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For Siddha, who will one day touch the sky
For Jem, who gives me roots
And for the redwoods that taught me.




To be whole. To be complete. Wildness reminds us what it means to be human, what we are connected to rather than what we are separate from.


—Terry Tempest Williams


[image: images]


… perhaps one day the language of trees will eventually be deciphered, giving us the raw material for further amazing stories. Until then, when you take your next walk in the forest, give free rein to your imagination—in many cases, what you imagine is not so far removed from reality, after all!


—Peter Wohlleben, The Hidden Life of Trees: What They Feel, How They Communicate—Discoveries from a Secret World




The old dream begins again: I stand in a forest under an inky dark sky. An oak tree looms before me with thick, snaking branches that kink and bend and grow, steady and slow, right before my eyes. Light shines from the tiny tips of each branch, the whole tree a glowing silhouette in the darkness. I have one single job: to name the light. I don’t know how I know that I am meant to name the light or what will happen when I do—the trees and the light and I will become one, maybe. Or the tips will finally grow onto the ends of the branches and the tree can go back to being a tree. Or it could be that everything will stop growing out of control. How I know that everything actually is growing out of control is unclear to me, too, but the fact of it scares me in my bones. The point is that something important will happen when I name the light. The light knows I know its name. The forest knows I know. Everything waits for me to name it, if I could just remember. But I can’t.
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DAMP CHILL SEEPS THROUGH my jeans from the rotting wood porch stairs of The What Not Shop. There are three places to sit where you won’t fall through. I’ve put in my hours waiting for customers, so I know exactly where to set myself. Green to breathe is everywhere. Ferns up to your armpits and sorrel the size of lollipops poke through the needles and leaves and duff of the forest floor. Redwood trees stand like silent beasts all around, two-cars wide and tall enough to poke holes in the sky. Hurts my brain trying to make sense of that much size and age, eight hundred years old at least, and how they stand so still and silent. Even the sound of my breathing is loud, like I’m some party crasher busting in on an ancient séance, messing with the vibe.


Porch floorboards creak under the weight of Gramps rocking in his rocker that he calls the Throne. One hand grips the arm of the chair, the other wraps around a beer, and a knot in his jeans hangs just below his knee in the space where his leg used to be. He stares off toward the old two-lane highway where the redwoods grow into the road, busting up the edges of the pavement bit by bit, like they’ve let us borrow the land for long enough and now they want it back.


We sit this way sometimes, he and I.


Three hours to go before my slow-as-sin shift will end and Liza and I can hightail it up to Eureka in her parents’ car that she’s not supposed to drive. Her parents are away for the weekend, so we’re golden. Liza swears the older guys we met last time said to meet them at The Shanty, but I think she’s just making it up as an excuse to get us back there. The dude who was into her was supremely hot, so you can’t blame her. She fixed her traction-beam-laser-stare on him and sure enough he made his way over to buy her a drink. I swear it’s her super power. All she has to do is tilt her forehead down a little, look up and fix her eyes on someone, blink a few times, and curl her lips into a kind of half-smile. Nine times out of ten, and I’ve counted, the victim does whatever she wants. We get into all the bars that way. “Shhh!” she’ll say when she’s pulling someone into her orbit. “I’m magnetizing.” I try to magnetize, but all I pulled into my orbit last time was some guy named Twiggy, which just about sums it up.


There’s definitely nothing to magnetize here. Tree-stump sculptures shaped like giant eagles or Bigfoot stand in tight rows in between the shop and the road along with burl tables and chairs and stools made from knobby redwood growths. Gramps’s buddies at the mill haul over giant chunks leftover from logs they cut, and some chainsaw artist makes all kinds of hardwood weirdness. Gramps decided trees owed him something after a tree someone else was cutting on a job fell the wrong way and pinned him. It broke his pelvis in three places, broke ribs, and smashed his leg so bad he had to lose it. He used his disability money to buy this hundred-year-old soda fountain turned junk store and tourist trap and set the tree sculptures next to the road. “To lure in the nincompoop city slickers,” he said.


It’s not right having chopped-up pieces of glossed-over tree sitting in the middle of the last old-growth redwood grove for miles, but I know better than to say anything like that out loud around here. I’m just the lucky hack that works the register after school and on weekends. No one pays me for my opinions. No one really pays me at all, actually. Not that much.


The truth is, Twiggy was a whack job. He pretended like he was going to kiss my hand like he was a duke and I was some princess and I was all gaga, like I’d actually magnetized something good, but then he shoved my fingers into his mouth and chomped on them and laughed like it was the funniest thing. Psycho. Just watch. When we go back I’ll get stuck with crazy while Liza disappears to who-knows-where for who-knows-how-long. I’ll do it anyway because the guys in town are dogs or I’ve known them my whole life and making out with any of them is like making out with your own brother and just the thought of it makes me gag. So I’m Eureka-bound to ace magnetizing. Desperate times and desperate measures and all that.


Or I could go see Peter. There’s always Peter.


Uncle Nelson hauls a box out of his pickup from today’s run buying up what’s on sale at other stores in the area to bring back here to sell. Another one of Gramps’s grand plans to make money off of the redwood-gawkers. Nelson tilts the box on its side to maneuver between an outstretched wood wing of an eagle and the arm of a bear, yakking as he squeezes his way through to where we sit on the porch. He won’t shut up about who’s to blame for the holdup on the logging job he’s on.


“Why hold things up so I can’t work?” he yells to Gramps. “I’m not making the rules about what gets cut! I’m just bidding on the goddamn jobs trying to make my living! Don’t they know that?” He drops his box by my feet when he finally makes it through the wood menagerie. A corner of the box crumples under the fall, but he doesn’t care. He’s already six beers into Sunday and its only noon.


One at a time I slide back and up the stairs just to get out of arm’s reach. Nelson’s the kind of guy who punches you in the arm when you least expect it and tells you he’s just testing your reflexes. Mine suck. The last punch landed like a super-powered tetanus shot and it was all I could do not to cry. Not to mention that there’s an edgy mad in his voice today that feels like it’s looking for a place to bust out. Like words won’t be strong enough to hold it.


What I hear in the words people say, I swear.


“Since when did working an honest day make me the bad guy?” Nelson spits and tucks a thumb into the pocket of his dirty Carhartts and glares up at Gramps, waiting for him to join in the rant against whoever is trying to stop the loggers from doing their job this time. It’s usually crackpot environmentalists suing the lumber companies or hippies sitting in the trees so they won’t get cut. Nelson’s sure it’s the hippies this time. He scratches his head through his bright orange wool hunter hat. Clumps of brown hair poke out from under his hat like sticks.


Gramps takes a long pull on his beer, his one leg rocks him, and his arm crutches dangle on the back of the rickety rocker. “This land is full of the blood and sweat of everyone I know,” he says, looking out at the woods like he owns them. The Throne is where Gramps likes to sit and get ’sophical. “I got more time under my belt and dirt in my boots from these woods than a whole busload of those dirtbags combined and they think they know how to take care of the land?” Gramps has it in for the hippies, too.


The sound of a truck reaches us through the fog. Not one single ray of sunshine has managed to break through the heavy gray that sits on Humboldt County like a wet blanket too many days a year. Indian summer should have given us a break already, but it skipped us this fall. The glow of fog lights turns into an old pickup that pulls in and parks.


“How’s it goin’ Bud?” Gramps yells from the Throne. “Where you hurtin’ today?”


Bud hangs on to the car door to haul himself out of the driver’s seat. “Hank, Nelson, Jade,” he says. Everything about Bud is big and thick—his chest, arms, neck, the skin on his face. Even his eyelids are thick.


This is officially my cue because not only does Bud always hug me for five seconds too long, but he’s also a talker and there’s no way I’m getting stuck in some conversation about god knows what. Lawn mowers. The extraction mechanism in a dehumidifier. The chicken wire and spit he says he uses to fix every single thing that he has supposedly ever fixed in his entire life.


“Hey, Bud,” I yell, careful now to step where the stairs aren’t rotten. My escape is so smooth. “Gotta change the record!” Johnny Cash’s honey-gravel twang floats from the record player inside. He’s shot a guy in Reno for probably the sixteenth time today. Just to watch him die. Jee-zus.


The plate glass window reads WHAT NOT across the middle in big, blocky brown letters I painted on when it was slow one day.


“Hey, Bud!” Nelson’s voice follows me through the screen door. “What’s red and orange and looks good on hippies?” Forever lame jokes.


“What?” Bud says.


“Fire!” Nelson laughs and then coughs. His laugh always turns into a cough.


The round and round of the record matches the round and round of the talk that’s just getting started. They beat everything to death. Complaining. Stories. Jokes about hippies that maybe aren’t really jokes at all.


Liza and that car cannot come soon enough.


So long as they don’t start talking forced extractions and dragging hippies out of the trees, it’s all just talk. Someone’s got to put an end to all this, is what they said before when things got bad. So long as it doesn’t come to that.


The old wide-plank floor creaks under my feet, and the fridge motor rattles. Wooden shelves are lined with essentials like chips, onion dip, soda, cigarettes, beer, condoms, “lady things,” and toothpaste. The rest are half full of the crap Gramps buys up—playing cards, shot glasses, extra fishing line and cheap pocketknives made in China that George from the tackle shop can’t seem to move.


Cardboard boxes from this morning’s run sit unpacked on the floor where Dad dropped them earlier. He took the porch stairs two at a time with three boxes in his arms. Mom curses him for not aging a day since high school except for the little gray hairs at his temples. He’s still lean, broad in the shoulders, and no belly yet. “It’s a mean day’s work,” he says about logging every time he’s stretched in his worn-out recliner after his shift, “but it keeps me fit.”


Nelson watched him work, grabbed Dad’s coffee thermos, and poured himself a cup. He took a sip and spit it out on the ground. “Damn it, Stanley, you drink hot oil for breakfast?” he yelled up to where Dad dropped the boxes with a bang to the floor.


Dad didn’t wait for Nelson’s comeback, but cut across the porch and down the stairs to go around back for another load. “I want to be awake during the day, Nellie, not some lollygagging half-wit like some losers I know,” he said as he passed. It was too early and Nelson was not caffeinated or drunk enough for fighting, so he wiped his mouth with the back of his arm and mumbled something underneath his breath.


“Is Dad still here or is he out for another run?” I yell to Gramps, but he’s so busy getting into it with Bud and Nelson over who to blame that he doesn’t bother to respond.


“The holdup could be coming from that corporation down in Texas, Hank. You know that.” Bud makes his case to Gramps. “You know they’re trying to buy the Skatio Lumber Company and this old town right out from under us. You heard that, right? Well, that’s a very real possibility, Hank. We can’t assume anything right now.”


Johnny Cash sings about how good it is to see the green green grass of home, and in a direct beeline out past all their yakking, on the other side of the tree stumps by the parking lot, a group of redwoods stands in a circle. There are ways to get over there without being seen. When the time is right I could slip out the back door, behind the side shed, and it’s two steps until I’m smack in the middle of the so-quiet and so-long-alive. Lying there on the soft ground takes me somewhere else. That’s all I need to block out all the noise. I swear.


Nelson stands at the bottom of the porch stairs and takes a deep drag on his cigarette. “If those tree huggers want to sit somewhere, then they should go sit on the face of that CEO. Chain themselves right to him. Now that might change some things!” Nelson laughs at his sheer brilliance. “I’m gonna get me that bumper sticker. You know it?” Smoke comes out of his mouth in puffs with each word. “It says, ‘Save loggers. Cut down hippies.’” He laughs again, his hand still close to his mouth, ready for another drag. He already has a bumper sticker on his car: MISSING: wife and dog. REWARD: for the dog.


I’m moving back toward the door, slow and easy so as not to be seen, when a kid walks out of the woods, right by my circle of giant trees. He looks like an ant compared to the size of those trees. Brown dreads sit in a nest on top of his head. He has no shoes, holey jeans, a ratty sweatshirt, and a backpack on his back. An empty plastic gallon-sized water jug hangs from his finger and he walks right toward The What Not like he plans to buy something. He could just be a hiker, but I know what kind of math is going on in everyone’s head. He’s a fleabag freak in Nelson’s book, the kind that makes life hell for loggers.


A kid like that walking out of those woods. His timing makes me dizzy.
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NELSON LEANS BACK ON HIS HEELS, crosses his arms over his chest, and watches the kid walk toward us. “You living in those woods?” he yells out.


The kid keeps walking. “Nope.” He looks like he’s on a mission.


“I’ll bet you’re not,” Nelson says. He walks over to stand between the stairs and the kid. “What are you doing coming down from there then? You know this land is private, right? The state park is miles away.”


The kid stops, puts his free hand in the air, and takes a few steps back. “Whoa. I’m just passing through, man.” Now everyone is acting like someone is guilty of something. “I’m just going to get a little something to eat, if that’s okay with you.” Scraggly hairs line the bottom of his chin and jaw. Not much of a beard. He can’t be older than me. “I’m just on my way to a trail.” The kid tries to walk around Nelson, who steps in front of him again.


“Oh yeah? What trail are you hiking?”


The kid hitches one thumb in the strap of his backpack and with his other hand knocks the plastic water bottle against the side of his leg. “Is it a crime to walk here?” He has no idea who he’s talking to.


Nelson shrugs his shoulders. “I guess it depends on where you’re walking.”


“Look, I just need some water and I’ll be on my way.” The kid holds the plastic bottle in front of him like it’s proof that what he’s saying is true.


“That’s an awfully big jug of water for a little hike, don’t you think?” Nelson’s not giving an inch.


“Oh, forget it.” The kid turns to walk away.


I walk to the screen door and stand in the doorway.


“Oh, come on now.” Nelson walks toward the kid and puts his arm on his shoulder, buddy-like, like he’s going to help him out. “We can help you with some water.” He pulls him toward the side of The What Not where the water faucet is. The kid walks with Nelson, looking at him, nervous, and then, just like that, he makes a run for it. He is no hiker. Nelson has an arm on him and pulls the kid back, which makes him fall. Bud is off the porch, standing next to Nelson in no time, both of them standing over the kid.


My heart tries to bust out of the cage of my ribs.


“I don’t have anything against you, man! I’m just getting some food.” The kid is on his back, looking at them, using his hands to shimmy away, trying to get his feet under his body.


“Not in front of the store,” Gramps grumbles, and he shifts in his rocker.


Nelson looks back at the porch and around to the massive trees looking down on us all, like he’s heard something and isn’t sure where it was coming from.


“Oh yeah. No problem,” he finally says to Gramps, and he turns back to the kid. “Just stand up. Come here a minute. I want to tell you something.” The kid looks from Nelson to Bud and back again before he gets to his feet. “I just want to tell you something about where to walk.” Nelson talks like he’s trying to explain something to a dimwit. The kid looks at the ground between Nelson’s and Bud’s feet, and then he looks right at me. A jolt runs down my spine. His face frozen, eyes wide. Nelson whips his head around and looks at me too. “Do you know him?” Spitting words like bullets. Dad’s voice is in my head. Nelson’s six cards shy of a full deck.


Nelson’s dark, mad eyes drill into me. I hold my breath and shake my head no. The absolute wrong thing to do. The kid closes his eyes, his shoulders sag, and he looks to one side, but only for a second before he fixes his eyes back on Nelson, like he’s going to stare him down.


Everything is set in motion. I can feel it.


“Yeah. I didn’t think so.” Nelson turns back around. He puts his arm around the kid’s shoulder again and pulls him toward the side of the store. “Come here. I just want to show you something.”


“Cripes.” Gramps leans over and puts his beer bottle on the porch. He grabs his arm crutches from the back of his rocker, slides a hand in each crutch, leans forward, and swings his one foot to walk. “There’s nothing to see here, Jade,” he scolds. In three steps he’s at the door. I don’t know where to be. In or out. I move out of his way. “You best be unpacking these boxes,” he says on his way back to his office.


Nelson is on one side of the kid and Bud is on the other. They’re telling him not to be stupid, I’m sure, not to hold up the timber sale or get in the way of work. Telling him that he and his buddies should be careful. Telling him about what’s happened in this town before, when it got bad. I’m sure of this, but then the kid makes a run for it again and Nelson and Bud are on him, pinning him to the ground. It looks like wrestling, guys goofing off. It isn’t.


The kid is the skinniest thing, facedown, his arms and legs flailing, trying not to get caught. Bud sits on top, the mass of him on the kid’s back. His hands grab the kid’s wrists and wrench them back. Nelson is on his knees, one hand on the kid’s head, pushing it into the ground. The kid yelling, “You guys are crazy! I haven’t done anything!”


I want to yell for Dad, wherever he is, but I can’t find any sound.


“Riley!” Nelson yells back to the mechanic that works on cars behind the store every weekend. “Riley, come here for a minute!” Bud gets to his knees and in one motion stands and then yanks the kid from the ground somehow, holding his arms behind his back. The kid’s backpack is still on, his shirt hiked underneath it, his skin pale except for red blotches where he was squashed into the ground. His whole body one muscle. Bud has a serious hold on him. “Riley!” Nelson yells again, and he grabs one of the kid’s arms. He pulls, and Bud shoves the kid from sight.


Short breaths come out of me. Gramps knocks something over in the office. I jump. All nerves. They’re just going to tell him what’s what. That’s got to be it. I run to the side of the porch and lean over the railing to see what I can. I don’t want to know. There’s nothing to see, but sounds get to me. Not words. The kid. Grunts coming from his gut.


Nelson yells, “Pick him up! Pick him up!” They’re mostly behind the store. Bud hangs on to the kid’s legs, laughing. Someone else must have his shoulders. He’s kicking wild, crazy as a caught fish. They’re just giving him a scare. Nelson walks to the kid’s feet. He’s holding a chainsaw.


Everything in slow motion.


Nelson puts the saw on the ground and kneels, his knees on either side of the handle part. He pulls a file from his back pocket, leans over, looks closely at the teeth of the blade, and starts to sharpen one.


The kid: “Please!” His tiny voice muffled by the heavy damp of the woods.


Nelson doesn’t see anything but the teeth of the saw. Not me. Not those guys. Not that kid. He’s paying attention to detail. Dad will stop this. Nelson sits back on his heels and slides the long, narrow file back into his front pocket. He stands and yanks to start the saw. The sound rips the air. He walks back to I can’t see where. The kid’s feet kicking to get free. Bud holds on tight, his thick face red. The blade gets caught in something and the kid drops to the ground, feet still.


Nelson cuts the saw and stumbles back to where I can see holding what looks like a raccoon tail in his hands. “I got me a scalp!” he yells, laughing and holding it high, almost doubled over with how funny he is. He stands straight again shakes his score to where the kid is lying. “Tell them how things are around here!” His laugh stops as quick as it started. “Tell them it’s just the way we do things.” He spits. The guys are laughing. Nelson turns his eyes right on me. He sees I see. “Boys,” he yells, staring at me, “I think we caught ourselves a live one!”


I’m all body. Knocking into things. Rocking chairs on the porch. The heavy rock doorstop. The door. My hands open it. I don’t go inside. I don’t stay outside. Where the hell is Dad? The wonky screen door can’t close. In or out. My feet won’t decide.


“Jade!” Nelson’s voice gets to me from way around back. He’s still back there. “Jade!” he yells again.


This is when I disappear.


The needle hits the end of the record over and over. Boxes sit unpacked on the floor. I got me a scalp! stuck in my brain. The record player is at the back. My hands lift the needle. Shaking hands. Try to pick up the record by the sides so I don’t make fingerprints.


“What are you doing?” The record drops from my hands and lands on its edge with a crack on the floor. Nelson stands in the doorway and wipes his hands on a rag. No one else is on the porch. Voices float in from somewhere.


“Nothing.” Force myself to talk normal. Fingers try to lift the record from the floor, but can’t get underneath somehow. Pale little uncoordinated things.


“You know him?” Nelson asks again.


There’s a chip at the edge of the record and a crack runs all the way to song three. Screw it. My foot on the black vinyl; shove my fingers underneath.


“I said do you know that kid?” Nelson talks like I’m the dimwit now.


The record slides easy back onto the record player. Can’t make myself look at him. “Mm-mm.” Words will give me away. The needle drops in the middle of the record, where it isn’t cracked. There’s something behind the counter, underneath on the shelves. I make my way there, move things around like it has to be found—a coffee mug full of pens, a roll of paper towels, two half-drunk sodas, a roll of blank register receipt paper, a plastic tray with paper clips, a mini blue army knife, an open bag of beef jerky. My whole body a pulse. Trying to find the phone. The sound of footsteps. His voice. Me making words. “Yes.” And then, “I mean, no.” Trying to add things up. Did he really have a scalp? This makes me stand up.


Nelson’s face is inches from mine, he’s leaning over the counter, a red welt swelling above his eyebrow. “We were just playing with him, Jadey. You know that, right?” He sounds like he has marbles in his mouth. Beer stink a cloud between us. Glassy eyes wander slow over my face, like he’s looking at me, but also like he’s trying to remember something.


“Right,” I whisper. It could be true. “Was Dad back there?” I try to speak louder this time. I have to know. I don’t move. Making normal. “What time is it?” The shake in my voice gives me away.


“Oh Jadey, Jadey, Jadey,” he says, looking down before he reaches over and grabs me at the jaw with one hand, like you would a baby’s face you thought was cute, only his fingers dig into my cheek and neck. He shakes my head a little. “Nothing happened, all right?” he whispers. I hang in his hand holding my head, weightless, hollow, dizzy. Brown block letters on the window are backward. TON TAHW TON TAHW TON TAHW. “There was nothing to see!” His eyes widen and he laughs, like he’s telling the punch line to a joke. He lets me go. My hands catch me on the counter, lungs suck in air, the grip of his fingers deep in my skin.


“Nothing to see,” he says again. “So there’s nothing to tell.” The sound of his feet, the fridge opening, walking back, a six-pack of beer on the counter. “Right?” Tears drop on my hand. Clench my eyes to stop them falling. “You look like you seen a ghost,” he says. Nelson grabs the bottle-opener magnet from where it’s stuck on the register. Blood blotch on his arm by his wrist. “Just put it on my tab,” he says, and he snaps a lid off a bottle, grabs his six-pack from the counter, and leaves.


He doesn’t have a tab.
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RUNNING UP THE CONCRETE ribbon of road to where Eureka is and where Liza might be. On 101 North. Gulping down breaths. A thousand eyes were on my back when I hightailed it out of The What Not and I didn’t dare turn to look at a single one of them because he saw me see.


No way am I looking back.


Cars whiz by and I drop my Army-green knapsack to the ground that’s wet from fog, because I can’t get into The Shanty without my ID and where is my ID? One hand digs deep into my knapsack, which isn’t even real Army gear. Just fake girly crap with rhinestones that Gramps had at The What Not Shop once. Coins pack the front pockets that only have snaps. I stole them from the spare-change bucket by the door, just in case, the coins we all save for a trip to Disneyland one day. Shoved them in with sweats and stuff. Like I’m sleeping over at Liza’s, I told myself. Making up stories to keep me on track, but it doesn’t even matter because Mom and Lily were out. No one was asking.


My other hand holds the knapsack open, and the empty plastic gallon water bottle from before, the one from the kid, is shoved over my fingers. How do I even have this? A drop of water runs down the inside of the bottle and leaves a trail through the moisture trapped inside. Shaking with a shiver like it’s Alaska. The knot of sweatpants makes everything impossible so I yank them out and dump them on the wet side of the road. My journal. A pajama top. A toothbrush. Dig around. Untangle clothes. Put them back. Road gravel goes in too. Check my back pocket. My ID is there.


“Nelson really is six cards shy of a full deck,” is what I’ll tell Liza when we’re drinking our beers. She’ll think that’s funny, but I’ll tell her, “No. This is not funny.” And she’ll get quiet because I’ll be so real and she will feel it. “What happened?” she’ll ask, and I’ll say, “I need a drink.” “Okay,” she’ll say, and she’ll leave out what I’ll know she’s thinking, which will be You’re freaking me out and This better be good. She’ll buy me a beer because she’ll know that something heavy went down because she knows me like that and because she won’t miss a chance to use her new fake ID.


I’ll tell her about Nelson and what looked like a raccoon in his hands. I got me a scalp! The stink of his beer breath. How he gripped my face like a football and even Gramps walked away. About the kid, wherever he is. Stumbling around? At the cops? Back with his friends? He came out of the woods at exactly the wrong time, that’s what he did. He should have played it cool, but he didn’t. Johnny Cash shot a guy in Reno just to watch him die. Jee-zus! I’ll say because Liza and I say it that way. Jee-zus! She’ll say back. What else? But I won’t even be able get into what else because where was freaking Dad and did he do this too?


On the other side of the highway, just over the ridge, the whole town of Skatio sits in the middle of wonky, patchwork hills that surround the town, like some crumb stuck in a napkin. Lots of square areas of torn-up and brown clear-cuts sit next to a few squares of older redwoods and lots of other squares with fuzzy, green grow-back. Nothing fits together. A puzzle with wrong pieces.


Not going back home is a tiny awful fact that grows bigger by the second.


Giant trees stand there. “WHAT?” I yell at the trees that can’t even hear. “What the hell do I do now?” The wet of the road bleeds through the knees of my jeans. Wait for an answer because maybe one will come because all kinds of things come to me when I’m around trees. Dad says you can’t have a conversation with nature, but that’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. That would be like saying no one ever dreams when they go to sleep. Just because you can’t see it happen doesn’t mean it isn’t real. But I don’t go on about things like that. Not in this town. Not even around Liza.


I can’t walk around without trees nagging me, like they have a long finger and send it my way. Tap me on the shoulder. I’ll have a thought that isn’t mine. Listen, please listen. I’ll stop and wait for more. Listen to what? I’ll say back because not trying to find out why they’re sending all those vibes would be like seeing someone crying and not asking what’s wrong.


“Now would be a good time!” I yell again. Tears roll down my cheeks. Thick, gray fog spreads out forever overhead. Breath mixes with moist air, the rush of cars fills my ears, and the trees only stand silent. No help at all. Nature sucks. Forget it. Toss my knapsack over my shoulder. The water bottle is something to hold on to. One foot in front of the other.


An old junk of a car pulls over and stops at the stretch of highway on the edge of town. The window comes down. A chick with stringy long hair, a bad dye job turned orange, squints at me from inside. I don’t even have my thumb out. “You got any matches?” she asks. Her teeth look like pieces of rotten wood.


“No,” I somehow say, and I drag the back of my hand across my cheeks to wipe away tears. Shaking from the inside out.


She turns to the driver, talks something over, and turns back my way. “You can get in anyway.” She swings the heavy door open and pulls the back of her seat forward. “Come on,” she says. I stare at her, but I only see the kid’s feet lying still. “Get in.” And I do because this car is heading north, and north is where I want to be.


The cramped backseat is filled with beer empties, McDonald’s wrappers, and wadded clothes piled to my knees. The reek of dirty laundry and stale beer fills my nose. Fabric from the ceiling hangs down low and almost touches my head. Stringy-haired chick heaves the big door closed that creaks as it swings shut, and the car crawls back onto the road.


A guy sits in the back, inches away, propped against his side of the car. A dark hoodie hangs over his head, his eyes closed. His face is the pale blue-gray of the banks of the Eel River when fish and river scum rot on the shore when the water is low from drought. I have never seen a face look like that.
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