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Praise for Damnation Spring:


‘Ash Davidson reminds us that we are never more profoundly shaped by our environment than when we destroy it. Nearly every page left me in awe’ Anthony Marra


‘Beautiful, timeless and breathtaking. . . this book has all the makings of a classic’ Nickolas Butler


‘So absorbing is Damnation Spring, so rich with the atmosphere of a time and a place, that when I laid the book down it was hard not to look around my living room and wonder where the redwoods had gone’ Kevin Brockmeier


‘Davidson evokes a story so vivid that readers will smell the trees, feel the damp, and-most importantly – care about a family’ Sarah Smarsh









About the Book


For generations, Rich Gunderson’s family has chopped a living out of the redwood forest on California’s rugged coast. It’s treacherous work, and though his son Chub hopes for nothing more than to scale the huge trees like his father, Rich longs to give him a safer future. Now timber giant Sanderson Co. looks set make a killing on Damnation Grove, a swath of uncut redwoods on Rich’s doorstep, that could be the answer to his prayers. But it’s a gamble that’s going to take everything he’s got, and not one he’s prepared to share with his wife, Colleen.


Colleen, meanwhile, is guarding secrets of her own: the pain of her dwindling hopes that one day there will be a little brother or sister for Chub; the evidence she is gathering that she’s not the only woman to have lost several pregnancies; the arrival in town of an old flame who may just be able to confirm her worst fear: that there’s something poisonously wrong at the heart of the forest, which threatens to tear their whole community apart.
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. . . they are not like any trees we know . . .


—John Steinbeck









It’s easier to die than to move . . .


—Wallace Stegner
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July 30


RICH


Rich nabbed the week’s mail from Lark’s box and swung off the Eel Road, bumping down the muddy two-track past a pair of show toilets. Thorns screaked against the Ford’s side panels. Ferns tall as a man scrubbed the windows. The driveway was so overgrown Rich could barely read the signs.




DRIVE-THRU TREE! REAL GENUINE SASQUATCH!


CLEAN PUBLIC RESTROOM!





The two-track dead-ended in Lark’s clearing, overlooking the river. Rich pulled up alongside the ancient International abandoned in front of the cabin, grass grown up through the truck’s rust-eaten hood. The old hog nosing around in the weeds behind the outhouse didn’t raise its head, but Lark’s two lazy mutts stretched and moseyed over as soon as Rich popped his door.


“Banjo! Killer!” Lark called from the porch, carved Sasquatches posted along the railing.


Fifty degrees and here was Lark in a stained undershirt, gray hair and beard wild to his shoulders, rolls of toilet paper stacked in a pyramid on the parked wheelchair. He used the thing like a glorified wheelbarrow. Rich snagged the foil pan and six-pack of Tab riding shotgun and climbed out.


Lark sat back in his carving chair. “Saturday, already?”


“How’s the shit business?” Rich asked, coming up the steps.


“Regular.”


Lark scraped a chip off a hunk of driftwood where a shaggy Sasquatch head emerged, like the wood had washed up with the Sasquatches already inside, and all he had to do was shave off the extra with the ease of a man taking the rind off an orange in a single long peel.


“Had a gal out here yesterday, ass so round I wanted to take a damn bite.” Lark lifted his chin toward the outhouse—the only pit stop for miles in this stretch of the redwood belt—as though the tourist might still be inside.


Twenty-sheet wads of toilet paper were piled on the chair beside him, enough to refill the basket below the tin can where tourists deposited their outhouse dimes. People were always pitching the rolls into the pit or stealing them, but no one took much interest in the individual wads.


Lark’s flying squirrel sat on his shoulder. He’d found her as a pup, blown out of the nest. With her twisted hip, she and Lark were a matched set. Lark toed the half-circle of shavings at his feet, rotated the statue, and rubbed a thumb up the grain to feel the muscles underneath. Lark’s own jaw was sunken. Rich eyed the upside-down crate piled with tools and empty Tab cans—no sign of his teeth—and spun the warm tin on his palm.


“That my last meal?” Lark asked.


“Still hot.”


“Put it in the icebox.” Lark tossed his head toward the door, always propped open, no matter the weather.


Rich ducked inside. Lark had built the cabin himself, back when men were smaller. The kitchen was just a sink and a two-burner camp stove, some cupboard shelves Lark had never bothered putting doors on. What the hell for? Have to open them to find anything.


“What time is it?” Lark called from the porch.


“Six?” Rich looked out the window at the gray sky. “Six thirty.”


Empty pork-n-beans cans littered the counter. Rich pulled open the icebox: Marsha’s tuna-casserole pan, one shriveled square remaining, a bottle of barbecue sauce.


“You coming in?” Rich asked, eye level with the door frame.


“Let’s go see what else Kel is frying up.” Lark took up his canes, one cut in the shape of a saw—the standard Sanderson retirement gift—the other a wooden rifle he’d carved himself.


“You want to go down to the Only?” Rich asked.


“There another place to get a hot meal in this town?” Lark asked.


“You going to put a shirt on first?”


Lark hobbled in, pulled open the top drawer of the hutch, dipped his shoulder so that the squirrel fell in, and slammed the drawer shut. The dogs would corner her if they ever got her alone.


“Those are yours.” Lark grunted, pulling on an old work shirt and nodding at a pile of toothpicks on the kitchen table, sharp and even as store-bought.


“Appreciate it.” Rich funneled the toothpicks into his front pocket. He’d quit chewing snus cold turkey the day he met Colleen. Stuck a toothpick in his mouth nine years ago, and that was it.


Lark took one porch step at a time.


“Since when do you want to go down to the Only?” Rich asked once they were in the truck, Lark panting from the effort. Besides a ride up and down the coast highway to pull his road signs—DRIVE THRU REAL LIVE REDWOOD! HOUSE INSIDE A TREE!—for repainting or to replant them, Rich couldn’t remember the last time Lark had wanted to go anywhere.


“Since when do you ask so many questions?” Lark shot back. He squinted out at the river. Two Yurok men slid by in a boat. “Looking for fish.”


“Early for salmon, yet,” Rich said, backing up far enough to turn around.


Lark shrugged. “They’ve been fishing that river for a thousand years. They’ve got fish in the blood, those guys.”


The truck juddered, swung around the Eel Road’s washboard curves, as winding as the animal it was named for. Dark walls of second-growth rose up the steep sides of the gulch, alder and vine maple crowding in around old stumps large enough to park a pickup on. When they pulled into the gravel lot, there was only one other truck besides Kel’s: a burnt-orange Chevy Rich didn’t recognize. Rain dripped off the bumper, washing mud from peeling stickers.


KISS MY AX.


DON’T WORRY, I HUGGED IT FIRST.


MY BOSS AIN’T A WHORE, HE’S A HOOKER.


The sign out front—THE ONE AND ONLY TAVERN—was faded by rain, but the white high-water mark over the entrance was freshly painted, showing the river how far it would have to rise to impress anybody.


Rich held the door and Lark hobbled in, surveyed the place as though it were crowded, and made for the bar, maneuvering himself onto a stool next to an old guy watching baseball, his dirty plate pushed aside.


“Corny.” The man acknowledged him. Only old-timers, guys who had worked with Lark when he was young, called him that.


“Jim.” Lark knew every crusty old logger for a hundred miles and which side to butter him on. “Rich Gundersen, Jim Mueller.”


“You’re Hank’s boy?” Jim Mueller asked. His white hair was buzzed, an old scar visible on his scalp.


Rich nodded, taking the stool beside Lark. Jim Mueller narrowed his eyes, searching Rich’s face for some resemblance.


“Hank was a hell of a tree-topper. Part monkey. Damn shame what happened to him.” Jim Mueller cleared his throat and glanced at Lark. Lark had been Rich’s father’s best friend; after forty-five years, he still carried his death on his back.


“Rich lives out at Bald Hill, Hank and Gretchen’s old place,” Lark said.


“Above Diving Board Rock there?” Jim Mueller asked.


Kel pushed through the swinging kitchen doors. “Who let you out?” he ribbed, wiping his hands on his apron.


“I like to look around once a decade,” Lark said. “What happened to your hair?”


Kel ran a palm over his shiny head, as though he’d forgotten his own baldness.


“I’ll take mine rare,” Lark said. “And easy on the damn onions this time.”


Kel looked to Rich, who shrugged.


“One burger,” Kel announced, pouring them coffee before heading back to the grill.


Lark turned to Jim Mueller. “I hear you’re looking to unload a couple of forties.”


For a man who rarely set foot beyond the end of his own driveway, Lark had an uncanny knack for knowing who had land for sale, whose truck had been repo’ed, who was doing six months plus a fine for poaching burls off the national park.


“Might be.” Jim Mueller cast a suspicious look at Rich.


“Don’t worry about him,” Lark said. “I’ve known rocks that talked more.”


“Hazel’s bleeding me dry,” Jim Mueller confided, glancing back at the TV.


“How many’s a couple?” Lark asked.


“Eighteen.”


“Eighteen?” Lark choked, setting his coffee down.


“Seven hundred twenty acres.” Jim Mueller scratched his cheek, eyes still on the game. “The 24-7 inholding—that whole ridge behind Hank’s.”


Rich’s heart skipped. He’d walked 24-7 Ridge every morning of his adult life. His great-granddad had dreamed of buying it, and that dream had been handed down through the generations until it landed, heavy, on Rich.


“Some good timber in there.” Lark took another swig. “If you could get to it.”


“Sanderson’s putting roads in next door, on the east side, to harvest Damnation Grove,” Jim Mueller said. “Practically rolling out the red carpet to the 24-7.”


Lark looked to Rich.


“Harvest plans finally went through,” Rich confirmed.


“All this new environmental bullshit, it’s just paperwork,” Jim Mueller said. “You know they’ll have to run a road clear down to the creek to get the cut out. The big pumpkins in that lower half are all down along the bottom of that gulch. Hell, it’s spitting distance from there to the foot of 24-7 Ridge.”


“A lot of board feet up the 24-7,” Lark mused. Rich felt his eyes on him.


“A million bucks’ worth, at least.” A look of disgust crossed Jim Mueller’s face. “I’ve been waiting fifty years for Sanderson to harvest Damnation, so I could get to mine. I told Hazel: ‘Wait. Couple more months, Sanderson’ll cut roads down.’ But that bitch says she’s done waiting on my ass. She wants her alimony now.”


“Those big pumpkins aren’t worth a nickel if you can’t haul them out,” Lark reminded him.


“She’s steep, and she’s rough,” Jim Mueller admitted, “but as soon as those roads go in and Lower Damnation gets cleared out of the way, somebody’s going to make a goddamn fortune.”


“Merle doesn’t want to buy it?” Lark asked.


“Merle’s a goddamn sellout.” Jim Mueller belched. “The big dogs let him keep the Cadillac so he can rub elbows with the buddies he’s got left on the forestry board, but all the real decisions go through corporate now. You think those San Francisco sonsabitches give a damn? They bought Sanderson to bleed her. They’ll harvest her big timber, then auction off every piece of machinery that isn’t nailed down, lock the doors, and throw away the key. Look how they sold off the trucks. Like a goddamn yard sale.”


Rich sipped his coffee and tried to slow his racing heart. He pictured the 24-7 tree herself: a monster, grown even wider now than the twenty-four feet, seven inches that originally earned her the name, three hundred seventy feet high, the tallest of the scruff of old-growth redwoods left along the top of 24-7 Ridge. He’d circled that tree every morning for the last thirty-five years, figuring the best way to fall her, but it had always been just a story he’d told himself, like his father before him, and his granddad before that. Someday, Rich remembered his father saying. As a boy, it had seemed possible, though generations of Gundersens had died with the word on their breath.


“You sure the park don’t want it?” Lark asked. “Aren’t they looking to expand?”


Jim Mueller pushed air out his nose. “Up here? You seen the clear-cuts? Looks like a bomb went off.” Jim Mueller shook his head. “Tourists don’t want to see that. They expand, it’ll be down where they’re at, Redwood Creek area. Humboldt County’ll die of that park. At least up here in Del Nort, we still got a fighting chance.” Jim Mueller inhaled. “I’d take four hundred.”


“Four hundred thousand dollars?” Lark asked.


Rich’s heart sank.


“Rich here has been saving his whole goddamn life,” Lark said. “Give him another five, six generations.” He leaned back to make room for Kel to set his hamburger on the bar.


“Timber’s worth ten times that.” Jim Mueller sulked.


Lark picked the bun off the burger and scraped away the onions. “You got equipment rental, plus a crew, plus contracting some gyppo trucker to haul your cut to the mill,” Lark calculated, cramming in lettuce and tomato and a few rounds of pickle.


Jim Mueller shrugged. “Got to spend money to make money.”


Rich nursed his coffee, trying to focus on the game, to ignore the itch of possibility. It wasn’t possible, not at that price. He’d never qualify for a loan that size. The batter hit a line drive to left field. Lark finished his meal, took hold of his canes, and pushed himself up, in a hurry.


“Damn lettuce runs right through me,” he muttered, hobbling toward the john.


The game went to commercial.


“You get in a fight?” Jim Mueller asked, eyeing Rich’s split knuckles.


“Nah.” Rich flexed his fingers, still tender. “Just from working.”


“You a high-climber too?”


Rich nodded.


“Well, you got the height for it. How old are you?”


“Fifty-three.”


“Christ. Aren’t loggers supposed to be dead by fifty?”


“Still got a few lives left,” Rich said.


Jim Mueller shook his head, the gesture of a man who’d worked in the woods, whose body remembered the way bark could bite, the wet of blood before the pain came alive.


“Hank sure got in a lot of fights as a kid, but then, he always was a runt.” Jim Mueller chuckled at the memory. “I bet guys thought twice before starting up with you.”


Rich rotated his mug. Plenty of nights at the Widowmaker, before Colleen, he’d tightened his jaw as some jackass heckled him. Certain type, when he got a few drinks in him, looked around for the tallest man to fight, and in any bar, any room, that man was Rich. Six six and a half in socks, six eight in caulk boots. Short guys pushed hardest—same daredevil taste that drew them to high-lead logging to begin with. As if falling the biggest timber on Earth could make up for the North Coast’s smallest pecker. Rich had defended himself, but he’d never struck a man in anger. Couldn’t remember his dad well enough to picture him fighting.


“Hank swore he’d buy that 24-7 off me someday,” Jim Mueller said. “Died too young.” He paused a long moment, then wrote a phone number down on a coaster and slid it over to Rich. “I’d take two fifty. I wouldn’t offer that to anybody else.”


“I’ll think about it,” Rich said. He’d been planning to use the twenty-five grand he’d socked away up at the savings and loan to build on when the baby came, but there wouldn’t be another baby, not after how hard Colleen had taken losing this last one.


“Hazel’s lawyer has got me by the balls. I need this done quick or that sonofabitch is going to garnish my social security. Garnish.” Jim Mueller grunted. “Big piece of fucking parsley.”


“Ready?” Lark asked, coming back. He hitched an elbow up on the bar—Rich forgot how little he was until moments like this—and thumbed a few bucks from his wallet. “That enough?” he asked Kel.


Kel nodded. “See you in 1987.”


“If you live that long, baldie. Take it easy on the onions.” Lark held out his hand. “Jim.” They shook. Jim Mueller nodded so long to Rich.


“What do you think?” Lark asked once they were back in the truck.


“About what?” Rich asked.


“Nice to be your own boss for once, wouldn’t it?”


Rich shrugged. A quarter-million bucks.


“You cut, replant, harvest thirty-year rotations. That would be some real money.”


“I’ll be dead in thirty years,” Rich said.


“Yeah,” Lark acknowledged, “but Colleen won’t.”


Rich tightened his grip on the wheel. Lark had a way of getting inside his head, limping around on that pair of canes like a cursing, wild-bearded incarnation of Rich’s conscience.


“The real timber’s gone,” Lark said. “What’s left, ten percent, including the parks? Two thousand years to grow a forest, a hundred years to fall it. No plague like man.”


Rich pulled out of the lot. Drizzle speckled the windshield.


“Sanderson’s almost out of old-growth. How long you think Merle’s going to keep you around?” Lark prodded. “Another year? Two? Don’t need a high-climber if all they’re harvesting is pecker poles. You don’t bet on yourself, nobody else will, Gundersen.” Lark rolled down his window, stuck a palm out to check the rain. “I’ll tell you one thing, String Bean, your dad wouldn’t have let an opportunity like this pass him by, that’s for sure.”


“I don’t know.” Rich stalled, though he knew Lark was right.


“You don’t know what? Listen, it might take a pair of fists, three balls, and a bucket of luck to make a life in redwood country, but you get a chance like this, you take it. Chance of a goddamn lifetime.” Lark coughed, scratched the lump on his neck. “I need a smoke. You got any smokes in this truck?”


“Hasn’t Marsha been on you to quit?” Rich asked.


“What, you afraid she’ll sit on you?”


“She’s already shot one man,” Rich reasoned.


“I ain’t scared of her.” Lark jogged his leg like he was late somewhere.


They rode in silence up the crumbling highway along the ocean, asphalt potholed from the weight of loaded log trucks, winding along the narrow strip of coastal timber the park had annexed back in ’68. Big trees hugged the road edge like mink trim sewn to a burlap coat, hiding the clear-cuts that lay just beyond.


“I remember the first time I saw your dad climb,” Lark said when they hit the straightaway, coasting downhill toward Crescent City. “Never saw another guy like him, until you. You know he used to walk up to scout that 24-7 tree? They knocked our dicks down into the dirt working. Fourteen-, sixteen-hour days. And still, every Sunday, he walked, all the way from whatever logging camp we were at. Miles. Like it was church. He ever take you along?”


“Once,” Rich recalled.


“You know what he told me, the day you were born? He said, someday, the two of you were going to fall that tree. You were just a scrawny little thing. Ugly too.” Lark grinned, his affection for Rich’s father warming his voice. “Not a lot of guys are born to do something.”









August 7


COLLEEN


Colleen held out Chub’s new yellow slicker, long in the sleeves. She heard Rich pacing out back, talking to Scout. Rich wasn’t much of a talker, but he’d been talking to that dog all week.


“Where are we going?” Chub asked, holding on to her shoulder for balance.


She stuffed his sock feet into his rain boots.


“Your dad wants to show us something.” She pressed her thumbs into Chub’s dimples, his eyes still sugar-crusted with sleep. “Where’d you get these dimples?”


“I got them at the dimples store.” Chub yawned. “Wait! My binoculars!” He ran back down the hall.


She looked out at Scout pacing behind Rich in the backyard, as though man and dog were thinking through the same problem. She hoped this wouldn’t take long. Melody Larson was due in a few weeks and the baby was still breech. Colleen had promised her she’d stop by; she was the first mother to ask for Colleen’s help in months.


The damp-swollen kitchen door whooshed when she yanked it open. Rich stopped in his tracks. He toed the grass, as though he’d dropped a screw or a washer, some small missing piece that might hold a conversation together. They’d hardly spoken since the hospital at Easter. Miscarried, as if, five months pregnant, Colleen had made some stupid mistake, some error in posture, in loading or lifting. And now here they were, the first Sunday in August, Chub about to start kindergarten, an only child.


“Found them!” Chub reappeared, brandishing the binoculars.


“Ready?” Rich asked. Dawn light caught in the crinkles at the corners of his eyes.


The hospital nurse had set their tiny daughter in Colleen’s arms, and Rich had laid a hand on her, as if to transfer his own life force. He’d taken Colleen to visit the baby’s grave a few times. It’s nothing you did. Let it go, Colleen. The past isn’t a knot you can untie. Like grief was a sack you carried a month and then left by the side of the road, it was behind them now, he seemed to believe, like all the others. Five by Rich’s count, three more she’d never spoken of. But her Easter baby hadn’t been like the others, lost in the early weeks, the size of an apple seed, the size of a raspberry. She’d had ten perfect fingers, ten perfect toes, stillborn at twenty-two weeks, her poor sweet baby girl. And, unlike the others, this time people knew in town, she couldn’t hide it—she’d been showing and then, as the weight melted away, she wasn’t. Couldn’t Rich see that was different? Who would trust her to deliver a baby now, if she couldn’t carry her own to term?


“Ready,” she said.


Scout raced up the path through the blackberry brambles, climbing the hill behind the house. Chub ran after him. Colleen followed Rich up past the shed where creek water ran down through half a mile of rusted pipe into the tank that supplied the house. She needed two steps to match his one. Every day before he left for work, Rich disappeared for almost an hour up this path while she made coffee, fried eggs, packed his lunch. He returned breathless, carrying the scent of the woods, having checked the screen catch on the mouth of their gravity-fed water line three ridges away.


At the top of their hill, where the trees began, Colleen looked back down at the house, the new Chevy crew cab a shiny white toy in the driveway. She still hated the sight of it. The weeping willow that marked their turnoff dripped morning rain, fog obscuring the coast highway and the wild ocean beyond it, though she heard the chop crashing against the base of the cliffs below Diving Board Rock. She took off her glasses and wiped the fogged lenses with the hem of her shirt, as though, if she got them clean enough, she might see back through time: Rich coming home, not late as he had been, but right at six, when the cramping started, in time to drive her to the hospital when her old truck wouldn’t start.


“Want a ride, Grahamcracker?” Rich asked.


He swung Chub up onto his back and headed deeper into the woods, trees shaggy with moss, vines draped like strands of Christmas lights, forest so close grown Colleen had to turn sideways. Snatches of Chub’s yellow slicker and Rich’s checkered hunting jacket appeared and disappeared through the trunks, and, all around them, the trickle of running water. They rock-hopped across Little Lost Creek and climbed up through the ferns and over the ridge behind it, dropping down to the marsh along Garlic Creek, the skunk cabbage chest-high, Chub vanishing into its waxy leaves. If she turned north here and walked a mile up the draw, she would end up, eventually, at the garlic farm out Deer Rib Road, where she and Enid had been raised. Instead, they topped the next ridge, jumped the spit creek at the bottom, and scrambled up to the backbone of 24-7 Ridge, where old-growth redwoods rose like the comb of a rooster. Lower down had been logged at the turn of the century, but this section had been too steep, back when they’d hauled logs out by rail. The 24-7 herself was so massive it would take a dozen people holding hands to circle her. Men still talked about her in town: the 24-7, the big fish that got away.


Rich pressed a palm to the 24-7’s bark. Chub did the same. Colleen’s breath scraped at her lungs. After a moment, Rich stepped back and cleared his throat, pressed his thumb along his top lip as though he could smooth out the old scar that ran up to his left nostril. When Colleen had first met him, she’d thought the scar made him look mean. Now she knew the gesture well enough to understand there was something he wanted to tell her. She’d felt him turning it around and around in his mind all week, like a piece of wood he was deciding how to carve. He took her hand, squeezed three warm pulses. I. Love. You. Six months ago, it might have thrilled her, but now she knew there was no desire in it. The hospital had flipped a switch in him. As soon as she’d healed, she’d wanted to try again—the doctor had said: Wait a few healthy periods, try again. She longed to hold a living, squirming baby in her arms—but Rich refused. He’d stopped wanting her. I’m beat, he’d say, gently removing her hands, rolling onto his side, turning his back on her. Maybe it was age. She tugged her hand free from his warm, platonic grip and moved ahead down the path.


“You’re it!” Chub tagged Scout, sliding down the far side of the ridge toward Damnation Creek, ducking into the brush to hide.


“Where’s Chub?” Rich asked, sidestepping, favoring his bum knee. “Have you seen Chub?”


“Boo!” Chub yelled, jumping out, struggling to disentangle himself from the brambles.


Rich smacked a palm to his chest in mock fright. Chub beamed. Scout nosed his ear. Without brothers or sisters, the dog was his most loyal playmate.


Rich swung Chub across Damnation Creek: twelve feet wide, clear and deep, numbing cold. One of the last creeks salmon still came back to. Colleen stood on the bank, watching Rich wade over to check the catch on the pipe that ran water around the bend and downgradient, all the way to their tank. Satisfied, he sloshed toward her. She stood over him. He smiled at the reversal in their heights, his sheared brown curls silver around the ears. He set his hands on her waist, and although she knew better, her heart leapt: his callused thumbs on her hipbones, heat and pressure, his clean-soap smell. He tipped her upside down over his shoulder.


“Rich!” she shrieked.


He splashed across and set her down, flushed and laughing, on the opposite bank. He was blushing too, that goofy lopsided grin of his. She felt a surge of foolish hope. Let’s try again. Let’s keep trying. She was only thirty-four years old, why shouldn’t she have another child?


By crossing the creek, they’d crossed into Lower Damnation Grove, company property. Old-growth redwoods as wide as houses towered overhead, shafts of morning light filtering down through the needles, casting a greenish tint over everything.


“Where are we going?” Chub asked, hushed. The big trees made them all lower their voices.


“Almost there,” Rich said.


They climbed the steep rise toward the culvert, where Damnation Creek spilled out from under the gravel road that cut the grove in two, separating the lower half from the upper.


“What road is this?” Chub asked.


“No Name Road,” Colleen said. “The way we go to Aunt Enid’s.”


The side leaving the woods was cratered with potholes, the roadsides overgrown with yellowing brush. The tank truck must have been by. The company did a good job of keeping the road sprayed. A company road was better than a county road, better than a Forest Service road. The government sprayed once, in the spring, but Sanderson’s spray truck worked year-round. By tomorrow, alder and brambles, trash trees and weeds, everything the spray had touched that wasn’t a needle tree, a cash tree—a redwood or a fir—would curl and die, leaving the road wide enough for two log trucks to pass in opposite directions.


“‘What creek is this?’ is the real question,” Rich said, water gushing down from the upper grove.


Chub thought for a moment.


“Every Gundersen is born with a map of Del Nort County in the palm of his hand,” Rich hinted.


Chub consulted his palm. The forest was a maze. Between the fog and the sound of falling water, it was easy to lose your sense of direction, rare to find a spot where you could see farther than the next ridge. Men who’d grown up in these woods still got lost hunting in them. Walk in one direction for a few minutes, and the forest rotated. Before long you stood dizzy, like a child spun in circles, blinking with the sudden disorientation of having a blindfold removed. But not Rich. Drop Rich in the woods in the pitch black and it would take him ten seconds to chart a path home. He was determined to teach Chub, the way he claimed his own father had taught him, though he hadn’t been much older than Chub when his father was killed.


Rich ran a thumb up Chub’s lifeline to orient him.


“Damnation Creek?” Chub guessed.


“Good,” Rich said. “If you know your creeks, you can always find your way home.”


A rusted sign was staked above the road:




PRIVATE.


PROPERTY OF SANDERSON TIMBER CO.


KEEP OUT.





Rich headed up toward it and Chub followed, Colleen bringing up the rear.


“Where are we?” Chub asked.


“Damnation Grove, the upper half.” Rich craned his neck, a penitent standing in the doorway of a church. “A hundred years ago, the whole coast was timber this size,” Rich said. “Two million acres.”


Redwoods towered, disappearing into the fog above. So that was why Rich had brought them. He wanted Chub to stand here looking up at these giant pillars, ferns taller than he was, rhododendrons jeweled with dew, ground quilted with sorrel, to breathe it in before it was gone. Rich scratched the spot where stubble smoothed out into the leathered skin of his neck. She would be late if they didn’t turn back soon.


“Come on,” Rich said.


He led the way up to the pour-over where Damnation Spring spilled off a ledge into a deep pool, bubbling like he’d tossed in a handful of Alka-Seltzers. Rich crouched, splashed his face, cupped his hands into a bowl, and drank, then offered some to Chub.


“It’s sweet,” Chub said.


Drinking rain, Colleen’s father used to call good spring water.


“When you turn on the tap at home, this is where the water comes from,” Rich explained. The spring fed Damnation Creek, their intake pipe downstream in the gravel bed, back on the downhill side of the road.


“There’s a spider on you,” Chub said.


Rich let the daddy longlegs crawl onto his finger. He could be stubborn, but there wasn’t a mean bone in Rich’s body.


Together, he and Chub climbed up onto the boulders and looked south, down the Eel Creek drainage, Rich teaching Chub a rhyme to remember its course, how it spit out, finally, at Lark’s place. Chub held his binoculars to his eyes. Usually he played with a new toy for a week or two, then lost interest, but the binoculars—a tiny pair of high-powered lenses meant for hunting that Lark had given him for his birthday in May, too spendy a gift for a child, really— remained a favorite. Chub would have slept with them around his neck, if she’d let him.


Colleen crossed her arms, drummed her fingers on her elbows. Melody Larson was waiting. To quell her antsiness, Colleen started up toward the next ridgeline, a hundred yards off. She’d never been any farther east than the spring. Her breath came quicker, climbing. Her heart pounded. When she reached the top, she heard herself gasp: mud and slash, branches and trash trees piled into teepees to be burned, hills crisscrossed with debris as far as the eye could see—a barren wasteland. She’d seen clear-cuts all her life, but never like this.


“Mo-om?” Chub called from below.


She turned. “Coming!”


Chub stood in a clearing with Rich, examining three redwoods that had tipped over, root balls tearing swimming-pool-sized craters in the soft ground. The deadfall’s roots stood thirty feet high, rocks bound up in their tentacles. Chub watched her pick her way down the slope.


“What’s up there?” Chub asked when she reached him.


“Nothing, Grahamcracker. Just more trees.” She took his hand, eager to put some distance between them and the destruction she’d glimpsed on the other side. “What should we make for breakfast?”


“Pancakes,” Chub said.


Together they crossed the road, Rich ferrying them back across Damnation Creek. They spilled over the ridges toward home, Chub running ahead, chasing Scout, Colleen walking so fast that for once Rich, with his long legs, was the one struggling to keep up.









August 8


RICH


He lay for a moment, Colleen’s arm draped over him, heavy with sleep: three thirty a.m. on the dot, his body its own alarm clock. He held his breath, trying to slip free without waking her, but the moment his feet touched rug, she sat up. He groaned, getting his shirt on. His back ached from carrying Chub up to the 24-7 yesterday.


“Want me to walk on it?” Colleen asked.


“Maybe tonight.”


He rolled his shoulder, laced up his boots. Out back, he let Scout off his chain and loped up the hill after him, into the white dark. His headlamp turned fog to gold. His heart knocked at his ribs. Like some young buck sneaking off to the joyhouse.


I’ll think about it, he’d promised Jim Mueller. True to his word, Rich had thought of little else. The kitchen light glowed in the fog behind him, Colleen getting the percolator going, cracking eggs, dropping store bread into the toaster. She wanted another kid so bad it hurt to look at her. He longed to tell her, to roll the plan he’d been drawing up in his head out on the table like a map, but she wouldn’t want to think about letting go of the remodel money.


Brambles snagged at his denims. Hack them down to nubs, dig them out by the roots, burn them: blackberries would survive the goddamn apocalypse. Couple more weeks and they’d ripen: Himalayans, long and fat as the first joint of his thumb. First of September they’d bust open and bleed in your hand, bring out the bears. Colleen would bake pies, boil berries down to jam.


Scout trotted ten yards ahead, tethered to Rich, even off his chain. Dog came with a built-in tape measure, same as Rich, who’d never strayed more than a hundred miles from this exact spot.


Years ago, back in the fifties, when Virgil Sanderson had hired the company’s first sprayer—the new chemicals kept the brush down, made it faster and cheaper to log—the pilot had let Rich ride along. He’d barely fit in the tin-can plane, knees pressed to rattling metal. They’d lifted off from the mill road, bottom falling out of Rich’s stomach. The pilot had followed the coastline, turning inland at Diving Board Rock. It was Rich’s first and only bird’s-eye view of his life: the small green house with its white shutters set back on the bluff at the foot of Bald Hill, the cedar-shingle tank shed. The plane’s engine noise buzzed inside his chest, a hundred McCulloch chainsaws revving at once. They’d flown over 24-7 Ridge, the big tree herself lit by an errant ray of sun, glowing orange, bright as a torch, and, for an instant, Rich had caught a glimmer of the inholding’s potential—an island of private land in a sea of company forest. They’d flown over the dark waves of big pumpkins in Damnation Grove—redwoods older than the United States of America, saplings when Christ was born. Then came the patchwork of clear-cuts, like mange on a dog, timber felled and bucked and debarked, trucked to the mill, sawed into lumber, sent off to the kilns to be dried. The pilot had flipped a switch and spray had drifted out behind them in a long pennant—taste of chlorine, whiff of diesel—Rich’s heart soaring.


Rich followed the memory of the plane east, slid down the steep back side of their hill to Little Lost Creek, running fast at the bottom of the first draw. If Eugene dropped a twig in up at his and Enid’s place, Rich could pluck it out here an hour later. It was roads that turned a few creek miles into twenty. Scout dug his snout in, drank. Rich took a running leap, felt a tweak in his right knee, leaving his doubt on the bank behind him.


Up and down the first no-name ridge, choked with alder and piss-yellow Doug fir—even smelled like piss when you cut it—second- and third-growth redwoods. Nowadays, even the fir that shot up to fill the cutover ridge-sides—trees he’d fit two arms around growing up—was worth something. His dad could have bought it up for nothing.


Who ever thought piss fir would be worth shit?


Scout cocked his head at the question.


Rain rolled down Rich’s slicker, creeks rushing headlong in the morning dark. Water: always looking for a way to the ocean. Still an hour until dawn. He’d be on the crummy by the time the sun rose, the old school bus jolting along rutted logging roads—just another Monday—but for now, the woods were his. The trail was a tunnel; the deer weren’t cropping her back like they used to. Rich’s caulk boots were good and damp, flexible. He’d set them in front of the woodstove to warm up last night; the secret was to never dry them out completely or they’d turn stiff as rawhide. Could use a new pair, but it would be cheaper to get them re-spiked.


In his mind, he’d been chipping away at Jim Mueller’s price since he’d named it, the notion foolish but irresistible. Timber was a young man’s game. At fifty-three, Rich had already outlived every Gundersen on record. Yesterday, Chub dozing against his back, a warm weight, he’d felt a surge of hope so alarming it had taken a moment to realize nothing was physically wrong. Rich’s mother had died in her sleep at thirty-six. Valve in her heart just gave out.


He climbed the second ridge and from there it was up, up, up the steep rise of 24-7 Ridge. It would take every cent he had. A hell of a risk on paper. But stopping to catch his breath and looking up at the old-growth redwoods near the spine, the tallest the 24-7 herself, three hundred and seventy feet if she was an inch—the worry evaporated. A monster, the tallest tree for miles, dwarfing even the giants of Damnation Grove. Goddamn, he could sing. Scout nosed his knee. Rich sniffed: wet wood, needles rotting to soil.


Smell that, old man? That’s the smell of money.


Rich inhaled deeper. He’d never have to work another day for Merle Sanderson, as he had for Virgil Sanderson before him, as Rich’s father had worked for George and his granddad for Victor, all the way back for as long as men had felled redwoods.


The one time Rich remembered his dad taking him up here, his dad had stopped at about this spot, hitched a boot up on a fallen limb. There she is. Twenty-four feet, seven inches across. Someday, you and me are going to fall that tree. His dad had just turned thirty, but they’d lived harder and faster in those days, smoked, chewed, drank like mules. When they’d gotten up to the 24-7, his dad had pressed a palm to her bark: fireproof, a foot thick. A week later, he’d be dead, but that day he’d looked out over the ridges, dark with timber, one behind the other like waves in the ocean, breathed it all in. Someday. That breath swelled in Rich’s chest now. His whole life he’d wanted her, and here she was.


Jim Mueller was right. Sanderson would have to run roads down into Lower Damnation Grove, if not to the creek itself, then close enough to spit across at the foot of 24-7 Ridge. All Rich would need to do is lay the big pumpkin down and truck her out. That, plus the two hundred other redwoods—close to a hundred million board feet, grand total. Even after the equipment, the crew, the mill taking its cut, it’d be twenty years’ salary for a few months’ work. Pay the land off free and clear. Rest would be gravy.


Forget her nails, Colleen would bite her fingers off to the first knuckle if he told her he was even thinking about it. Seven hundred and twenty acres. His dad had worked six days a week from thirteen until the day he died and never owned more than a damn truck.


Rich sidestepped down the ridge to Damnation Creek, low this time of year. He cleaned a few dead leaves out of the screen catch at the mouth of their water line, snuffed his nose on his arm, slicker spreading the wet around. He whistled for Scout, sweating by the time the yellow square of kitchen window finally reappeared below like a beacon. Winded, he stopped to catch his breath. Something glinted under the sweep of his headlamp. He stooped, picked it up: a red pinwheel mint in a clear plastic wrapper. Scout butted his leg, looking for an ear rub.


Come here, you mutt.


Down in the yard, he hooked Scout back onto his chain, got his caulks off before the pegs driven through the soles for traction tore the hell out of the kitchen linoleum. Inside, Colleen turned bacon with a fork.


“Smells good.” He draped his wet socks over the handle of the woodstove and padded down the hall for dry ones, the red tail of Chub’s rocket night-light glowing in the morning dark.


Colleen set his plate on the table, eggs steaming.


“I might stop by and see Lark after work,” he said, testing it out. It didn’t sound untruthful. He tucked into his eggs so he wouldn’t have to look her in the eye. He rarely lied to her, usually only to play down an injury.


“Should I pack him something?” she asked.


“Nah, I’ll stop at the Only.” His back tooth throbbed with the coffee’s heat. He pressed his tongue to it, mopped up the last of the yolk, brought his plate to the sink, lifted his slicker off the hook—rain puddled on the linoleum below—and grabbed his thermos and lunch pail. Colleen turned the lamp on so he could see to fish his keys from the burl bowl, half-filled with the pea-sized beach agates she collected, bright as candies.


“Gloves?” she asked.


“In the truck.”


When they were first married, she would inspect his body at night, feeling along his neck, his ribs, his abdomen, until his heart was pounding. When she found a new scrape, a bump or a scab, she’d cup her hand over it, as though it were an insect she’d trapped there.


Now she pecked him on the cheek—I choose you—in a better mood since she’d started helping out the Larson girl, pregnant again, and still too poor for a hospital birth. It had taken her mind off it, finally.


“Want anything from the store?” she asked. “I have to take Enid down to the clinic. The kids need their shot cards before school starts.”


“She can’t drive herself?” he asked, pinching a toothpick from his front pocket.


Colleen shrugged, Enid more her child than her sister. She stood out front, hugging herself for warmth, watched him climb into his truck. Over her shoulder, the wooden plaque he’d carved and mounted on the door shone with mist. HOME IS WHERE THE ♥ IS.


“Be careful,” she called.


His denims were cut off two inches above his ankles to keep a Cat tire from catching the hem and pulling him under, mashing him like a potato. But there were a hundred other ways to die in the woods. He’d seen a three-thousand-pound haul block land on a man’s chest, choker chains snap and send logs as big as school buses bouncing downslope, felt their shadows pass overhead when he dove below an old stump for cover.


Don’t ever leave the house without kissing that woman goodbye, Lark had said, knotting Rich’s tie tight enough to hang him, on his wedding day, advice tinged with his own regret.


Rich thumbed the blower on full blast and cracked his window down a half inch. Rain tapped the hood. Up valley roads, across creeks, in town and the glen, men walked through this rain to their trucks, wives looking up from the dishes, pausing the length of a prayer. Be careful. What besides prayers kept any of them alive? Luck, the steady hands and quick judgment of men he’d known all his life, men who swung an arm up over the seat back, reversing down their driveways as Rich did now, fog eddying in his wake, rain-beaten yard sign listing below the weeping willow:




THIS FAMILY SUPPORTED BY TIMBER DOLLARS.












COLLEEN


The rifle wasn’t the first thing she noticed when she bounced down Enid’s muddy driveway. What she noticed was Tice Whelan’s tow truck, gleaming black with its bright blue hook. She set the parking brake, Chub’s cue to undo his seat belt, and before she could register the rifle Enid held loosely at her side, a crutch too short to lean on, Chub was scampering across the yard, hopping the creek, and disappearing up the steps into the trailer house.


Growing up past the last telephone pole, Enid had always sworn she’d move down south, beyond where the redwood curtain parted, someplace you could buy a hot dog on the street at midnight or one of those big doughy pretzels that looked like it should hang on a door like a Christmas wreath. But here she was, way out Lost Road. She had a telephone that worked half the time, when she paid the bill and a tree hadn’t fallen on the line, but otherwise it was about as far from San Francisco as you could get.


Tice Whelan didn’t appear to have noticed the rifle yet either. He crouched, fitting a tow trap around the front wheel of her sister’s new Wagoneer—red with veneered side panels.


“You’re making us late,” Colleen said, as though Enid could hear her through the windshield. The runaway roses were blooming, pulling down the fence meant to pen the climbing goats, who balanced in the branches of their tree, watching Tice Whelan work. Colleen’s mother’s old Mercury was a mound of blackberry brambles, unrecognizable except for a side mirror that hung limply, like the fin of a lethargic fish. She knew she should get out of the truck before Enid did something stupid, but first she wanted an apology.


They’d agreed to meet at the Beehive, but this morning Colleen had found the gravel lot empty except for the sweet scent of the blackberry bear claws Dot pulled from the bakery’s oven. Colleen had even gone inside to check.


“Sorry, hon, haven’t seen her. You want some coffee while you wait?” Dot had asked, circles of rouge making her look like an overheated doll in her sequined sweater, her hair a platinum beehive. She’d been a beauty queen young. Ms. Sanderson Timber. Ms. Del Nort County. Ms. Redwood Country. Sweet as sugar and slower than molasses, Colleen’s mom used to say.


Next, Colleen had driven up to the turnout where Mill Road met the highway—the way Enid would have to come. She’d left a hole in her crossword, clue stuck like a kernel in her teeth. Desires. Four letters. Loves, wants, needs—she couldn’t make anything fit. She’d picked at it the whole way, past Rich’s pickup lined up in the mill lot with the others; out No Name Road, gravel popping against the truck’s underbelly; past Damnation Grove; and down the steep hump onto Lost Road. And now here was her sister, holding the repo man at gunpoint.


Colleen sighed. Getting upset at Enid wouldn’t change her. She closed her eyes, wishing she could open them and see the yard tidy. No Tice. No tow truck.


Enid raised the rifle—thirty-one years old and still, here was Colleen, trying to keep trouble from crashing down around her little sister. Colleen climbed out.


“Hi, Tice,” she said.


“Don’t talk to him,” Enid snapped.


The Whelan twins were identical, down to the rattail Tice wore at the back of his shaggy hair, but Colleen could tell him apart from Lyle, who worked as a bucker on Rich’s logging crew, by the topless mermaid tattooed on his neck. The only marks Rich had on his body were scars, decades’ worth of nicks and gashes, hard white lines of healed skin like the skeleton of a fish on the inside of his forearm, where he’d been cut to the bone as a teenager, sewn up, and sent right back out to work.


“Take those things off,” Enid ordered Tice, who was already securing the second trap. Enid’s blue eyes flashed, her eyeliner making her short white-blond hair, long behind the ears, appear even whiter. Pretty, even in one of Eugene’s old undershirts, still heavy around the midsection, baby weight left over from carrying Alsea.


“Enid—”


“Stay out of it, Colleen. I mailed the check.”


Tice Whelan went around the other side of the Wagoneer.


“Whelan, I swear to God.”


Colleen felt the slide of the bolt in her chest.


“Don’t make me shoot you between your damn eyes,” Enid threatened.


“You going to load that thing first?” Tice asked.


Enid checked the empty chamber, choked up on the barrel, and started toward him.


“I’ll bash your skull in and eat your brain with a spoon.”


Tice backed up. He was used to having guns pointed at him, but the stock was oak, and though he was missing an eyetooth, he still had a good straight nose.


“Enid,” Colleen said.


“Over my dead body you’re taking this thing. You have any idea what it’s like to live out here with six kids? It’s not called Lost Road for nothing. Have You Lost Your Mind Road, more like.”


Three of Enid’s milk goats jumped down from their tree and loitered, chewing air, waiting for Tice Whelan’s answer. One bleated. Another nosed his bootlaces. Colleen thought he would finish the job, but instead he kicked the goat away, crouched down, and pulled out a pin, undoing the trap he’d just secured.


“All right,” Enid said, meaning thank you. A habit she’d inherited from their father, although only Colleen was old enough to remember it.


Back in his tow truck, Tice Whelan raised two fingers from the steering wheel. See you next time.


“Go screw yourself, Whelan!” Enid yelled, watching him pull away.


“‘I’ll eat your brain with a spoon’?” Colleen asked.


“He doesn’t have enough brains to fill a spoon. What are you doing here?”


“The kids’ shot cards, remember?”


“Oh shit, was that today?”


Enid hurried inside to get ready. Colleen peeked in the Wagoneer’s windows: seats already stained, though the thing wasn’t even four months old. Eugene had bought it after Rich got Colleen the fancy white crew cab—as if a truck could make it up to her—pulling the showy red thing to the curb when Enid came out with the new baby in her arms. He hadn’t wanted to be one-upped.


“Out of gas,” Enid called from the porch now. She traipsed across the yard to Colleen’s truck, Alsea swaddled in a tight bundle.


Wyatt streaked out of the trailer house, Chub in pursuit.


“Chub! We’re going!” Colleen called.


“Leave him, Marla’ll watch them,” Enid said.


Colleen began to count. By four, Chub appeared, flushed, breathless, one overall buckle undone. She reached to help him, but he twisted away, turning circles after the overall strap like a dog chasing its tail. He hauled the buckle over his shoulder and fastened it with a satisfying click. His cowlick fell into his eyes, growing faster than she could keep it trimmed. He grinned, proud of himself, eyes turning from green to blue, Rich’s eyes set in a small, round face. He’d grown out of his pudge except for his cheeks, the doughboy dimples. Every night, after she switched on the rocket night-light, she pressed her thumbs into those dimples. My cookie-boy. My sweet Grahamcracker. She’d been trying to get him used to Graham in time to start school. Graham Gundersen, she’d printed on his registration form.


All set? Gail Porter had asked without looking up.


She’d been the secretary since Colleen was in school. That Colleen was thirty-four, with a child of her own, hadn’t changed things. She was still afraid of Gail Porter, a stern, no-nonsense woman whose raised eyebrow could lower the temperature of a room.


Colleen had hesitated, drawn a little caret. “Chub,” she’d inserted. Gail Porter had taken the form back without a hint of friendliness, though Don Porter was as much Rich’s friend as his crew boss; they’d shared a table at the company picnic on the Fourth. Colleen wondered if it was still the age difference Gail Porter disapproved of. It bothered some women, especially women Rich’s age.


Tell Enid I’m not letting hers in the door without proof this year, Gail Porter had said, handing back Chub’s shot card.


I will. Colleen had offered a weak smile that Gail Porter registered but didn’t return. In school, Colleen had always been “Enid’s sister.” As though she had no name of her own.


There must have been a time, when Enid first started kindergarten, Colleen already in the third grade, when it had been the other way around. But it wasn’t long before Enid punched a boy in the stomach so hard he vomited; threw wads of wet paper towels at the ceiling in the girls’ bathroom, where they gunked and dried like the muddy nests of birds; ate a cricket on a dare. For years, through high school, Colleen had slouched in a slick yellow bucket seat outside the principal’s smoked-glass door, the kind of chair it was impossible to sit up straight in, waiting while the principals—they changed every few years—paddled Enid. As though her sass could be dislodged. Colleen had flinched at the muffled thuds, but Enid never let out more than a grunt, the principals dog-panting. Mrs. Porter would scowl and Colleen would sit up, tugging her skirt down over her knees, as if her bad posture were the object of Gail Porter’s disapproval.


Chub clicked his seat belt.


“Let’s go,” Enid said, cramming her nipple into Alsea’s mouth. “You’re making us late.”


Colleen set the parking brake and looked up at the low brown building. She hadn’t been inside the Mad River Clinic since her five-month checkup, before Easter.


“Let’s get this over with,” Enid said.


Inside, the linoleum was pocked from the men’s caulk boots. Enid argued over their missed appointment, as if the receptionist were the one in the wrong, then joined Colleen and Chub to wait in the seats lining the wall. Sanderson didn’t give insurance, but so long as somebody in your family had worked in the woods, the clinic took care of you for life, however long that was.


“Which one of Gail’s bees flew up her ass anyway?” Enid complained, as though she hadn’t lost the shot cards to begin with. “It’s not like they’re rabid.”


A nurse came out, holding a chart. Colleen recognized her from last time.


“That baby’s still not crying?” she asked Enid.


“I wish I’d had six of her,” Enid answered.


“Every baby’s a miracle,” the nurse reminded her—their mother’s old line.


Their mother had never wanted children. She’d told Colleen flat out, near the end.


A cross-stitch of the saying hung in the little room at the end of the clinic hallway. How many times had Colleen sat staring at it, onionskin covering the exam table sticking to her thighs, where the gown didn’t meet in the back? EVERY BABY IS A MIRACLE. Somehow, when the door opened, it was always a surprise not to see her mother.


If Colleen had stayed pregnant this spring, she’d have been sitting there now, legs dangling beneath the swell of her belly, counting down the days until her due date—August 14. It still blinked like a light in her mind. Even the nurses—women trained to feel nothing—felt sorry for her. Colleen could tell by their phony brightness, the way they avoided her eyes. But even after the bleeding, after laboring to deliver a baby she knew would never breathe, after the steady stream of bills, the bitter glue on the envelope flap she licked closed with a check inside each month, a taste she associated now with the hospital—even after all that, Colleen still felt the longing for another baby, an ache lodged deep in her chest.


Desires. Yearns? No, too long.


The nurse sighed. “Bring her back for a minute.”


Enid disappeared with Alsea.


“Was Aunt Enid really going to shoot him?” Chub asked, swinging his legs.


“Shoot who?”


“The tow-truck man.”


It was a good question.


“No.” Colleen licked her thumb and wiped a spot off his cheek.


Chub tipped his head away, eyes settling on the gum-ball machine, though he knew better than to ask. Watching him peeled back the layers on what Rich must have been like as a boy: gentle, quiet, a terrible sweet tooth.


The door that led to the exam rooms swung open and Helen Yancy shuffled out. Colleen hadn’t seen her in months, hadn’t even known she was expecting. Helen’s pregnant belly jutted through her coat, her hands large and pink from cannery work, her hair pulled back in a thick black braid. Luke trailed behind her, still small for his age. He’d been born small, barely five pounds. Helen’s great-grandmother had pressed a dark paste inside Helen’s cheek and rubbed salve on her belly. Her great-grandmother had raised her and wouldn’t set foot in a white man’s hospital—she said they sewed Yurok women up inside so they couldn’t have any more babies—and Helen had refused to go without her. Her great-grandmother had sung prayers—a rhythmic singing the old woman carried on for hours without seeming to draw breath, her tattooed chin wrinkling in concentration. Not prayers, Helen had corrected Colleen, later. Medicine. To make the baby come easy, which Luke had, landing slick and furious in Colleen’s hands as she knelt on a shower curtain spread out on the floor of Helen and Carl’s bedroom, herself six months pregnant with Chub, stunned and grateful, holding the first baby she’d ever delivered.


“Go sit over there,” Helen told Luke now.


Luke climbed up beside Chub and swung his legs.


“You’re starting kindergarten pretty soon, aren’t you, hon?” Colleen asked him. Marsha called everyone “hon” and the habit had rubbed off on Colleen when she’d worked in the mill’s front office. Enid said hanging around old people made her act like one.


Luke nodded.


“You and Chub will be in the same class.”


The nurse handed Helen some papers.


“Can you do immunization records for the DeWitt kids?” the receptionist asked the nurse.


“Again?”


The receptionist shrugged. “She lost them.”


The nurse sighed and accepted Enid’s thick file—six kids’ worth of earaches and broken bones, chicken pox and strep throat. Colleen pictured her own file: a thin catalog of disappointments. No, she shouldn’t say that. Here was Chub, swinging his legs beside Luke.


“Luke, let’s go,” Helen said. Her eyes were red-rimmed. She gave Colleen a quick nod.


“Congratulations,” Colleen offered. They’d been close, drifting apart after the boys were born. She thought Helen might offer her condolences, or some explanation—I heard what happened, I wasn’t sure you’d be up for it. Colleen had delivered Luke just fine, hadn’t she? Why wouldn’t Helen want her there for her second? But Helen only touched her belly, as though worried Colleen’s bad luck might rub off on her, and pushed out the double doors into the drizzle.


“Next time we’re going to charge you,” the nurse warned Enid, handing her the new cards.


“All right.” Enid tucked them into her purse. “Is it true that baby came out with no brain?” she asked the nurse.


Enid. Colleen wanted to shush her.


“What’s her name? Married one of the Cooney boys.” Enid looked to Colleen for help, snapped her fingers to spark the name. “Beth.”


The nurse gave Enid a stern look. “They still making noise up by you?” the nurse asked.


Hippies had been hitchhiking up from Arcata to protest the logging. Humboldt State was infected with them. A few weeks ago, they’d blocked No Name Road again, and Rich hadn’t gotten home until dark.


“Can’t mow your lawn without somebody showing up to protest,” Enid said. “What do they wipe their butts with? That’s what I’d like to know.”


“Somebody ought to tell them trees grow back,” the nurse agreed.


“Okay.” Enid climbed into the front seat. “That’s done.” She adjusted the baby’s swaddle. “Remind me to make Eugene sleep in another room from now on. Six is enough.”


“The gown’s almost finished,” Colleen offered, to change the subject.


A pastor was coming down from Crescent City for Alsea’s baptism in two weeks. There hadn’t been a regular pastor in Klamath in years. People saved their gossip, their bolo ties and pearl-button dresses, for the Sanderson fish fries, free for employees, fifty cents for their families, all you could eat, every other Sunday. Alsea—still an effort to think of the baby by name. With Enid’s kids, the baby had always stayed the baby until the next one came along, though Enid swore this was the last. Alsea, for the town in Oregon where Eugene had grown up—he’d finally run out of great-aunts to name her after.


“Why bother?” Enid yawned. “I’ve still got Mavis’s lying around somewhere.”


“Every baby is a miracle,” Colleen said.


“Yeah. Right. Tell that to my tits. Down to my knees. You should sew me a bra. Or get Rich to carve me one, that’s about what it would take.”


“I’ll bring it by,” Colleen said. “I just have the roses around the neckline to do.”


“All right.”


The truck climbed into the bends, fog drifting up from the ocean and across the road like smoke. The radio dissolved into static. Chub slept, then Enid, breath ruffling in her nose. Colleen gripped the wheel. Finally, the sign emerged from the fog—WELCOME TO TIMBER COUNTRY—then the two gold bears, guarding the bridge.









August 12


RICH


Rich hunched at the service-station pay phone, still in his work clothes. He dug the worn paper coaster Jim Mueller had given him from his pocket, thumbed a dime into the slot, hung up the receiver. He took a step back, palms sweating, and toed the ground. Finally, he thumbed the coin into the slot again and dialed.


“I’ll meet you there,” Jim Mueller said.


“Now?” Rich asked, chill seeping into the sweat-damp folds of his shirt.


“Half hour,” Jim Mueller said, and hung up before Rich could change his mind.


Rich’s hands buzzed with nerves by the time he pulled open the door to the savings and loan. The air was stale and musty. In the indoor quiet, he was suddenly aware of his odor, the mix of sweat and gasoline, the sweet nip of sawdust. He hadn’t set foot in this place in years. Colleen deposited his paychecks; all he did was run through the account statements at the end of the month.


“Mr. Gundersen?” a man asked. He was short and stocky. He held out a hand hesitantly, as though wary of Rich’s size. “We spoke on the phone the other day,” the man said, to jog Rich’s memory. Rich had pictured the loan officer older, in a suit and tie. This guy was in shirtsleeves. “We’ve got all the paperwork ready for you.”


Jim Mueller sat with his back to the door. He nodded in greeting when the loan officer led Rich into his office and plopped down behind the desk.


“Mr. Mueller has already signed,” he said. “All we need now is your John Hancock.”


Jim Mueller slid the stack of papers toward Rich. Rich felt his front pocket for his cheaters but found only a stray toothpick. Here and there, a word jumped out: his full name, 24-7 Ridge Inholding, $250,000, interest rate 8.96 percent.


Rich swallowed, rubbed his sweaty palms over his knees, denims rough, oil-stained.


“How much would I need to put down again?” Rich asked.


“Mr. Mueller, would you give us a minute?” the loan officer asked.


Jim Mueller grunted and got up.


The loan officer laid out Rich’s accounts, as he’d done on the phone.


“That would leave you twenty-five hundred dollars in savings, after closing costs and the down payment,” he explained.


That wasn’t much of a buffer, with a $2,102.10 loan payment to make every month.


“What about the house?” Rich asked. “Could I use that as collateral and put less down?”


The loan officer shook his head, coughed, turned to the side to clear his throat. “No. Not with the park—” He paused, choosing his next word carefully. “Situation.”


“I still own the place, don’t I?”


“You were part of the legislative takings?” the man asked, as if Rich had had some choice in the matter. What he’d had was the bad luck of owning twenty acres in one of the slender necks of land Congress decided to use to string together a few state parks along the coast. People down in Humboldt got the worst of the takings, the body of the upside-down seahorse of land that became the national park. The Del Nort County piece was just a skinny tail of state parks, hugging the coast, Rich’s house smack-dab in the middle of it. “What you have is more like a lease,” the man explained. “They bought you out in ’68? So, twenty-five years,” the man calculated, “what’s that, 1993?”


“Or until we die,” Rich said. “We can stay in the house until we die. My wife’s younger.”


The loan officer nodded, like he was accustomed to people coming face-to-face with their own mortality on the other side of his desk.


“You have to own an asset to use it as collateral,” he explained. “Excuse me a moment.”


Jim Mueller came back in and sat heavily. In his mind, Rich saw Colleen watching him back down the driveway this morning. Be careful. His whole life, he had been.


“Got to take a risk sometime,” Jim Mueller said, as though Rich had spoken the thought aloud.


The pen weighed ten pounds in his hand. Rich swallowed. Saliva refilled his mouth. The loan officer returned just as he was initialing the last page. Hard to believe a quarter-million bucks fit in a contract lighter than a pack of cigarettes.


“No reason to clear-cut,” Jim Mueller said, chatty now that the contract was signed. “Once Sanderson clears the lower half of Damnation out of your way, go easy. Cut forty percent, let the rest grow. Your kid’ll sit on the porch someday, watching your great-grandkids harvest.”


“Used to be talking like that could get you killed,” Rich said. Look what had happened to Lark, for preaching sustained yield—not cutting faster than the forest could grow back. It was just a hop, skip, and a jump from there to a union, pensions, vacation pay. Sanderson could smell a unionizer a mile off, snuffed that fire before it sparked.
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