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      After she fed him breakfast, Jenny said, “I need your help. I want to clean up the back bedroom.”

      Bo sopped up the last of the egg yolk with a piece of English muffin. “Why bother? It’ll just be a mess again. I gotta get home.”

      “You can give me twenty minutes.”

      “Why? It’s just—”

      She turned up the volume on her phone and held it in front of his face. Out of it came the loved, longed-for voice.

      “Mom. Don’t fall off your chair. It’s me, Teeta. I’m coming home. I’m broke and homeless and I have my—my little boy now and I have nowhere else to go. I’ll be there in a couple of days. Thanks in advance for saying yes.”

      Bo’s jaw dropped, his gaze fixed on the phone, and then he turned his blazing blue eyes on Jenny.

      “You’re taking her back.”

      “Of course, I am,” she said. “Prodigal daughter. Kill the fatted calf.”

      He flushed red to his hairline. His whole face bulged. The vein stood out on his forehead. “She ran out on you. How long has it been? Six years?”

      “Seven,” Jenny said.

      “And nothing until now. Not a word. Until she needs help. I remember how you cried!” He roared as if she were miles away. “You cried for three days straight! Now she wants to come back and latch onto the tit again and it’s fine with you! After what she did—”

      Patient, Jenny said nothing and drank her coffee. This was why they didn’t live together anymore. She knew how this would go. He couldn’t keep up his outrage for long. As always, all she had to do was wait him out.

      “She stole from you! She robbed you blind. Neither of those kids ever gave you a damn bit of love or respect, after all you did for them, and now you want me to help you—”

      He broke off, looking off toward the road, and let out his breath in a gust of wind. He was already cooling down. Jenny took her empty cup to the counter.

      “Come on, give me a hand.”

      “And now she has a kid.” He heaved up out of the chair; she collected his dish, fork, and napkin and carried it all to the sink. “Another mouth for you to feed and clean up after. What’s wrong with you? Were you just born this way? Did you choose to be a sucker? What the hell happened to you?”

      “Just help me get the room ready,” she said, and started down the hall.

      He followed her, still snarling. The back room was half full of old furniture, wedged in every which way. She slid past a stack of chairs to the window and pulled aside the curtains. Dim light showered in through the dust. She turned, looking around. If she did this right, she could cram everything into one corner of the room, opening up the rest for living space. She listened. Through the wall between this room and the next came the faint thrum of the fan motors. Put everything against that wall. “Here, help me.”

      He shot a glance out the window and hauled out the several pieces of the old table. “You should burn this.” Behind the stack of legs and tabletop were two dressers. They shifted one into the far side of the room and slid the other against the wall, piled the chairs on top. Under a stack of mattresses tilted against the other wall they uncovered a bed frame. She got the broom and swept where she could now see the floor. While they were setting up the bed frame below the window, Bo’s head kept swiveling, aiming his gaze out the window, toward his house, and then he said, “I gotta go.” He picked up a few of the table legs. “I can use these in my wood stove.”

      Jenny looked out the window. Bo’s house was the next one down from hers, a quarter of a mile off across a stretch of tall grass. On the road a girl with a backpack walked into view, passing her yard toward his, her red-blonde hair a tangled frizzy mass. “Strawberry?”

      “She’s trimming for me. I’ll come back for the rest of this,” he said, and left.

      Jenny moused around the room for a while, searching for the slats for the bed frame, and keeping an eye out the window. Strawberry was strolling along the road. When Bo came into sight after her, he was riding his bike, the table legs under one arm. Jenny went over to the window to watch. He got off the bike and walked with Strawberry toward his house. As they went in, past the old truck in its nest of brambles, he turned and looked back at Jenny. She doubted he could see her, but she waved. They disappeared into Bo’s house.

      She understood that he wouldn’t want Strawberry alone in his house, but she suspected that Bo had something else going on there.

      Have fun, jerk, she thought, and then felt bad. She had broken up with him, after all; she had no right to be jealous.

      She looked around the room again. Teeta had grown up in this room. Jenny remembered sitting on the bed, telling her stories—“The Three Little Pigs,” “Robin Hood,” “Cinderella.” Coming in to soothe her when she cried in the night. A grown woman now. What if she doesn't like me? What if I don’t like her? She thrust the doubts away.

      Still looking for the bed slats, she went out to the hall, pulled the drop-ladder down from the ceiling, and climbed up through the hatch to the crawl space. Here, over the grow room, the fans sounded louder, a constant growl. She reminded herself to turn those off, now that the crop was almost gone except what she was saving for herself. She switched on the faint overhead bulb. Groping around among the boxes and piles of old clothes and furniture, she found one slat, and then two more. Reaching for them, she saw the old highchair.

      She gripped the legs; she almost hugged it. They would need this for the baby. The baby. She dropped the slats with a clatter down through the trap door, but she pulled the highchair tenderly after her into the light.
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        * * *

      

      In the afternoon, when she went outside to go to town, Strawberry launched herself out of the shade of the rose bush, where she had obviously been lurking. “Jenny! Jenny, can you give me a ride into J’ville?”

      Jenny stopped. For an instant she considered saying, no, she was going the other way, but the other way was Springville, twenty miles off, and she had no business there. “Yeah, sure. Get in.”

      Strawberry slid into the Prius’ passenger seat. She was smiling; she was always smiling, a pretty, bright face, too young to show the wear. She had been here a while now. Most travelers moved on in a few weeks, but Strawberry lingered. She had worked her way around Fox Hill, in more ways than one, according to the other women, who all hated her.

      “Got anything to trim up?”

      “No,” Jenny said, short. If I did, she thought, I wouldn’t hire you. The one time she had, two hundred dollars had gone missing. “I’m done. I just sold everything.”

      She drove along the Fox Hill road into the trees, and down the long switchback slope. She and her neighbors were always hauling truckloads of gravel up onto the road, but it was still a wreck, rutted and scoured. She let the Prius wobble on under gravity power. Down the steep hillside on the right, the trees of Beacham’s Grove rose up three hundred feet high, shutting off the sun like a green curtain. She wondered if Strawberry had slept with Bo. Tammy Fox had said she’d caught Strawberry and Jonnie doing it standing up, not even in a bed. Jenny thought she could smell Bo on her. She said, “You’re really settling in.” They came down to Route 42, like a tunnel through the trees, and she turned left toward Jarboeville.

      “I like it here,” Strawberry said. “Easy money.”

      Jenny pressed her lips together. She couldn’t prove Strawberry had stolen that two hundred dollars, but she knew she had. The road wound through the trees and came into the sun again on the bank above the Vandy River. Stretching southerly from here, the broad brushy river valley rolled away toward Seven Mile Mountain, a wedge against the sky. Beside her, Strawberry bounced up and down and hummed to herself, wreathed in her constant smile. The road curved around and up onto the bluff above the river, and became the main street of Jarboeville, five lanes wide, bounded in old wooden buildings from the lumber days. She stopped to let a straggle of people walk across the street.

      “There’s that stupid old bum,” Strawberry said. “You should hear old lady Grierson talk about how she’d like to sic their dogs on him. Oh, hey, wait.” She rolled down the window and leaned her head out.

      “Brian! Brian—”

      Jenny stopped. Last of the people in the crosswalk, a scrawny little bearded man with a walking stick strode across the street; that was who Strawberry meant by “that stupid old bum.” Woods wasn’t stupid, he wasn’t old, and he wasn’t a bum. More like an uprooted redwood. But Strawberry was leaping out of the car.

      “Thanks! See ya!” She ran off across the street and vanished into the crowd on the sidewalk.

      Jenny went on to the hardware store and stood there staring at paint chips. Blue, she thought at first. A little boy. That was politically incorrect, or sexist, or something. She wondered how old he was, whether he could even use a highchair yet. Maybe he was too old for a highchair, and he’d be insulted. Her kitchen was yellow with green trim, and she picked out a bright purple to go with that.

      On the way back out of town, she saw Woods again, walking ahead of her along the side of the road. She pulled over just beyond him and leaned out the window. “Woods! I’ll give you a ride.” He lived in Beacham’s Grove. This was recompense for dealing with Strawberry.

      He had hung back, until he saw it was her, and gave her a shy smile through the thicket of his beard. He peered into the car to make sure she was alone. “Okay, thanks.”

      When he was settled into the passenger seat, she drove off again. She had forgotten how strong he smelled. She said, “You should come up to my house. Get some eggs.” Take a shower. She kept the windows open. She remembered what Strawberry had said. “Stay away from Griersons’.”

      He said, “I love the eggs. I’ll clean out your coop for you, like the last time.”

      “Good. That’s a help.” Cleaning the coop broke her back. The dark shadow of the trees fell over them, and the air changed, cool and moist.

      “Miz Grierson, she’s mean,” he said. “She don’t even eat the mushrooms.”

      “Don’t go near their house then.”

      The road twisted along the bank twenty feet above the river bar. She drove by the foot of the Fox Hill road and around the curve to the narrow, unmarked entrance to Beacham’s Grove and turned down the steep short slope into the parking lot there.

      “Thanks,” he said, and got out. She backed the car out again and went back home to paint the highchair.
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        * * *

      

      Woods woke up before the sun came up. During the night he had slid off his mattress and lay there in the sorrel, his cheek against redwood duff, his lungs full of the exhalations of the great trees. The daylight swelled. He rolled onto his back and looked up through the dizzying thrust of the trunks, rising away from him through an occasional spray of needles hundreds of feet into the sky. He drew in a deep breath of moist, rich, tree-air, and for a moment felt almost giddy with gratitude, half-lifted into space, weightless.

      That lasted about ten seconds. His back ached. He farted, got up, and stretched in all directions. The sleeping bag lay half off the battered old army mattress, his coffee pot had fallen over, the dead stove stank. He felt his usual moment’s revulsion at being human, and wrong, pulled his pants on, and went down to the river.

      The fog was lifting off the river in grey wisps. Through the early morning haze, shreds of sky showed, still blushing pink with the sunrise. Two buzzards flapped away as he slid down the bank and crossed the upper edge of the bar. The sun had just topped the opposite ridge; the water rippled musically by, glittering in the first light. He knelt on the gravel bar and splashed his face, gasping at the cold, scrubbed his hair and his beard, cupped water in his hands and drank. Snorting, grunting, joyful again, he straightened up, splashed water over his shoulders and onto his chest, shook his wet head until the drops flew.

      That was when he noticed the lump of cloth a hundred feet away, out on the riffle where the river bent. He saw the buzzards hadn’t left, after he spooked them off their dinner, only gone up to sit on a branch and wait for him to leave. His stomach tucked up against his spine. Tramping through the shallows, he got close enough to smell the body, and to see the pale red hair streaming away.

      He stopped, rubbed his hand over his bare chest, and tried to stay calm. The smell already was raising his hackles. He felt something huge and terrible open up before him. He should leave, not get into this, try to make this not happen, but he thought he recognized the hair. His legs were moving while his mind still hung back.

      The body was caught in behind an old stump, and he had to wade far out, around the deep water, to reach it. He shrank back from it; he didn’t have to touch it to see what had happened. The birds and the other critters had been at it, but there was still a lot left and he had been in Iraq and knew what a bullet hole looked like, even with the skin mostly gone.

      That ripped it all open. A red swell rose in his mind. He took off straight for the bank, breathing hard, slipping on the stony bottom and falling once to one knee so he was soaked through before he reached dry land.

      He felt her eyes on him, as if her gaze was following him. His mind was unraveling. He battered his way through willow thickets into the shade. His knees buckled. He sank down, his back to a tree. He felt the pressure of her eyes on him, wide and dark. He couldn’t breathe.

      The tree held him up, solid against his back. He panted. He gathered himself back into himself. Not the same girl, anyway. Not the same country, not even the same hemisphere. Around him the trees murmured. Alone, he was alone, he was all right now. He was all right. He was not all right.

      His nerves sang. His breath whined in his teeth. He staggered to his feet and plowed on through the underbrush to his camp, and sank to the ground again.

      He shouldn't get mixed up in this. He should pretend he hadn’t seen her. He felt her eyes on him again, pleading. He had to do something. There were hikers and fishermen around here all the time and somebody would find her soon enough. If he didn’t tell the cops, and somebody else did, he could get in trouble.

      There was other trouble.

      That steadied him. Something he could do. He fumbled in his pack and got his cell phone. He got no service here, of course. He pulled his shirt on, stuffed his gear into his pack, rolled up the sleeping bag and mattress and hid them away in the great hollow of the goose pen tree. Walking to the road, he went fifty yards onto the bridge, where he could pick up a signal, and leaned on the metal railing. He took a deep breath, and punched buttons.

      Jenny answered on the second ring. In the background, he heard music, so he knew she was in the kitchen. “Jenny? You know that girl Strawberry, who trims for you? She’s down here in the Vandy.” His voice clogged up and he cleared his throat.

      The music stopped. “Swimming?” Jenny said, in the silence.

      “No,” he said, hoarse. “Somebody shot her. She’s been murdered.”
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      Jenny Meek hung up the phone trying to think about what Woods had just told her. Suddenly her kitchen oppressed her, the clutter of dirty dishes on the counter by the sink, the unswept floor. The highchair, half clean new purple and half dirty old white, stood up on the table where she didn’t have to bend over to work on it. Crumpled, splattered newspaper covered the tabletop. Her coffee cup had left rings on it by where she had been sitting.

      She thought briefly, sadly, of Strawberry, who was a rip-off and a slut, but still, a pretty, freckled girl. For a moment, she felt a spurt of rage at Woods for giving her this bad news.

      He was right: the Drummond County Sheriff would be all over up here very quickly, poking around in everything.

      Of course, this had to happen when Teeta was coming home at last.

      Jenny had her 215 notice prominently posted, which protected her grow room, but if they found the money, they’d take it. She opened the drawer under the knives and took out a plastic bread wrapper. The money was in a paper bag on the counter; her buyer from the city had been there only three nights before, drinking her wine and genially chipping away at the price. “They’re stopping everybody. Everybody. Anything they find, they take. It’s god-awful. You gotta give me a break. I’m taking a hell of a chance. I wouldn’t do this for anybody but you.”

      But you’re still doing it, she’d thought, because you’re making tons of money. She rolled the paper bag up tight around this particular money and put it into the plastic bread wrapper and rolled that up too. They’d settled finally on fifteen hundred dollars a pound. In the dispensaries, she knew, they got eighty dollars per quarter ounce.

      When she went out the back door the chickens all came running toward her, their wings out, like old ladies holding up their skirts. Out on the pasture, the goat lifted its head. She stood a moment looking down the slope toward the river. The sun was just rising. In the dewy grass, spider webs hung like diamond necklaces. They had gotten a little rain in the last month, but now the drought was settling in again and the grass was already turning yellow. Down there somewhere Strawberry’s body lay, a lump of poison in the glistening world of the morning.

      She unlimbered the shovel from the rack on the shed wall and went out onto the grass a good way, looking for some landmark. Finding a place where the slope broke off into a little bank, she set the plastic bag down and began using the shovel. Her back twinged but she kept on, digging hard.

      She couldn’t shake the sense of guilt. She had hated Strawberry. It struck her suddenly that she had seen her the day before, when she drove her into town. Bo had spent a lot of time with her. This could get bad. She thought again of Teeta, coming home.

      The shovel hit something, not a rock, and she bent and looked into the hole. She’d uncovered the edge of a metal box, which she remembered using for another such moment. “Shit.” She straightened, looking around, wondering if she even knew any more where everything was out here. How she would find it all if she needed it. Her back hurt. Stooping, she pushed the plastic bag of money in beside the box, covered the opening up well, and went in to start calling people.
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        * * *

      

      Woods stood in the little parking lot by Beacham’s Grove, struggling to control the urge to run while he watched Deppity Dawg walk toward him. The big black-and-white patrol car blocked the way up to route 42. He glanced toward the river, the trees, the shelter of the bridge.

      Dawg said, “Get in the car, Woods.”

      “I didn't do nothin’,” Woods said, but he knew enough to get into the back seat of the car. Dawg came around and got in the other side, so they were just going to talk. This did not reassure him much.

      Dawg said, “When exactly did you find this girl in there?”

      “Sunup. ’Bout then.”

      Dawg looked at his watch. “How did that happen?”

      “I was—I woke up. I went down there, you know. Washed. Seen her.”

      “You were sleeping in the grove last night? Did you hear anything?”

      “No.”

      “Seems to me, in that narrow space, there, what with the bluff behind, a gun going off would sound like a cannon.”

      “No.”

      “Did you know her?”

      “I seen her. Knew her name.” Woods had heard that Dawg had played football in high school. and he looked it, big and square, his blonde hair so close-cut his pink scalp showed, a real Nazi. Woods blurted out, “I don’t know anything. I just hike around here, is all." He was saying too much. The more he said, the longer he’d have to do this.

      “You go down there to the river a lot? When was the last time, before you found this girl, you went down there?”

      He licked his lips. He wondered what the right answer was. His heart thumped, his whole body tingling with panic. “Last night.”

      “Around that same place?”

      He nodded.

      “What did you see then?”

      Woods got what he was looking for. “Nothing. She wasn’t there then.” He bit his lips together. Saying too much again.

      “But you didn’t hear anything during the night.”

      He shook his head and stared out the window. In the glass he saw Dawg’s face, staring at him.

      “Okay. Look, you called this in, that was smart. You know, Woods, roaming around like you do, you likely see a lot. Anything you see you think I’d like to know, come tell me, okay?” The face in the glass nodded at him.

      Woods said nothing to that. The car felt suddenly like a coffin.

      “Think about it,” Dawg said. “Go on, get out. Thanks for the tip.”

      Woods bounded out of the car. Across the little lot, the coroner’s truck started up with a belch of diesel smoke, and the guys appeared out of the trees, carrying the body between them on a stretcher. The body was a white bundle, reminding Woods with an awful lurch of the giant larva-like rolls of fodder in the pastures nearer the coast. He wanted to go back into the redwoods, but the cops would be all through there for a while. He could go up the hill and stay over with Jenny, he knew, but there were all those other people. Strawberry had been hanging out up there and one of them might have killed her. Right now, he had to get as far away as possible from all this. He went down the road, toward the next bridge, where he could get back to the river without meeting anybody else.
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        * * *

      

      Tom Clifton, the deputy sheriff, sat in his car, with his cell phone in his hand, and pulled up Google Earth, and pinched the screen down to 500 feet above the billowing green of Beacham’s Grove. The Vandy River looped around it like an arm. He knew where Woods’ camp was and he put a marker there and another where the body had wound up. Maybe somebody could have dragged a body through the grove in the dead of night and not wakened Woods. Maybe he was lying about not seeing or hearing anything, but then why phone in the body? Woods was squirrely but he managed to keep it together, most of the time. So, believe him.

      Clifton remembered this girl. He had seen her around for the last few months, one of the steady traffic of kids come from all over to get rich in the Green Rush. The cashier at Shop and Save had busted her once for shoplifting; Clifton had written it all up and been impressed with her utter lack of values. It was as if she had no history; her whole life was only that moment. She did what got her what she wanted and then everything reset to zero.

      He thought, I’m going to catch whoever did this.

      She had been so innocent; even as she told him yes, she had filched that can of tuna, she’d had been grinning, triumphant. You want it back, hey? She had also filched a can opener and eaten the tuna in the store. Part of the paperwork would be tracking down where she came from and notifying her family.

      She hadn’t gotten it, that you always paid, somehow. Somebody had paid her off.

      He got out of the car and walked up through the little parking lot to route 42, and down along to the north bridge, which crossed the river where it ran broad and shallow, downstream from where the body was found. Leaning on the rail, he could see Homicide down there where the river curved, two men stringing yellow tape. Willow and alder grew thick all over the wide dry bar, which was most of the riverbed. The drought had shrunk the water down to a thin course along the far bank, barely moving.

      He went back to the car and drove the other way on 42, around the foot of Fox Hill to the south bridge. The current paint bomb craze had dotted the concrete span with comet-shaped splashes of blue and yellow. On the far side, where there was a turnaround, he pulled off the road and got out, and climbed down the bank.

      The bar was a broad stretch of gravel and dry sand, through which the river threaded in a dozen little streams. He walked out toward the middle. Looking upstream, through the arch of the bridge, he saw someone in the distance, maybe Woods, heading east.

      A car rumbled invisibly across the span of the bridge twenty feet over his head. Rows of round mud swallow nests clustered along the concrete below the rail. Clifton had seen this river break over the rails of that bridge, when the hard winter rains washed down the whole windward slope of Seven Mile Mountain into an unstoppable, brown foamy torrent, carrying entire trees and rolling great boulders along. Now, after three years of drought, the thin courses running through the gravel hardly wet the soles of his boots.

      Rising from the far side of the river bar was the east flank of Fox Hill, a steep wooded slope with a hem of brush along the bottom, taller, older trees growing near the top. On his side, the river ran along the foot of a sheer bluff, gray rock studded with monkey brush. He followed the bar downstream, along the bend. The soft mutter of water over stones sounded peaceful in his ears. The bluff on his right rose higher. On Fox Hill, to his left, the brushy woods gave way to grass. The open slope rising toward the top was seamed with paths. Once a dirt road had cut diagonally down the slope from the top to the river, and if he looked close, the faint imprint of it still showed. At the edge of the sky, he could see the ridgeline of the shed behind Jenny Meek’s house. Just below, her goat grazed on a patch of brambles.

      The river’s streams braided together, narrowed, and deepened, running against the sheer rise of the bluff on his right. He stood on the bar, looking forward, down the broad dry course of the Vandy as it curved away past Beacham’s Grove. He couldn’t see the yellow tape yet. He waded across to Jenny Meek’s backyard came down to the river. Below a six-foot drop, on a sandy beach, there were fresh bird tracks. He went on along the bar, now skirting the lower edge of Beacham’s Grove, where the dry, gravel riverbed was fairly level and somebody could have hauled a body along, but he saw no signs of anything like that. Sprigs of willow grew in patches. On a drift of sand, he crossed a line of deer prints like cuneiform writing. The wind was rising and the young trees along the riverbank stirred in their tall, deliberate sway. Raccoon shit lay under a baby willow. Then, ahead of him, was the yellow tape.

      Homicide was still taking pictures and charting. Clifton crossed the river above the pool where Strawberry had ended up draped over a redwood snag. The river was narrow and deep here and the current pushed unexpectedly hard, still alive, for all the drought. On the dry gravel beyond, he looked around.

      The radio on his hip crackled. “X12.”

      The high gray bluff rose before him; on his right the water ran along its foot like a moat, but when the river curved away to the south, the bluff trended off straight into the next hill, leaving a little beach where a draw cut deep into the bluff. Willows, thorny blackberry brambles, and poison oak choked it. A few feet above where he stood, along the edge of the water, he could see scuff marks and upturned pebbles. He followed more signs of disturbance across the riverbed to where a path began leading through the brush-choked draw. He held his arms over his head, out of the oak, and pushed through the brush. Fifteen feet in, the path widened into an open pocket where the brush had been cut down. Coiled on the ground was a hose. Under a box nearby was the pump.

      With his eyes, he traced the path onward, through the brush, enough to see it climbed up the bluff to the top. That was the abandoned gas field. There was a grow up there.

      His radio said, “X12? Where the hell are you?” This time he answered. He had plenty to think about, and the grow wouldn’t disappear.

    

  

