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About the Book

The fourth Anna Pigeon mystery

An insatiable, unstoppable beast, the wildfire called Jackknife has already devoured 17,000 acres of California’s Lassen Volcanic National Park. A devastating force of nature, it has brought out the very best – and worst – in those sworn to defeat it. 

Ranger Anna Pigeon is among the exhausted firefighters, serving as medic and spike camp security, when an abrupt weather shift sends Jackknife racing relentlessly in their direction. And when the monstrous blaze has passed, Anna emerges from her protective shelter to discover two men are dead: one a victim of the hungry flames, the other stabbed through the heart. Now, trapped in a nightmarish landscape of snow and ash, cut off from rescue by a rampaging winter storm, Anna must investigate an inexplicable homicide – as she and nine others struggle to survive the terrible rage of nature – and the murderer in their midst. 
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CHAPTER
 One







IF SHE’D HAD a foot fetish Anna would have been an extremely happy woman. Cradled in her lap was a prime example of pedis giganticus belonging to one Howard Black Elk. More mole foam than flesh was visible.


“Fighting on slopes keeps tearing ’em off,” Mr. Black Elk told her between gulps of Mountain Dew. “Anybody but you does ’em they’re gone by lunch. You got the touch.”


Absurd as it was, Anna took great pride in the durability of her blister dressings. Caesar’s army may have moved on its stomach, but firefighters moved on their feet. After ten days of skirmishes, the army battling California’s Jackknife Fire was proceeding a bit gingerly. The line queued up outside the medical unit tent was Anna’s barometer, and the pressure was rising. Sho-Rap, the Shoshone and Arapaho firefighting crew out of Montana, seemed to suffer more than most. Maybe because they were big men. Even with the protective fire boots they were required to wear, gravity hit them harder.


Anna eased the ruined dressings off Mr. Black Elk’s foot and examined the carnage. Black Elk was an Arapaho Indian but he wasn’t with the Sho-Raps. He was a member of the San Juan crew from the southwest. “You busted open the blisters,” she accused.


“Got to let ’em drain.”


“No you don’t. They’ll get infected.” She looked into the man’s face to see if she was getting through to him. “Are you going to quit that?”


“You betcha.”


Anna didn’t believe him. She cleaned the ball of his foot and his heel with hydrogen peroxide. When he winced at the sting she said, “Serves you right.”


A heady sense of Normandy, Tripoli, John Wayne and Twelve O’Clock High reverberated through fire camps. Like everyone else, Anna reveled in it. A soldier’s life – particularly in a war where death was highly unlikely and the battle soon over – was a life enhanced with an illusion of importance untrammeled by responsibility. Orders were simple: climb, stop and dig. Hard physical labor and the ability to sleep on rough ground were all that was asked. Anna found peace in the freedom from choices.


With great care, she began reconstructing the protective barriers of foam, Second-Skin and bandages on Mr. Black Elk’s foot. The rest of the San Juan Plateau crew began drifting over from the chow line to swell the ranks waiting for medical attention.


The San Juans were an interagency crew with firefighters from the Forest Service, the Bureau of Land Management and the National Park Service. Three of the firefighters were from Mesa Verde National Park, Anna’s duty station. Anna had arrived independently when the call went out for more emergency medical technicians to man the medical units. These units provided care to the firefighters in the spike camps. As the Jackknife cut a black swath through the Caribou Wilderness and Lassen Volcanic National Park in northern California, Incident Base – the main camp housing supplies and command headquarters – needed units closer to the fireline. Small camps, called “spikes” by firefighters though officialdom no longer used the term, were springing up like fire moss.


“You guys with blisters go ahead and take the dressings off and clean your feet with peroxide,” Anna said to those waiting. “I think Stephen’s got a spare bottle.”


“Go easy with the stuff,” Stephen Lindstrom, the other EMT, said. “We won’t have any more till tomorrow afternoon.”


Lindstrom was with the Forest Service out of Reno, Nevada. When Anna and three crews had been spiked out nineteen miles from base camp, she’d begged for and gotten him. Efficient and gentle, he was one of the better EMTs she’d worked with.


“How ’bout I get you some dinner before them hogs swill it all down?”


Anna looked in the direction of the familiar Memphis drawl. Jennifer Short, a seasonal law enforcement ranger from Mesa Verde, leaned against a sugar pine near the outdoor examination room Anna and Stephen had pieced together from a ground cloth and twelve folding chairs.




Jennifer had been on the Jackknife fire for seven days, one day less than Anna, and she was still wearing makeup. Anna couldn’t help but admire her. Anybody who stuck to their beliefs under duress deserved respect. The sooty fingerprints around her nose and the trails of sweat running through her dust-coated rouge only added to the effect: bloody but unbowed.


“Thanks,” Anna said. “Stephen, want some supper?” Belatedly she asked Jennifer, “Would you mind?”


“Why I’d just lie down and die if he said no,” Jennifer said, and winked.


Dividing her time between bites and blisters, Anna managed to finish her supper and thirteen feet in the next hour. Kneeling at the fourteenth and last, she began unlacing a well-worn, custom-made White’s fire boot. “Helps if you remove your boots for me,” she said mildly.


“My feet’s not what hurt.”


Anna rocked back on her heels and took in the face attached to the expensive boots. “San Juan crew, crew boss, right?”


“John LeFleur.” The firefighter stuck out a hand with spatulate fingers reminiscent of the toes of Amazon rain forest frogs Anna’d seen hopping through various PBS specials. She forced herself up from her knees. Cold, fatigue and hard beds were taking their toll. Getting old, she chided herself. Once hard work had made her tougher; now it only made her tired. She stuck out her hand and, trying for a pressure that was manly without being macho, took LeFleur’s.


His bottom lip was swollen and bruised. Dried blood caked where the skin had split. “Does your face hurt?” she asked. The third-grade insult, “Because it’s sure killing me,” flickered nonsensically through her mind, but John LeFleur certainly wasn’t hard to look at. Anna had him pegged for forty-five or so – his hair was still there and still brown. The nasolabial folds chopped like hatchet marks in his weathered face; heavy brows protected blue eyes.


“Walked into a door,” he said, fingering the injury. “All I need’s a cold pack.”


When Anna returned from the tent with the desired item, the man was lighting an unfiltered Pall Mall.


“Can’t get enough smoke on the fireline?” Anna crushed the cold pack to mix the chemicals that provided the cooling effect.


“I’m an old fire horse,” LeFleur admitted. “One sniff of smoke and I start to snort and stamp. This is my thirty-seventh project fire. My eighth in California.”


Anna was impressed. What she said was: “My, but you must be old.”


“I can still work most into the ground.” The crew boss took the cold pack and pressed it against his lip.


“You’d have to look a long ways to find a door up here,” Anna commented.


Sudden anger flared in his voice and his eyes. “If I run into it again, I’m going to bust the son of a bitch up for kindling.”


Anna let the remark pass without comment. Spike camp was too small a world to make enemies. As far as she was concerned sleeping dogs could lie or take the first ride down the mountain.


Since no new pilgrims had arrived at her canvas Lourdes, Anna sat down next to LeFleur while he enjoyed his cigarette. From inside the shadowed tent she could hear Stephen busy with the inevitable litter left at day’s end. In a minute she’d go help him. At the moment it felt too good just to sit.


Light was draining from the sky, taking the day’s heat with it. Anna rolled down her sleeves and hugged herself. The camp was situated on the back of a mountain ridge amidst a landscape of mountains cresting like waves in every direction. To the west and southwest the trees breathed up black smoke. As the day faded, pinpricks of orange blossomed.


A garish blood-red sunset fired the sky, the last rays bending through smoke so thick the neck bones of Lassen Peak were obscured. Near the horizon the smoky pall blotted out the sun. Higher up, smoke sucked fire from the sun and burned in the heavens as the Jackknife burned on earth.


Anna shoved her hands in her pockets to retain their warmth. “The end of the world looks pretty doggone festive, if you ask me,” she said.


LeFleur stubbed the cigarette out on the sole of his boot then shredded the paper and scattered the tobacco. “That’s where we were today.” He pointed across a narrow valley to a burning hillside. “We cut line to that outcrop of boulders and tied into the dozer line.”


The area he pointed to was on a steep forty-percent slope and choked with dog-hair thickets.


“Bitch of a climb,” Anna said.


“Try it with a chainsaw on your shoulder.” LeFleur lit a second Pall Mall and contemplated his day’s work. “I’m going to be out of the game soon if I can’t move into management. Time to leave the backbreakers to the kids.”




Since he didn’t seem to be talking to her as much as to himself, Anna felt justified in changing the subject. “Speaking of kids, how did Jennifer do?” The Jackknife was Jennifer’s first fire. Her red card and fire boots were both so new they squeaked. After working with Short in Mesa Verde, Anna had developed a reluctant fondness for the southern belle.


“Fireline’s no place for a woman.”


“Did she screw up?”


“No.”


“What then?”


The crew boss laughed. “You’re not going to drag me into that. You know what I mean.”


Anna did and quelled an urge to bite the man. Anna had served her time on firelines and knew quarter was given to no one. On her last three project fires she’d gone out as a medic or security or, as in the case of the Jackknife, both. The work was less backbreaking and more challenging, if not physically, then cerebrally.


“Jennifer kept up,” LeFleur said finally.


“Don’t dress it up on my account,” Anna said dryly.


LeFleur laughed. “She’s okay. Works right along. She’s got blisters on both her hands but never complains about anything but how big her butt looks in NoMex,” he said, referring to the baggy, fire retardant wool pants all firefighters were required to wear.


“A wolf in femme fatale’s clothing,” Anna said with satisfaction. Abruptly, she asked: “Are you married?”


“Are you offering?”


Anna squirmed figuratively, if not literally. She was tempted to tell him the information wasn’t for her but knew whatever she said at this point was bound to sound lame. “Just making conversation.” Letting it go at that, she watched the reds deepening into night. Darkness was brought on early by smoke. Sparks of orange, just hinting at the vastness of the burn before sundown, pricked the sides of mountains in three directions.


The coming of night had hushed the constant growl of retardant aircraft and the helicopters that chopped into the helispot below camp. The small sounds of raccoon, deer, owl, coyote and cougar had been silenced for eight days. In its infancy, the Jackknife had made a name for itself by taking two newsworthy sacrifices: a young man camped out near Pinson Lake and his dog. Tabloids had made hay with photos of the charred remains of the pooch while thousands of wild things lost went unmourned.


Anna didn’t mourn them now. Tiny corpses left behind by fires – squirrel, fawn, bunny – didn’t sadden her as they once might have. Wildland fire returned many needed things to the earth.


An icy breeze was sucked down through the trees. Fire raged over thirty thousand acres of prime timberland. Creeks boiled dry, birds fled, fledglings died in the nest, smoke hung in the valleys for a hundred miles, and still Anna could not get warm. She buttoned the top button of her shirt and turned the collar up. Soon she would have to go in and get her coat but she was not yet ready to move. The folding chair and ground cloth felt like home. Marooned as it was, an island of life in a sea of black and flame, the tent village seemed cozy.


Three twenty-by-fifteen-foot tents, their white canvas reflecting the evening light, were clustered around a central clearing. Time Keeping operations were housed in one of the big tents. It was there hazard pay, overtime and wages were recorded. The LeFleurs of the world might fight fire for the love of it, but for most it was a living, a way of making ends meet.


The San Juans were housed in the second tent and Anna and Stephen shared the last with medical supplies and emergency gear. East of the main tents – and hopefully downwind – was a slum of blue Porta-Johns. The honey-pot industry was one place Anna was against unisex application. Privately she believed the Shoshone lost to invading armies because they had such lousy aim.


Between the tents and the toilets was the mess area; twice a day meals were trucked in from base camp. A long table lined with basins and soap for washing was just beyond. Cubies – square, plastic five-gallon containers for water – were stacked in a translucent wall on the far side of the table. Basins and table alike were smudged with the ubiquitous soot that tinged the hair, nails, skin and clothes of everyone in spike camp.


Down at Incident Base, showers housed in semi-truck trailers with their own generators for hot water provided the crews with some relief from the endless grime. In spike camp dirt not removable with basin and towel remained for the duration. Long-haired firefighters – and at this camp they were in the majority, with twenty men from Sho-Rap and four women including Anna – kept it braided back. After an hour on the fireline, hair took on the consistency of cotton candy.




LeFleur finished his second Pall Mall. Night was upon them. He handed Anna back the spent cold pack. “Bedtime for this boy.”


“Watch out for doors,” Anna said as he left.


Laughter from the medical tent lured her from the night. Jennifer and Stephen were wrestling with an uncooperative Coleman lantern. Providing more laughs than light, they argued about the perfect number of pumps required to create the ideal pressure in the lamp’s fuel chamber.


As Anna came in the Coleman roared to life and the peace of the evening was pushed aside. Obnoxious though it was, the harsh light was necessary. For the next couple of hours Anna and Stephen bandaged cuts, handed out analgesics, mole foam, nasal spray, hand lotion and, when called for, sympathy.


Near midnight they crawled into their sleeping bags, laid out on the unheard-of luxury of army cots. In less than five hours they’d be back at it, packaging feet for another day on the line.


In soft beds and climate-controlled bedrooms Anna had trouble sleeping. At fire camps the nightmares left her alone. Exhaustion claimed mind and body during the brief respites allowed.


From the modest confines of her yellow fire-issue sleeping bag, she squirmed out of her underwear: plain, white cotton; underpants that wouldn’t melt at high temperatures and adhere to the flesh. The western forests might burn but Anna’s underwear shouldn’t ignite.


“Got the scoop on John LeFleur’s lip,” Stephen said as Anna dropped the maidenly garment to the floor. Lindstrom loved to gossip. One of his endearing qualities, as far as Anna was concerned.


“Do tell.”


“Welllll,” he said, drawing out the word in exaggerated confidence, making her laugh. “Jennifer said—”


“Wait,” Anna interrupted. “In my exalted capacity as spike camp security officer–cum-medic, am I going to have to take any action on this tidbit? Because if I am don’t tell me.”


“Jennifer said,” Stephen pressed on, “that John got into an altercation that led to fisticuffs. Wish I’d been there,” he sighed dramatically. “I do so love violence. That other BLM guy, Leonard Nims, took a swing at John. Connected on the second try.”


Anna vaguely remembered Nims. He was a GS-7 supervisor from the Bureau of Land Management in Farmington, New Mexico. Prematurely white hair and a black mustache gave him striking looks and the hard muscled body of an athlete belied his age – late forties, she guessed. Nims would have been handsome if he could have dropped his Napoleon complex. At five-foot-eight or -nine he hadn’t earned it. The chip on his shoulder reduced his stature.


“Jennifer said Joseph broke it up,” Stephen went on. Joseph Hayhurst was a Mescalero Apache born and raised in the foothills of California, educated at Berkeley, a latecomer to his Indian heritage. The juxtaposition of cultures had created a fascinating mix of New Age artist and Indian rights fundamentalist. He wore his hair long and tied back, as did most of the Shoshone and Arapahos, but it was cut short in front and curled around his face. A fashion a multitude of white artists strove for in closet trysts with their girlfriends’ curling irons.


“Jennifer said he threatened to spank the both of them if it happened again because darned – ‘darned,’ don’t you just love it? ‘Dagnabbit, you motherfuckers, now quit that…’”


“Anyway…” Anna was too tired to enjoy a ramble, however entertaining.


“Anyway, darned if he was going to get sent off the fire before he’d paid for last winter’s vacation.”


Joseph was a squad boss for the San Juans. A crew consisted of twenty firefighters divided into two squads. The crew boss was responsible for all twenty, the squad bosses for eight to ten firefighters each. If anyone got into trouble, the troublemaker wasn’t the only one sent home. All twenty were demobilized.


“What was the fight about?” Anna asked.


“Back in Farmington John works for Nims. Now he’s Nims’s boss and Nims is working for him. I guess it wasn’t sitting too well. Jennifer says they haven’t got on from the git-go. Nims is the crew boss trainee, so LeFleur is training his own replacement, so to speak. The Bureau of Land Management is grooming Nims for better things. In lieu of LeFleur, is my guess. By the by, was you and LeFleur a-sparkin’ out there in the gloaming?”


Anna whistled a few bars of “Matchmaker” from Fiddler on the Roof. “Firefighters hate sparks.”


“Do you know why Smokey the Bear never had children?” Stephen asked.


“Because every time his wife got hot he hit her with a shovel.”




“Old joke,” he apologized.


“Old jokes are the best.”


“Goodnight.”


“About damn time.”


“Darn time, please.”


Headlights raked across the canvas wall, chased by the growl of a diesel engine.


“Oops,” Stephen said.


“I’ll get it.” Anna sounded as if it were a doorbell ringing at an inappropriate time.


The truck driver, Polly or Sally – Anna floundered for the name – was one of the many local people hired to assist in the logistics of feeding, cleaning and fueling a city of a thousand souls appearing suddenly in the wilderness. The girl always seemed to avoid Anna. Whether the avoidance was personal or coincidental, she had no idea.


“It’s late, I’ll have to stay over,” the driver said defensively as she bounced her plump little body out of the vehicle. Four of the six nights spike camp had been in existence she’d found some way to have to stay over. Anna suspected she had a sweetheart.


“Makes sense,” Anna said amiably, and waited to see what reason would be given for the long trip up the mountain this time.


“I got a thing here for you or John what’s-his-name, the crew boss guy.” As she leaned into the cab the girl’s head vanished behind a curtain of lush brown hair, clean and worn loose. After a moment’s rustling she emerged with a folded sheet of paper. She handed it over, and Anna was aware of a cheap but enticing perfume.


“Thanks…Sally.” She hazarded a guess at the name.




“Paula.”


Anna’d lost a round. “Paula. Sure. Sorry. Breathing too much smoke.”


Paula seemed anxious to get away so Anna quit muttering apologies. “If you want you can pitch your tent behind the medical unit,” she offered. “There’s a flat spot there.”


“No. I got a place all staked out.” The woman bunched a tent into her arms and started toward the trees behind the Porta-Johns where the Sho-Raps were camped.


Anna unfolded the note and read it by the light of her flashlight. “The body of the man found burned near Pinson Lake just outside Lassen Volcanic National Park has been identified as Joshua Short, brother of seasonal park ranger Jennifer Short, out of Mesa Verde, Colorado, now serving on the San Juan Plateau crew.”


“Jesus.” Anna turned the page over in hopes of finding more information but it was as blank as it had been two seconds previously. Jennifer’s brother. Anna thought of her own sister, Molly, how lonely she would be were she to lose her, and tremendous sadness swept over her. Carefully she refolded the note and tucked it in her shirt pocket. This was not a bit of paper to be passed carelessly from hand to hand. That it had arrived so publicly bespoke a crassness or negligence Anna had trouble crediting the information officer with. On a hunch she shined her flashlight into Paula’s truck. On the second sweep she found it: a blue For Your Eyes Only envelope with her and LeFleur’s names on it had been torn open and hastily discarded. The spike camp’s inamorata was a nosy little beast.


Clicking off the light, Anna stood for a moment in the silence and breathed the pleasant odor of pine smoke. The death note in her pocket was heavy as a brick. Moving slowly to put off the inevitable, she wandered in darkness toward the San Juan crew tent.


One end of the tent was tied open for fresh air. The other closed off in complete darkness. In September, in the Cascades, nights were cold, and frost was on the ground most mornings. Anna looked down the row of inert forms. Several world-class snorers sawed at the air but no one was awake. Between the sleeping bags was a tangle of yellow fire packs. The packs were a nightmare of webbing and plastic buckles designed to hook together all the necessary components needed on the line: fire shelter, water, fusees, gloves, helmet, goggles, brush jacket and earplugs.


Near the open end of the tent LeFleur lay on his back, one arm thrown over his eyes. Joseph Hayhurst was curled next to him, his hands tucked under his cheek like an innocent. Anna spotted Nims by the white hair. His face was to the back of the tent. Jennifer was lost in the darkness somewhere between the sleeping men.


After a moment, Anna turned and crept away. Tomorrow would be soon enough to tell Jennifer. This might be the last good night’s sleep she would enjoy in a while.
















CHAPTER
 Two







“IT’S TIME.”


The voice came through warm thick darkness and was most unwelcome. Anna retreated, curling deeper into oblivion.


“We miss your bright eyes and sweet smile.” The same voice, sugary this time, but still odious.


“Bugger off,” Anna grumbled.


“Oooh, now there’s a thought…” A rough shake loosed Anna entirely from the comforting embrace of sleep. Stephen, sitting on the army cot laid head to head with hers, was lacing up his boots.


“It’s still dark,” Anna complained.


“And cold. The glamour never stops. You’ve got ten seconds to do girl things, then I’m lighting the Coleman and to hell with your modesty.”




“I would have had a son about your age if I hadn’t drowned him at birth.”


The EMT laughed. Anna could hear him groping for the lantern as she dragged on her underpants. Drafts, sharp as knives with the early frost, stabbed into the warm sanctity of her sleeping bag as she performed her morning contortions.


Finally decent in a yellow NoMex fire shirt, she unzipped the bag. The new day hit her thighs like ice water. By the glare of a flashlight she watched Lindstrom battling the Coleman. Twenty-six or -seven, six-foot-two, strong, even-featured, with sandy hair so thick it stood out like fur, he reminded Anna of the boys who’d ignored her in high school. His hands betrayed his bulk with their long sensitive fingers. The hands of a flutist. Or a gynecologist. Once or twice Anna’d glimpsed a mean streak but it only served to make him more interesting.


He looked at her with narrowed eyes. “Anna?”


“I’m awake. Don’t push me.” She dragged on the olive drab trousers one leg at a time like the rest of the world.


The only people up earlier than the medical unit were the food servers and Anna blessed them in the name of Pele the fire goddess and half a dozen lesser gods as she poured her first cup of coffee. About halfway through the stumbling dark, back toward the medical tent, caffeine burned the remaining fog from her brain and she remembered her chores. Jennifer Short’s brother was dead.


Remembering the dead, a fading image of Zachary wavered behind her eyes: a slender dark man, forever twenty-nine, brown eyes glowing across an electric candle in a Brew and Burger in Manhattan. “If you asked me to marry you, I’d say yes,” Anna had said. And he had asked.


Zach had been dead for so many years she should have quit counting. There had been other men since, men to spend the days with, men to pass the nights, but none to soften the loneliness. One, maybe, she amended: Frederick Stanton, an offbeat FBI agent she’d worked with on two homicides, once when she was a ranger on Isle Royale in Lake Superior and again several months ago in Mesa Verde National Park. Dinner, a hike through Indian ruins, a kiss that reminded her the animals went two by two, then he was on a plane back to Chicago.


Just as she’d been metaphorically dusting off her hands and consigning her emotions to a well-stocked Ships Passing in the Night file, a letter had come. Not a love letter, that would have set off alarms. Men who fell in love with women they didn’t know were prone to other easily abandoned fantasies. Frederick’s letter was funny. Laughter, like touch, was a form of pure communication, the funny bone an underappreciated erogenous zone.


Anna touched her shirt pocket as if she carried Stanton’s letter over her heart. The death memo was still there, one of the perks of never changing clothes. The feel of the slick paper jarred her into the present and she cleared her mental decks for what lay ahead.


Spike camp had awakened. Muttering firefighters, subdued from too little sleep, boiled out of tents like yellow jackets from a disturbed hive. Flashlights sparked off lemon-colored NoMex and the tramp of heavy boots scuffed the worn earth.


A small woman, surrounded by three men so big that, in her white tee shirt, she resembled an egret among cows, chattered out of the dark woods beyond the Porta-Johns. Paula. One of the men was Howard Black Elk. The other two were strangers to Anna.


“Wait up,” Anna shouted. The girl looked alarmed, her three bodyguards undecided, the desire to defend Paula against some imagined attack and the urge to flee battling in their brains. Flight won and the girl was alone when Anna reached her.


There were those rare creatures who suffered from a phobic reaction to authority but finding four of them together was unlikely. Anna made a mental note to pry into Paula’s affairs when she didn’t have more pressing matters to attend to.


“Hold off going down the mountain,” Anna said. “I may have a passenger for you.”


Paula looked relieved and again Anna felt a flash of suspicion, an occupational hazard. Sometimes she had the sense of being a cat in a world of birds, some bigger and meaner than she. Small furtive movements set off her alarms but she was never sure whether she was predator or prey. “I’ll get back with you in thirty minutes or so.”


Jennifer Short was in the breakfast line. In the name of nutrition, Anna put off telling her for another quarter of an hour. Then, having exhausted all delay tactics, she took Jennifer and her crew boss, LeFleur, behind the medical tent under one of the great old Jeffrey pines that shaded the camp.


To the east the sun was consuming the glitter of hot spots with its own superior fire. Lurid red light, filtered through smoke, bathed the camp.




“I have bad news,” Anna said, and she handed the younger woman the note. As if in slow motion, Jennifer’s face crumpled. Her mouth opened slightly as she read, her lips and eyes took on the soft quiver of a child’s, tears ran down her cheeks. Once she looked to Anna as if for a reprieve but there was none.


“Her brother died,” Anna explained to LeFleur. One of the crew boss’s callused hands reached out but stopped before it reached Jennifer. He shot Anna a look of such anger for a second she thought he might try and kill the messenger.


After a moment he said to the air between Jennifer and Anna: “You’ll want to demob. Get home. Anna will work it out.” With the air of a man escaping, he walked away.


Jennifer stopped him: “I won’t go.”


LeFleur looked back without turning.


“He died in this fire, in the Jackknife, that’s what it says. I need to stay, fight this fire.” Jennifer pushed her face back in shape and mopped her tears with her sleeve.


“That’s not the way it works,” LeFleur said. “We can’t use you if your mind’s on something else. Go home.”


He was right, but still Anna wanted to smack him.


“There’s nothing wrong with my mind,” Jennifer snapped. For an instant anger banished grief and Anna took back her slap. LeFleur’s unorthodox therapy seemed to give at least short-term relief.


The crew boss stared at Jennifer and she glared back. Tears poured down her face, but the softness, the quiver had gone.


LeFleur lit a Pall Mall and flicked the match toward the barren earth around the medical tent. Crew bosses had close to absolute power over the twenty firefighters under their care. On a fireline, as in battle, somebody had to be in charge. After a lengthy weighing of Lord knew what factors he said: “If Anna can square it with the brass you can stay with the San Juan.”


“Go on out with the crew today,” Anna said. “I’ll catch a ride down the mountain and see what I can do.”


Jennifer nodded curtly. “Excuse me,” she whispered, and left Anna and LeFleur under the pine. They watched her walk away, spine straight, shoulders back.


“Women on the fireline,” LeFleur said disgustedly, stubbed his cigarette out on the sole of his boot, shredded the paper and let the tobacco scatter.


“Dead brothers aren’t exactly a gender-based liability,” Anna said mildly. LeFleur chose not to answer.


“Time to rally the troops,” he said.


Anna returned to the medical unit to help Lindstrom finish the morning calls.


The line outside the tent had lengthened each day they’d been spiked out. Bodies, nerves, psyches were being worn down by work and hard living. Accidents were becoming more common; cuts, bruises and colds epidemic.


Lindstrom looked up with relief as Anna pushed into the tent. “Sure been lonely around here without you,” he said pointedly. “Howard Black Elk’s pining away. Says nobody does his feet like you. My, my, I do believe it’s love.”


“I’ll do him,” Anna said. A long folding table took up the center of the tent. Two shallow boxes covered the surface. Carefully arranged in each were the tools of their trade: scissors, gauze, compresses, blister dressings, splints, salves, triangular bandages, tweezers, antihistamines. The paraphernalia of Mom’s medicine cabinet on an industrial scale. Backboards, leg splints and cervical collars were stored beneath.


Anna picked through the boxes plucking out the Rx for Black Elk’s feet.


“What was all the cloaking and daggering this morning?” Lindstrom asked. “Much hush-hush cloistering and whispering. Don’t tell me my beloved Jennifer is going to have that barbarian LeFleur’s baby. I couldn’t bear it.”


Anna laughed. It felt good. “Nope. Real bad news. Remember that burned corpse they found near Pinson Lake?”


“The dog guy?”


“Yeah. They identified the body.”


“Schnauzer? Shiat zhu?”


“It was Jennifer’s brother. She took it hard. I didn’t even know she had a brother but then I haven’t known her all that long. As to what a boy from Memphis was doing in the mountains of California, your guess is as good as mine.”


“Joshua lives here. Lived here, I guess I should say now, shouldn’t I?”


Anna looked up not only because of the unexpected answer but the wooden monotone that had crushed Stephen’s usual vibrance.


“You knew him.”


“Knew him.” Lindstrom nodded. “He did some freelance work for the Forest Service in Reno setting up our new computer system. We—”


“Cut the sewing bee short.” A slightly nasal voice with a raw-edged twang sliced between Anna and Lindstrom. From the corner of her eye Anna could see Leonard Nims planted just outside the tent flaps, the only agitation between two lines of patient firefighters. With impatient taps he forced a filtered cigarette from a box marked Harley Davidson.


She ignored him. “Good friend?” she asked Stephen.


“Good friend.”


“Fucking women,” Nims hissed just loud enough Anna would hear. “Next thing they’ll be hiring faggots. Don’t ask, don’t tell, give me a fucking break. If you ladies will excuse me.” He pushed into the tent and began rummaging through the items on the table. “It’d be nice to get some attention before a man bleeds to death.”


Neither heat nor light had yet penetrated the tent’s interior, but by the harsh glow of the Coleman, Anna noted two scratches running from Nims’s temple to the middle of his cheek where a tree or something had scraped his face. The deeper of the two oozed beads of blood into the black stubble of beard.


Lindstrom laid a hand on Nims’s wrist, stopping the pillage of their supplies. The shorter man’s face grew mottled red and his eyes bulged slightly.


Good candidate for a stroke, Anna thought hopefully.


“This’ll do for you,” Lindstrom said evenly, and he handed Nims a small tube of Neosporin.


Wordlessly, Anna took the ointment from Nims’s fingers and replaced it with an alcohol pad and a vial of iodine.


“The ointment would’ve worked,” Lindstrom said as Nims left.


“Iodine will hurt more.”


Stephen laughed. “I want to be just like you when I grow up, Anna.”


She waited a second to see if he needed to talk about Joshua Short. He didn’t and there wasn’t time. Gratefully, Anna turned back to her work.


By the time the last firefighter was cared for, the sun had crept clear of the heaviest smoke and poured into the compound burning off the morning’s chill. Anna tipped her face to the light and felt renewed. “I’m going down the hill,” she said as she heard Stephen clearing up rubbish from the shift. “Make a list of what we need. I’ll come back by after I’ve made sure of my ride.”


“Riding down with Polly Wolly doodle all the day?”


“If she hasn’t lit out on me.”


“She may have. I’ve noticed when the men leave camp it loses much of its allure for our heroine.”


“I’ll pick you up some cream,” Anna said.


Stephen meowed unrepentantly.


 


A HEAVYSET MAN around thirty with a belly that hung over his belt and the thinning hair of a much older man was pulling cold lunch boxes from inside a truck and setting them on the tailgate where the crews could help themselves. Neil Page: Anna dredged the name up from some list she’d seen. Page was in charge of spike camp supplies. A local himself, he’d recommended the local hires and supervised the handful of drivers who trucked food up from Incident Base.


Anna leaned on the truck’s bumper and waited till he grunted back, another box in his arms. “Seen Paula?” she asked.


“Probably rifling wallets in the tents.” He puffed and loosed a brown stream of tobacco juice over the tailgate. “Greedy little bitch.”




Anna waited.


“Last I saw her she was squabbling with—” A pile of lunches slithered from Page’s arms and scattered across the packed dirt. To show what a great gal she was, Anna gathered them up for him.


“With who?”


“Hell if I know,” he growled, as if Anna’d gotten personal. “They were over by that truck of hers. You can do your own snooping.”


“Thanks,” Anna said dryly.


“Anytime.”


Anna found Paula stretched out on a folding lounge chair in her truck bed, her pants legs rolled as high as they would go and her shirt tied up baring her midriff. It was too early in the day to hope for any tanning action but Anna doubted that was the focus of this particular exercise. Slanting morning sun the color of molten lava lighted the girl most flatteringly, much to the enjoyment of columns of firefighters headed for the line.


“Sorry to make you wait.” Anna leaned against the truck and watched the display sputter to life.


“Yeah. Well.” Paula slapped her trouser legs down and fumbled at the knot in her shirtfront. “I got a lot of stuff I gotta get done today.”


“Me too. I’ll need a ride down the hill as soon as I get a list from Stephen. I shouldn’t be more than five minutes.” Anna left Paula to finish dressing.


 


ANNA HADN’T BEEN out of spike camp since she’d been detailed there the week before. This outing felt like a holiday. She liked watching the world go by the window: the endless trees, the sameness of the evergreen color, the red of manzanita and the gold of the soil, sun-dappling the lichen and pine needles in intricate mosaics. All overlaid by strange smoke-filtered light, as if seen through tinted glass or the dire prophecies of some ancient soothsayer.


And she was going to get a hot shower. As the miles bumped by and the plume of dust they laid grew longer, she could almost feel the water combing through the muck of dirt and ash in her hair, scratching her itchy scalp, sloughing off the grime of camp.


Even Paula’s chattering as they jolted down the rough logging roads didn’t take the edge off. Once Paula Boggins found out Anna wasn’t going to bite her she never stopped talking. For a while Anna listened, learning more than she ever wanted to about all the things Paula needed to buy during her short stay on Planet Earth, then she tuned the girl out. Fortunately Miss Boggins wasn’t the type to require answering and Anna let the words flow over her with the engine noise.


In contrast to the small and isolated spike camp, Incident Base, with its one thousand souls and all the supporting staff and machinery for the campaign, bustled like the big city: parking lots, tents by the score, buzzing phones and faxes, hot and cold running personnel. Anna took in the sights. She bought fresh underwear at a commissary that had sprung out of the back of a semi-truck trailer to offer life’s necessities: fire boots, chewing tobacco, candy and Tampax. She stood in the shower, an eight-by-eight metal room in the back of another trailer, with a central column surrounded by showerheads to accommodate six women at a time, until long after guilt should have forced her to stop wasting water. She dried herself on the gigantic paper towels trucked in for that purpose. She braided her hair and studied her face in the polished aluminum that passed for mirrors over the line of washstands outside the canvas dressing room. The gray tracing age through her braids was taking over the brown but the soft reflection of the metal was kind to the lines and wrinkles carved in her forehead and around her eyes. She visited a “Women Only” Porta-John the women in the Communications and Information tents had taken over in what was being termed the Honey Pot Uprising.


After a full sit-down meal in a mess tent with shade and netting to keep the flies and yellow jackets at bay, Anna felt ready to face the brass.


Logistics sent her over to Time Keeping and Time Keeping to the Command tent. Wherever there were two government employees to rub together, a bureaucracy flared up. Anna was beginning to remember the isolation of spike camp almost nostalgically when she finally cornered the Operations section chief and got her questions answered.


Short’s staying or going was a moot point. Spike camp was due to be demobed. Two of the three crews were coming out tonight and the San Juans would head out the following day.


The fire was gearing down. They estimated containment soon. The National Weather Service predicted a cold front due in twenty-four hours with a seventy percent chance of rain below forty-one-hundred feet and snow at the higher elevations.




The Jackknife was about to fold.


Anna would stay on at Base as an EMT until the fire was completely controlled but even she and Stephen would probably be demobed by the end of the week. Good news, Anna guessed. She’d miss the money – overtime jacked her paycheck up enough the IRS took notice – and the boot-camp simplicity would be replaced by grown-up worries. But home meant comfort and her cat and clean clothes.


She arranged a lift back to spike with the helicopter taking up hot suppers and bringing down the two women in charge of Time Keeping. With an hour to kill till her ride left, she scored a Pepsi from one of the ubiquitous coolers of soda, candy and fruit that littered every fire camp she’d ever been in, and wandered down the dusty road from the Command area tents.


Constant traffic had pulverized the soil to a fine gray powder that flowed over the toes of her boots like fog. Pines, their lower branches made ghostly by dust, leaned close, breathing out a faint scent of resin. The helicopters had momentarily abandoned their constant water brigade to and from area lakes to dip their buckets.


In that odd pocket of silence, it occurred to Anna the forest would heave a great sigh of relief to be rid of this shantytown with its garbage and buzz of engines and saws. Wildfires were business as usual. They’d burned since the first tree had been struck by the first bolt of lightning. Forests had survived, evolved, grown stronger. But man, hacking firelines with Mcleod and dozer, shovel and pulaski, took some assimilating. Sometimes the fighting left more lasting scars than the fire.




Where the dirt road turned clear of the trees and into the main body of the camp, under the shade of a ponderosa, two security guards in Forest Service green sat at a folding table looking bored. One, ankles crossed on the back of an empty metal chair, read a dog-eared copy of Praetorian. The other appeared to be amusing himself by interrupting. Both were relieved when Anna meandered up.


Looking out of place, a phone sat on the corner of the table, its wires vanishing into a shallow covered trench leading beneath the roadway.


“You can use it,” the nonreader offered. “Anybody can. Five minutes free anywhere in the country.”


“No kidding?”


“Swear to God.” He crossed his heart and looked so solemn Anna laughed. Like a majority of firefighters he couldn’t have been more than twenty-one. His boyish good looks probably got him carded in every bar he walked into.


“Anywhere? Free?”


“Yup. You should see the line at night when the crews come down. Sixty to a hundred guys waiting to make their call. It’s empty now,” he said invitingly.


The plain black plastic did look seductive, with its promise of access to another world, one presumably where people were just dying to hear from you.


Anna wished she had someone to call.


“Come on, when was the last time Uncle Sam gave you a freebie?” the young man cajoled.


Anna thought of calling her sister Molly but a glance at her watch told her it was three-ten New York time. Molly would be with a client.


“Go on. Reach out and touch somebody.”




“Do you sell used cars in the off season?” Anna teased.


“Car stereos.”


“What the hell.” She picked up the receiver. Cradling it to her ear, she dug her wallet out of her hip pocket. Crunched between her Visa and her library card was a gold-embossed business card. On one side, scrawled in letters as gangling as their creator, were the words: “Call me if you need anything.” Anna flipped it over. “Frederick Stanton, Special Agent, FBI” was printed in black, along with the number.


An onslaught of butterflies the size of pterodactyls flapped through Anna’s innards as she dialed the number. “Frederick Stanton, please.”


She made it by the secretary. The young security guard nodded encouragingly.


“This is Agent Stanton.”


Anna’s mind froze. Her tongue clove to the roof of her mouth – at least that’s what it felt like. Quietly she hung up. “Busy,” she said.


“Try again.”


Anna shook her head. “Got to get back to spike.”


So much for her sojourn in the fast lane.
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