of a key. Kristen offered him a smile, but it felt like a grimace.

         “See what you think,” he said.

         He unlocked the door and stepped aside so she could precede him into the house. Inside, a stained-glass skylight bathed the foyer in amber light, and a curving staircase wound its way up to the next floor.

         “It’s amazing,” Kristen said with real awe.

         “My great-grandfather had this place built.” He ushered her into a large, furnished parlor. “Now, I know you may be looking for something a little more modern.” The room had chair railings—Donna had taught her that term—and armchairs with dragons carved into the legs.

         “My wife would love to move into town, but we’ve got grandsons. They need a place to run.” He touched his thumb to the corner of his eye. When he spoke again, there was a manly roughness to his voice. “And family comes first for us. Always has, always will. Of course, we wouldn’t expect you to pay rent while you’re serving the county. Just take good care of the place and pay the utilities. You’d be doing us a favor.”

         The tour of the house was an hour and a half of Tristess history, which was also Holten family history. When they finished, Holten led her back to the kitchen, where a bottle of Poisonwood whiskey rested on a silver tray with two snifters.

         “Looks like someone got you a housewarming present,” Holten said with a look of contrived surprise, as though the bottle were a mysterious apparition.

         Kristen wondered if he had stopped by the house earlier to drop it off or if he had staff or a wife in a lacy apron to run his errands for him.

         He pulled the foil from the cap, poured two shots, and handed one to her.

         “What do you think of the Poisonwood?”

         Kristen took a sip. The liquor seared her tongue like some medicinal poison pioneers used to cut the pain of childbirth or dentistry. Kristen remembered her last year in college: she had briefly dated a philosophy major who’d claimed that microbrews and art films were bourgeois traps. He had taken to drinking Mad Dog and watching kung fu movies on VHS. He would have liked the Poisonwood, Kristen thought.

          “It’s nice.” She choked down another sip.

          “This town’s seen some good times and some bad times,” Holten said. “I guess that’s true everywhere, but here you can feel it. It’s a community, and that’s worth protecting.”

         “I am here to do my best,” Kristen said.

         Holten held his glass up to the light coming through the kitchen window.

         “There’s a lot you can learn from a man like Boyd Relington, and I’m not just talking about the law. I’ve seen young DAs like yourself come in here and think they can change things,” Holten went on. “They think they should change things, without understanding the town. But I have a good feeling about you. I think you know what I’m saying.”

         I think you know what I’m saying. It was the kind of thing her mother’s boyfriends said right before she dodged out from under their boozy embrace, but her mother had a type, and it wasn’t the type who owned Victorian houses. Her mother liked strip-club bouncers and ex-felons. Holten had power.

         “Tristess is a real special place.” Holten said it the same way he’d said the house was a beauty. He owned it, and he was proud. 

         “This is a lovely house,” Kristen said. “May I have just a day or two to think about your offer? I…” She searched for a lie. “I should have mentioned this.” Kristen fumbled for words. “I promised my friend I’d move into her place, and this is so much nicer, but I need to make sure I’m not leaving her in the lurch with the rent and all.”

          “A woman who fulfills her obligations,” Holten said. “I like that.” But his sunburned smile had lost its sunshine. “Let me know.” He held out the bottle of Poisonwood. “Welcome to Tristess.”
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         The lawyer did not come by the next day or the day after. Marydale tried not to notice. She’d told herself it was fine to have a crush. A crush was fun. She imagined a shiver of electricity passing between them when she refilled the lawyer’s coffee. Just thinking about it made the twelve-hour shifts go faster. But when the lawyer didn’t come in after Marydale offered her a room to rent, the disappointment Marydale felt made her chest ache.

         She paused in her round of coffee top-offs and extra napkins to lean on the counter where Aldean was eating a piece of Frank’s lemon chiffon pie. Across the street, the Almost Home Motel sat motionless.

         “So. That lawyer,” Aldean said between bites.

         Marydale felt her cheeks flush like a teenage girl caught fawning over a photo of the high school quarterback. The lawyer would never look up at her and whisper I’ve been waiting for you, Marydale, the way she did in Marydale’s daydreams. The lawyer probably didn’t remember her name, and even if she did…a girl couldn’t have those dreams in Tristess. Marydale had learned that lesson the hard way.

         “You gonna tap that?” Aldean asked.

         Marydale tried for an easy smile. “Aldean!” She slapped his wrist.

         He set his fork down. “I’m giving you first dibs.”

         “You said she looked like a repressed librarian.”

         “Yeah, but that’s not a bad thing, and she’s from the city. She can’t be that repressed. We’re not going to have to do it with the lights out and her mother’s doll collection up on the dresser.”

         “Jaylen from the Burnville Walmart?”

         “She was hot, but then she told me all their names, and they were just looking at me. I had to turn the lights out.”

         “You’re such a dog.” Marydale slouched lower on the counter.

         “Excuse me!” It was sixteen-year-old Tippany in her hand-embroidered apron. “If you have time to lean, you have time to clean.” It was probably some sort of resolve Tippany had made with her friends at the Tristess High Values Club. She was going to stand up to wrongdoers. “A job is a privilege, not a right.”

         “Sorry,” Marydale said slowly. “I was just looking for the Moguls. It’s a biker gang.”

         Tippany hadn’t role-played this part of the conversation. “The Woodrows want a new bottle of ketchup,” she said, talking loudly, as though volume could return the conversation to its proper track.

         “They’re supposed to be coming through town before sunset,” Marydale added casually. “They’re looking for virgins. I wish I wasn't closing tonight. Although technically, I don’t count, even though I gave up my, ah, virgin chalice to a girl.” She blew a little kiss toward Tippany. “But you’re just their type. Isn’t that right, Aldean?”

         Aldean looked up at Tippany, and the girl fidgeted with the flounce of her apron. She might have sewn abstinence pledge bracelets for all her friends, but there were few straight women whose wombs didn’t flutter at the sight of Aldean Dean.

         “God’s own truth,” Aldean said.

         Tippany hurried way.

         “You’re terrible,” Aldean said.

         Marydale leaned her elbows on the counter. “Ronald Holten offered her a place to rent.”

         “The lawyer. I know. At the Holten House,” Aldean concurred. Of course he had heard. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Your place is nicer.”

         “No. It’s not. I know she wasn’t going to rent a room from me, but she doesn’t know Ronald Holten. She’s going to think he’s just a nice guy with country hospitality or some shit.”

         “Don’t do that.” Aldean pointed a warning fork at her.

         “Do what?”

         “Get all protective. Get attached.”

         “You’re ridiculous.” Marydale picked up a cloth from behind the counter and started polishing. “I don’t even know her.”

         Still, she watched the glowing windows of the Almost Home Motel as she put the last of the chairs up on the tables. She wasn’t attached. She wasn’t even optimistic. According to the conditions of her parole, she wasn’t allowed to date. Hell, she wasn’t allowed to drive across the county line to Burnville. But as she went to put the locking pin in the door, she stopped. A figure emerged from the side of the Almost Home, and Marydale recognized the lawyer’s stride, confident and purposeful, her head bowed slightly, like a businesswoman walking though rain. And Marydale knew Kristen wasn’t coming to see her. She was coming for an order of pie or chicken fries or one of the stale candy bars they kept under the glass counter by the register, and yet Marydale’s heart beat faster. She tried to fix her hair, but she could feel her unruly curls exploding in the humid air. She stepped outside, still trying to tuck strands back into their alligator clip.

         “I’m so sorry. We were just closing up,” she said when the lawyer reached her. “But I could get you a piece of pie to go.”

         “No. I…wanted to talk to you about that room for rent.” The lawyer’s brow creased over the frames of her glasses.

         Marydale swallowed and shoved her hands in her jeans pockets, pretending she didn’t know what was coming next. The lawyer would say it had been an inappropriate offer. I’m the DA…I talked to your PO…

         “It’s got a great view of the mountains,” Marydale offered. “And if you got a burro or two, we could put them up in the barn.” Marydale waited for the lawyer to tell her it was no joking matter. Marydale ought to know she wasn’t a free woman. Just because she was out of prison didn’t mean she could make decisions like everybody else; she’d given up that right.

         “What the hell is a burro?” the lawyer asked.

         “A small donkey…for packing.”

         “Packing my used gun?”

         It took Marydale a moment to make sense of the comment, and then she felt a warm glow light her chest. The lawyer had remembered their banter in the diner. She had noticed.

         From down the street a man’s voice called out, “We don’t need you ’round here. You need to go back where you came from.”

         For a second, adrenaline seized Marydale’s body. She remembered a woman from the penitentiary, Grace-Louise her name was, but everyone called her Gulu. She saw her striding down the block, her prison-issue jeans slung low around her hips, the sharpened end of a ballpoint pen pinging against the bars. She’ll cut a new boot like you just ’cause you’re scared, Marydale’s cellmate had whispered, stepping back against the far wall of their cell. You better learn to fight. Now Marydale took a deep breath. You’re out, she told herself. You’re out. You’re out.

         Anyway, it was just a pair of young ranch hands stumbling home from the Lariat Lounge, probably drinking with fake IDs.

         “He doesn’t mean you,” Marydale said quietly. In a louder, more cheerful voice, she added, “You boys get on home.”

         “But I could fuck you,” the other man yelled.

         “That’s no way to talk to a lady,” Marydale said.

         “She’s not gonna fuck you, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

         The pair staggered in their direction.

         Marydale whistled. From the bed of her pickup in the parking lot, Lilith appeared like a flash of motion in headlights. A second later, she had skidded to a stop at Marydale’s feet.

         “What the…” the men exclaimed.

         “Walk away,” Marydale said. “We’re having a conversation here.”

         “Cops’ll shoot your dog,” the first man yelled.

         “You ain’t supposed to have a dog like that!” his friend added.

         Lilith revealed a row of sharp white teeth wedged into pink gums.

         “That won’t mean much when your face is in her belly.”

         The men staggered back.

         When they were a safe distance away, the lawyer laughed nervously. “I’d like to have you on my side in a bar fight.”

         “You call me anytime,” Marydale said.

         They both hesitated for a moment.

         “Are you off work?” the lawyer asked.

         “Basically.”

         She adjusted her glasses. “I’m Kristen.” She held out her hand. “I don’t think we’ve been officially introduced.”

         “You don’t have to be introduced in Tristess. Especially you. You’re the most interesting woman in town.”

         “I’ve never been the most interesting anything,” Kristen said dryly.

         Marydale twirled a length of hair around her finger and tucked it behind her ear. Aldean would say, Girls want a little chase. Make ’em think you’re not interested. But the girls in Tristess weren’t interested. That was the problem.

         The men had paused at the end of the block to pee or to argue.

         “You want to walk?” Kristen asked, gesturing in the other direction.

         Marydale said “yes” too quickly.

         “About the room,” Kristen began as they set off.

         “I’m sorry about that,” Marydale said. “I know I shouldn’t have mentioned it.”

         “Ah, shit,” Kristen said. “Did I just do that that thing where someone makes an offer like ‘come by anytime,’ but you’re not actually supposed to come by, and you do, and it’s awkward?”

          “No. I meant it!” Marydale said. “I’m just surprised. You’re the DA and all. Come by anytime.”

         Kristen laughed. Marydale recited the address, and Kristen typed it into her phone. Marydale expected Kristen to turn back toward the motel, but she didn’t, and the cool breeze at their back seemed to carry them forward.

         “What’s it like living in a town where everyone knows everyone?” Kristen asked.

         And before Marydale knew, they were talking, and Kristen’s casual questions reminded her of Aldean. There was no hidden meaning behind her small talk.

         “Do you like working at the diner?” Kristen asked, not Frank’s a good man to give you this chance, ain’t he?

         “It’s all right,” Marydale said. “I hear a lot of gossip.”

         “What’s the best thing you’ve heard?” Kristen asked.

         Marydale paused. People in town didn’t talk about the best gossip. Only one really interesting thing had ever happened in Tristess, and Marydale knew that story too well, even if people in town didn’t tell it out of deference to her poor, dear mother.

         “You’ve heard of a Landrace?” Marydale asked.

         “You mean like a 5K, like a run?”

         Marydale smiled. “It’s a kind of swine. I heard Mrs. Woodrow say”—she added a little twang to her voice—”that she heard from Ella at the bank that last year at the county fair when Lu-Anne Stewart’s boy, Kent, showed his Landrace and won the blue ribbon for heaviest year-old, it wasn’t a true Landrace.” She paused, lowing her voice with mock seriousness. “The National Swine Registry won’t record a Landrace with less than six functional teats on each side of the underline, and Mrs. Woodrow said Ella saw an inverted teat on the back left side.”

         Kristen stopped, her smile cocked at an incredulous angle. “That’s a thing?”

         “Ella thinks Lu-Anne paid off the judge.”

         “With what?”

         Marydale imitated Mrs. Woodrow’s shocked whisper. “I can’t say, but she has the harlot’s mark on her.”

         Kristen chuckled. “Sounds like Portland law: who slept with whose paralegal, which big firm is stealing which clients. No one tells me anything here.” She shook her head.

         “You’re new,” Marydale said. “They’ll warm up to you.”

         The sidewalk narrowed, and Marydale fell into step behind Kristen. Kristen did look like a librarian with her tortoiseshell glasses and her gray suit fitted a bit too tightly around her ass. She probably hated the way her jacket flared up in back and strained a little at the seams, but Marydale didn’t mind.

         Marydale wanted to take her hand. No, it was more than a want. It was that familiar feeling that there was another life, another world where another Marydale was walking hand in hand with a woman like Kristen. If she could just close her eyes or run fast enough or sprinkle gold dust…but that was what Aldean was always warning her about.

         “This guy Ronald Holten offered me a house to rent for free,” Kristen said. “Do you know anything about him? I just got this feeling…I’m not used to taking anything for free.”

         Kristen stared up at a streetlight. In profile, she looked like one of the Greek statues in Holten State Penitentiary’s Encyclopedia of Western Culture, plain but in a way that made other women look cheap.

         “The Holtens always want something,” Marydale said. “There are people in town who won’t like you for turning down Ronald Holten. Things would be easier for you if you said yes, but…I’d say no.”

         They had arrived at the little grass octagon that served as the town “square.” In the center, a wooden gazebo housed the Pioneer Poison Well.

         “Easier how?” Kristen asked.

         “Just easier.”

         “That’s cryptic.”

         “He owns everything. He likes it that way.”

         They stepped into the darkness of the gazebo. The well was a concrete barrel with metal bars across the top and a plaque documenting the forty-seven pioneers poisoned by the water. Marydale leaned over, feeling, as she always did, that if she had anything precious, it would slip off her like a necklace and plunge into the blackness.

         “That’s a depressing fucking monument,” Kristen said.

         Marydale laughed in surprise. “No shit. Everybody loves the Poison Well. Tristess has a day. People dress up. I say it was just bad, fucking luck. A bunch of pioneers got this far, probably killed how many Indians, and then died from drinking the water.”

         Kristen leaned over, too, the crowns of their heads almost touching.

         “What do you get if you throw a coin in? Bad karma?”

         “Must be,” Marydale said. “I’ve thrown a lot of coins in.”
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         After work the following day, Kristen put Marydale’s address in her phone’s GPS, but no directions were necessary. She scanned the map. It might as well have said, Go north until you pass the end of nowhere.

          When Gulch Creek Road turned to gravel with no sign of reverting back to pavement, Kristen called Donna.

         “Hey, listen. I’m going to give you an address,” Kristen said. “On the off chance that you never hear from me again, this is where my body’s at.”

         “What? Where are you?”

         The only sign of human habitation—besides the road itself—was a collection of buildings at the end of a long driveway. They looked like litter swept up by a giant broom and deposited at the foot of the Firesteed Mountains.

         “I’m looking at a room to rent. I met this waitress at the local diner.”

         “Do you really think she’s dangerous?”

         “I’m kidding,” Kristen said.

         Gravel rumbled under the car as Kristen neared the end of the drive. Marydale’s house looked like a child’s drawing, too narrow to be real, with a peaked roof and four identical windows. A porch circled the house, and Marydale sat on the porch swing, her dog at her feet, a book in her hands. The whole scene looked like the soft-focus shot at the end of a pharmaceutical commercial, the one that played while a compassionate voice-over listed the side effects, like dry mouth and instant death. Only this was the real thing and actually beautiful.

         “I’ve got nothing to worry about,” Kristen said in a tone she kind of hoped conveyed I’ve got a lot to worry about, being such an important public figure, but, naturally, I have everything under control.

         “Kristen. You came!” Marydale called as Kristen got out of her car.

         She smiled, and Kristen could see the dark space where her tooth should have been.

         “I’ll show you around. It’s not much, but it’s nicer than the Almost Home.” Marydale pushed the front door open. “How was your day?”

         “The public defender keeps referring to me as a female attorney; a female should understand these things.”

         “Breeding stock. It’s good for the gene pool,” Marydale said so seriously, it took Kristen a moment to realize she was joking.

         “I thought people hated out-of-towners.”

         “Love-hate,” Marydale said, looking coquettishly over her shoulder.

         Inside, a faded portrait hung by the front door, featuring a girl of about ten and two older women dressed in so many sequins they looked like drag queens.

         “Three generations of rodeo queens,” Marydale said, following Kristen’s gaze.

         Kristen looked at the child.

         “That’s you.”

         The girl’s smile was wide and practiced. The mother and grandmother looked like they were separated by no more than fifteen years.

         “Three years running,” Marydale said. “My mother always said you could be pretty or you could be lucky.” She touched her fingers to the woman in the center of the photograph. She clicked her tongue. “We were pretty. Come on.”

         The tour of the house took five minutes. Downstairs there was a living room, dining room, kitchen, bathroom, and a pantry Marydale called the canning cellar. Upstairs there was a bathroom and two bedrooms, both of them furnished but impersonal, one with stacks of library books on the dresser.

         “I’ve been using this one, but we can trade if you like.” Marydale tucked a length of hair behind her ear. “I know you’re probably used to something nicer. I mean, before the Almost Home.”

         “I don’t have to share a room with my sister. It’s a step up,” Kristen said.

         Marydale led her back downstairs and onto the porch.

         “Try this.” Marydale retrieved a growler from beneath the porch swing and produced two small canning jars. She poured an inch of cedar-colored liquid into each jar.

         Kristen took a sip and coughed. It was awful, but there was a hint of something sweet behind the burn of bottom-shelf alcohol, a kind of smoky-floral taste the philosophy major might just have done the honor of deeming bourgeois.

         “It’s not bad. If you know what to expect,” Kristen said.

         Marydale laughed. “I’ll take it.”

         They discussed the details of the rental. Month to month. Shared utilities. The cord of wood. Marydale said she was happy to have a roommate, and Kristen promised to draw up a contract on paper. They finished their whiskey, and Kristen knew it was time to go, but the idea of one last night reading legal briefs in a stuffy room at the Almost Home wasn’t particularly appealing.

         “Do your parents still live around here?” Kristen asked.

         “They passed.” Marydale walked to the porch railing and looked out.

         “I’m sorry.”

         The land around the house was dry and brown, except for a patch of sunflowers. Squash vines and tomatoes tangled around their feet, and their heads turned toward the sun setting behind the house. Kristen watched Marydale’s profile in the golden light.

         “I miss my mom.” Marydale pursed her lips in an apologetic smile. “It’s all been such a mess. If I had a dollar for everyone who told me I should feel lucky my folks aren’t around to see what I’ve done with my life…”

         “You’d be rich a woman?”

         “I’d be something.”

         “People are assholes. What’s wrong with being a waitress?”

         If Marydale had teared up and started a long-winded rendition of her life story, Kristen would have mumbled something about needing to study the next day’s docket, but Marydale just shook her head.

         “You miss her. That’s something,” Kristen added. “I haven’t talked to my mother in more than a year, and I don’t miss her. A year isn’t long enough.”

         “But she’s your mom.” It wasn’t an accusation.

         “She’s living in Vancouver with some guy she met on an app call Cream Meet.”

         “Ooh. Grade A,” Marydale said. “I bet he’s fabulous.”

         If Donna had said it, Kristen would have told her to fuck off, but if Donna had said it, it would have been a jibe. My parents might not speak English, but at least they’re not picking up drunks at the Tik Toc Bar. Marydale smiled slightly and looked down, just missing Kristen’s eyes. And Kristen felt like Marydale was holding open a door. Come on in, she seemed to be saying. We’re friends now.

         “The last time I talked to her, she wanted me to buy her a whole set of recording equipment from Craigslist,” Kristen said. “She’d been to some seminar that told her she had to manifest the dream in real life.”

         “And her dream is to own a recording studio?”

         “She thinks she’s a singer. She wants to be a star, but all she does is karaoke bars and guys at karaoke bars. And she sends videos to those reality TV shows. She got called in for an audition once, and they aired it for two seconds along with a bunch of other train wrecks. She thought she was going to be discovered.”

         “Did you buy it for her?” Marydale asked, but her face said she knew Kristen wouldn’t do that.

         “No.”

         “What did you tell her?”

         “I was so mad about that fucking equipment.” It felt good to say it out loud. She remembered her mother wheedling on the phone. You always were my girl, Kristi.

         “She shouldn’t have asked,” Marydale said.

         “When I said no, she tried to get my sister, Sierra, to drop out of high school and manifest the dream with her. They were going to be a duo.” Kristen remembered the tiny apartment she had shared with Sierra, their cramped bedroom with their two twin beds. They were like orphans or spinsters, except that Sierra wanted to go clubbing in Old Town. “I told her Sierra needed to manifest high school. She needed to manifest college. Sierra’s smart. If she’d just focus, she could do anything. I wasn’t going to let my mother ruin that for her. My mom said I was stifling Sierra’s inner light or something ridiculous.”

         “You’re a good sister.”

         “I wish. We don’t have anything in common. We don’t do anything together.”

         “That means a lot.” Marydale shrugged. “If you were best friends, it’d be easy. My mother always said, ‘You don’t get points for easy.’” Marydale looked up at the evening sky. “Hey, can I show you something? It’s behind the house.”

         On their way past the little garden, Marydale reached up to one of the sunflowers. It was a foot taller than she was. She pulled it toward her and pressed her face into its dark center.

         “They don’t really smell,” she said. “My mother used to say they just give you a kiss.”

         She beckoned to Kristen. “Can I give you a kiss?”

         Kristen stepped back, startled, but Marydale only wanted to guide the flower to her face.

         “I think you can smell the whole earth in a sunflower,” Marydale said, then laughed. “That’s the kind of corny thing people say out here, isn’t it? You don’t go around smelling things in Portland, do you?”

         “Oh, sure we do. Patchouli. Essential oil. Weed. Beer. Wine. My friend Donna’s always going on about the afternotes of citrus in Oregon pinots.”

         Kristen raised her face to the flower and breathed in a nutty smell like the scent of dry earth and oak. Then they proceeded around the house. The ground was cracked, the fissures so wide, they caught the heel of Kristen’s pumps. She stumbled, and Marydale held out her hand.

         “We city folks need a lot of help, don’t we?” Kristen said.

         “Nah,” Marydale said.

         They stopped a little way beyond the house, facing the mountain. Marydale stood close to Kristen despite the expanse of land around them.

         “It’s pretty,” Kristen said.

         “Wait.”

         Marydale touched her back so lightly, Kristen thought she might have imagined it. Somewhere in the eaves a bird let out a cry, like the first two notes of a wood-flute solo. Then the sun dipped behind the mountain, burning its way down until only a crescent remained visible. Even the dog stood at attention. Then the sun dropped a little lower, and Kristen saw a ravine that cut through the Summit, glowing as the light poured through it like molten lava. She looked at Marydale, her face illuminated like the sunflowers.

         “That’s the Firesteed Summit,” Marydale said. “If you get up to the top and look out on the other side, you can see the whole world.”

         
              

         

         After court the next day, the public defender, Douglas Grady, ambled over to Kristen’s side of the aisle. His bowed legs suggested that part of him still thought he was on a horse. His cream-colored suit suggested otherwise.

         “Bet you did good in law school,” he said. “Remembered every rule, didn’t you?” He returned his enormous white cowboy hat to his bald head. “Want a little advice?”

         The last members of the six-person jury hurried past them.

         “The jury doesn’t like you. It’s not your fault.” He pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped his forehead. “You’re from the city. You can’t help it. But I hear you made yourself a new friend. You thinking about moving in with Marydale Rae?”

         Kristen had spent her last night at the Almost Home imagining a kind of Lifetime Television movie friendship with Marydale. Of course, that meant one of them would eventually have to get cancer, but in the meantime they would sit at the kitchen table taking shots of whiskey and telling stories. Eventually, they’d end up at a bar in Burnville, hooking up with cowboys. Kristen didn’t really think it would happen that way, but it was better than the alternative: she was moving even farther into the middle of nowhere with a waitress who was Kristen’s best friend in Tristess by virtue of the fact she didn’t hate Kristen for coming from the city. Kristen folded her arms across her chest.

         “Yes,” she said. “Not that it’s really any of your business.”

         “I know. I know,” Grady said. “Small towns.”

         He set his briefcase on the edge of Kristen’s table, fingering the handle. He glanced around the empty courtroom.

         “So it’s purely social?” he asked.

         “I’m renting a room in her house.”

         “Marydale’s a nice girl. I don’t know if I should give you this advice or not.”

         “Probably not.”

         Grady nodded grudgingly.

         “Probably not,” he echoed. “But you’ve noticed it’s a small town. What I don’t know is if you’ve noticed is that not everyone in town likes Miss Marydale Rae. Some folks…I’d say they downright dislike her.”

         “And?” Kristen glared at Grady.

         “Look, I think Marydale could use a friend, even one like you.”
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