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			For Andrew, Lewis, and Zephyr, 
my stars and my map.

		

	
		
			The trees and the muscled mountains are the world—but not the world apart from man—the world and man—the one inseparable unit man and his environment. Why they should ever have been understood as being separate I do not know.

			—John Steinbeck (from his notebook 
while writing East of Eden)

			I like to define biology as the history of the earth and all its life—past, present, and future.

			—Rachel Carson, Humane Biology Projects 

			Trees, trees, beautiful trees.

			—Brown Creeper (Certhia americana)
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			Concatenation

			Burning Woods, Oregon, 1994

			The Northern Harrier flew higher than usual above the fence line, catching an updraft off the hillside and letting the warm air loft her into the sky. Below, in the Willamette Valley, an orchard-bordered grassland gave way to the foothills of a small mixed conifer forest. From the great height where the tawny bird hung as though paused, a thin patchwork of forest extended below in a jagged line westward toward the ocean—the slimmest of remnant green corridors for the songbirds, insects, or hard-pressed large mammals to travel from the valley all the way to the Pacific. The bird let her senses take in the immensity, as it is not just humans who find pleasure in regarding the expanse of water at the edge of land. Beating hearts are mapped by this longing for the infinite. She let the wind carry her as high as it could and then slowly glided back toward the earth. Her ears picked up the rustle of life below, and she was hungry. 

			At the back of their filbert orchard, Alice and her teenage daughter, Lily, played a game to pass the time as they crouched in the messy, expansive garden pulling weeds. The game was called Mary-for-Jesus and the rules were simple: swap out the name of a male protagonist for a female in a notorious work of literature and imagine how the plot would change. Mary-for-Jesus. Humila-for-Humbert-Humbert. These moments discussing books, reimagining the canon, marked increasingly rare peace between the two.

			“Okay. How about Nineteen Eighty-Four?” Alice started.

			“Let’s see…Winston. Winston.” Lily stabbed her trowel deep into the earth to get at a dandelion taproot. “Winnie.”

			“Nice!” Alice threw a handful of rush weed onto the pile. “And how do you think Winnie would rewrite history?”

			“Less party line, more panty line?” Lily inspected the dirt under her nails, the dark brown loam filling in the gaps where her black nail polish had chipped off.

			“That’s the spirit,” Alice said. “One point for you. Maybe not a Camille Paglia–approved answer, but I’ll take it.”

			“Whatever, feminazi.” Lily ducked a flung dirt clod and cut some arugula with scissors, starting a pile to take into the house later. She turned to her mother. “How about Lord of the Flies? If those boys’ mothers had anything to say about it, that conch shell would totally be intact at the end of the book.”

			“Exactly,” Alice laughed. “Rogerina-for-Roger.” One point for Alice—not that anyone was really keeping score. “And if London’s protagonist in To Build a Fire were female, she could probably will that fire into existence with her mind, then convince the fire it was its own idea to start in the first place.”

			Lily paused, trying to recall the name of the character. “No-name-dude-for-no-name-lady,” she offered. Another point for Lily. She turned the scissors on a slug and snipped it in half without remorse, leaving the carcass in the garden as if to warn off others, then gathered the rocket and stuffed the spicy greens into her overalls pocket. Alice threw a handful of weeds in the general direction of the wheelbarrow and said, “How about…” 

			“How about we are done with this game?” In the way teenagers are like wolves, Lily cut her off, turning suddenly impatient. “I have to go meet people. Plus, I’m ahead.” She smiled a canine grin she liked to call the “grim reaper.”

			Alice blew a fluff of dandelion seeds in her direction. 

			“Mom. We’re just going to have to pull more weeds if you do that.”

			“How else would I get to spend time with my beautiful and gracious daughter anymore?” 

			The barely warm rays of spring sunshine bore down on the soggy valley, lifting steam off every green surface as Lily and Alice gathered up armloads of the uprooted weeds and piled them into an ancient, rusted wheelbarrow. The wheelbarrow could have been any color once, but no one who might remember was still alive to name it. Some thirty feet away, on the property line of their hazelnut orchard where the razed and tilled land gave way to a stand of smallish Douglas fir, one of their barn cats leapt from behind the corner of the old, peeling blue storage shed, chasing a mouse. There was a splash of blood from the pursued rodent on Fickle Cat’s front paw and the flayed mouse tumbled over itself in the dirt and grass ahead of the predator. Just before going in for the deathblow, Fickle made her singular mewl—a honk like a groggy drunk—then bolted off into the long grass, abandoning her prey. Busy watching the cat and mouse, mother and daughter failed to see the harrier flying low on the left, just grazing the sedge with the tips of her wings. The striking raptor looked disheveled and half plucked in her worn winter plumage. She rose and circled the ground a few feet above the mouse before dropping with precision. Alice set down her trowel and drew closer, compelled, her long, strawberry blonde braid sliding over her back and off her shoulder as she crouched.

			“Lil,” she whispered. “Come look.”

			The harrier consumed the finally, truly dead mouse, taking strips from the flesh with her long, hooked beak. As they approached within twenty feet of the bird, something strange became apparent. Where there should have been golden, knowing raptor eyeballs were two empty, healed-over sockets.

			“She’s blind,” Alice whispered. “Hunting blind. Unbelievable.” 

			At the sound of Alice’s whisper, the bird held her head at attention and rustled her large wings, the smallest of small intestines dangling from her beak, then returned to her meal and let the two watch her briefly before swallowing the rest whole and flying off, her crop bulging. She skimmed the grass and disappeared behind the pressboard skeletons of future tract housing on the adjacent acreage, stealthy as a serpent’s retreat. 

			After dumping the weeds in the compost, Alice and Lily walked the quarter mile back to the house through their hazelnut groves. Alice was alive with speculation. She thought that maybe the harrier was able to hunt blind because she had facial disks like owls that allowed her to hear her prey more easily than other raptors. She thought that maybe Fickle Cat, never a particularly adept huntress, had been inadvertently helping the harrier survive by providing prewounded prey. She thought that maybe—and for this she raised her eyebrows and turned to look into her daughter’s eyes—they had on their hands some sort of divine creature. The manic intensity in her mother’s voice made Lily brace for a fall. She knew this phase well.

			The word “divine” was secularly defined in their house but used often. Wine was divine, film was divine, books and music were divine. These moments received the heavenly, swirling crescendo of her mother’s contagious enthusiasm. Lily’s outfit from her first day of high school of ripped jeans and an old Pendleton wool shirt, or her black nail polish and matching lipstick and attitude—not so divine, according to Alice. Lily’s sass about her mother’s opinion on such matters, also less than divine. This decrescendo could be steep. For Alice, divinity was really a matter of opinion, and people should understand that on her farm, in her world, her opinion was the only one that counted. The orchestra of whim and wonderment was not to be conducted by anyone other than herself.

			At the suggestion of a divine creature, Lily simply nodded with a clenched jaw and said, “Divinity is really in the eye of the beholder. Isn’t that what you always say?”

			Alice smiled and put her arm around her much smaller daughter as they walked back toward the house. Something caught Alice’s eye and she stopped to check out a small oval-shaped black sore on the trunk of one of the hazelnut trees, her mood shifting further out of orbit.

			“Goddamn it. Damn fucking dammit.” She turned to her daughter with her finger still on the sore. “This fungus is going to kill my trees and then me, I swear.”

			“Yes, you do swear. That will be a dollar twenty-five since noon,” Lily said. “Leave it. Come inside and eat something.” The turn in her mother’s voice released a familiar turn in Lily’s stomach. The pitch up in tone indicated she would soon be swinging wildly down from her happy place, and the mere thought of it made Lily’s shoulders tense up.

			“Dammit all.” Alice sighed as they approached the old two-story white house, listing on its foundation a little more every year. She waved her daughter into the house without really looking at her. “I just want to put out some oranges for the tanagers, then I’ll be right in.”

			“Bird nerd your heart out,” Lily said, letting the screen door slam behind her.

			Alice picked up the oranges she’d set on the deck railing and sliced them with a deer-dressing knife she produced from her pocket, the blade flicking open with dangerous grace. She pulled the flat of the blade across her arm, the risk of the blade pushing into her skin a familiar, comforting thrill. She then halved the oranges and speared them on prominent nails sticking out from the side of the deck. The stabbing of fruit flesh released some of the pressure building in her brain.

			“I saw the first western tanager of the season yesterday,” Alice offered to no one in particular, as though idle chitchat could stave off the inevitable storm churning in her neurons. She punctured another orange half hard, then glanced around, as if the brightly colored migratory birds were waiting in the trees to rush the oranges.

			“You feed the birds, Mom, but forget to feed yourself. It’s messed up!” Lily yelled through the screened-in kitchen window.

			“Whaaat? Can’t hear you!” Alice lied, splitting the last orange.

			Fickle Cat slunk up from underneath the deck through a broken, rotting slat and rubbed herself on the doorframe, still hungry. Because barn cats are regularly taken by coyotes in the night, Alice decided they should always name the creatures _______ Cat, as if the “Cat” suffix were some sort of acknowledgement that these animals were one paw in this world, one paw in the next. She let her daughter name them all, and in Lily’s fifteen years of life they had gone through Moo Cat, White Cat, Fatface Cat, Stinky Cat, Chicken Cat, Zombie Cat, and now finally Fickle Cat and Concatenation Cat (named after the kitten found its way to their door during one of Lily’s PSAT study sessions). Though, Alice always let Lily choose the name, the attached “Cat” was not up for debate. “A cat is a cat is a cat,” Alice’s mother used to say when a barn cat went missing. 

			It used to be that no one in the family was allowed to name them. Animals were not bound for the kingdom of heaven, so why should they be christened with names? But after Alice’s parents died in quick succession, leaving a young Alice and even younger Lily alone on the farm to fend for themselves, the changing names acted as a sort of abacus ticking off Lily’s awkward progress toward adulthood—from Moo to Fickle and everything in between.

			In the kitchen, Lily made sure her mother couldn’t see her, took four dollars’ worth of quarters from a jar on the shelf, and pocketed the change to buy cigarettes later. The small thievery always elicited a thrill, a shudder, in Lily’s core. 

			Lily cut up their early spring harvest, the arugula she’d collected from the garden, and wilted it in a pan with leftover roasted potatoes in some fresh sage and butter, then cracked a duck egg over the top, adding a little hard cheese at the end. The plate was steaming on the table when Alice came in.

			“Eat,” Lily ordered. Both girls were a little surprised to hear the forceful intonation in the way Lily said this. In some moments she could sound just like Alice, but with a force majeure.

			“Yes, ma’am, your highness.” Alice took a seat. “But come eat with me.”

			“Already did. The food’s salted and peppered, but there’s more if you want it. I’m going out. You owe me a dollar twenty-five, no, dollar fifty. Don’t forget.” Lily glanced toward the large glass jar full of quarters on the wall among the preserved beets and beans with a sign reading I SWEAR I didn’t mean it. The price was one quarter per transgression. More than once Lily had imagined lugging a red wagon full of jarred quarters into the financial aid office at the university. At that point she might have enough for, maybe, a half semester of classes. Or if life continued on status quo, she could just keep smoking cigs for a year or two. 

			“Stay.” Alice bordered on pleading.

			“Can’t,” Lily said, dabbing her black lipstick on a napkin and checking her reflection in the hallway mirror.

			“Please?”

			“Don’t, Mom.” Lily looked annoyed. “I. Have. Plans.”

			Alice sat in front of the plate and whispered an almost inaudible “fine” after her daughter had already left the house. 

			The still-young Alice, at thirty-one, looked like a child in some ways and acted like one in several others. Her long, strawberry blonde braid and thin frame led people to regularly mistake the duo for sisters, or cousins. Lily was even lighter in coloring than her mother, her pigment-poor skin almost that of an apparition. Her curly, fine hair bordered on white, her veins a visible blue underneath the surface of thin, pale skin. It bothered Lily that anyone on the street had a window to her inner workings, that map of blue pumping blood intended to be understood only by doctors and deities. But her natural patina paired with her requisite black lipstick left Lily resembling the walking dead, and that’s just the way she liked it. She respected all things zombie.

			Alice sat alone thinking about the fungus that had killed off half her hazelnut crop last year, leaving them almost destitute, facing off with the food prepared by her increasingly surly teenage daughter. She sat and tried to forget about the black spots on her trees, the rotting floorboards and sagging foundation of her house, her daughter’s growing disdain, and the dark pit inside her that felt like it was trying to turn her inside out. She got up and poured herself a large mason jar of cheap wine, then, finally, once the wine hit her blood, she ate.

			That evening, Lily woke in the middle of the night to the sound of glass breaking against metal and her mother’s howl trailing off into the quiet night. The drawn out, “Fuuuuuck yoooooooou, asshooooooole,” echoed faintly on the hills by far away neighbor hounds. From the second-story window, Lily recognized Alice’s on-and-off boyfriend Randy’s old Ford truck hauling up the dirt driveway with one taillight newly busted out. His part-wolf mutt Party Dog turned quick circles in the bed of the pickup before settling in a corner just as the one red light disappeared behind a bend of alders. Down on the front porch, Lily saw her mother sitting on the steps with her head in her hands, her reddish mane a tangled mess, glass shards littering the driveway, catching light like a flattened disco ball in the moonlight. Lily decided not to go downstairs. She was familiar with this scene and there was really nothing she could do. Instead, she lay in bed with the spotlight moon fixed on her face, listening to her mother’s soft sobs drift up. She didn’t even close the drapes to block the light. If she concentrated hard enough, maybe her flesh would actually turn to stone. 

			“That’ll be fifty cents,” she whispered. “But who’s counting.”

			◆

			In the morning, Lily walked into the kitchen to find her mother vacuuming a hole in the wall with one hand, a large jar of white wine in the other. Alice wore a diaphanous nightgown that, with the strong morning light pouring in behind her, left little to the imagination. Alice was thin but strong, her muscles taut from a lifetime of harvests and other manual labor, her limbs and core perhaps a little too lean from malnutrition, resulting more from absentmindedness than vanity. Tufts of fine hair glowed from between her legs, under her arms, and tapered to fuzz on her long legs. Her eyes were rimmed in pink as she vacuumed the wall, her irises an urgent seafoam color they turned only when she’d been swimming in chlorine or crying.

			“Breakfast of champions,” Lily yelled over the sound of the vacuum, nodding at the almost empty magnum of wine on the table. 

			“I’m glad you found the Vonnegut I left out for you, honey.” She flashed her daughter an exaggerated thumbs-up before returning to vacuuming the wall. “These damn ladybugs hatched in the walls. They were everywhere this morning. Literally covering the table.”

			“Can’t hardly blame the ladybugs, now can you?” Lily said, quieter than before.

			“Whaaat?”

			“Nothing.” 

			Alice turned off the vacuum and the last few ladybugs left in the long black tube clacked against the plastic, two flying out from the end of the hose and circling her head like a halo. She swatted at the bugs, knocking herself off balance for a moment before removing the vacuum bag. The bag pulsed, alive with the hundreds of bugs ticking inside. She placed it on top of the garbage under the sink and changed to a new bag, taking the opportunity to refill her wine jar and address her daughter before she could slink out the back door.

			“So, I have some news for you,” she sighed dramatically. “Randy and I broke up.”

			“Shocker,” Lily said as she cracked two duck eggs into a hot pan.

			“That damn wolf-mutt Party Dog attacked Donnie Jr.”

			“What?!” Lily looked up, wrested from complacency by concern for her pet duck. “Is she okay?” 

			“She’ll be fine. It’s just a little scratch on her neck. We pulled the dog off in time and I dressed the scratch and put the cone the vet gave us on her to prevent her picking at it with her bill. So, anyhow, just thought you should know. She might not be laying for a while if she’s too stressed out. We’ll have to trade for eggs with the Wilkes or something.”

			“I always hated that dog.”

			Randy owned a bar in town called the Re-Bar that filled nightly with farmhands and construction workers. When he started dating Alice, he let her start a monthly poetry reading that baffled many members of the community and delighted a handful of others. He even bought a little beret for Party Dog and everything. Back when Party Dog was just a puppy, he taught her to shotgun a beer as a sort of perverse parlor trick. The stunt was a big hit with customers until Party Dog developed a problem and started turning surly, nipping more than one customer’s heels when they wouldn’t share their libation. Randy stopped letting her drink and kept her behind the bar to limit his liability as a business owner, but really she just turned into a dry drunk—nasty and without an ounce of humor to her disposition. She would sulk behind the bar looking daggers at anyone who addressed her by name. Party Dog, as it turned out, was not such a party after all. 

			“Dogs are a direct reflection their owners, you know,” Alice said.

			“True story,” Lily sighed.

			“So anyhow, after that mutt went after Donnie Jr., all hell broke loose and Randy and I started going at it, too. But it wasn’t just the dog, of course. It was a looong time coming.”

			“No kidding.” Lily returned to her egg frying, feeling herself about as social as Party Dog.

			“That’s one particular mistake I won’t be making again,” Alice said, her voice rising louder and higher as she flipped on the switch to the vacuum and continued to suck the little red, freshly hatched ladybugs from their brand-new world to an even newer and blacker one.

			“Déjà vu,” Lily said quietly to the egg pan. She pulled some toast and buttered it, put one of the eggs on the table, and nodded at her mother.

			“Eat. Join me, honey.” Alice wasn’t asking.

			“Can’t. I’m meeting Sarah.” 

			And with that, Lily grabbed her own egg sandwich and left the kitchen with its lingering aroma of alcohol and eggs mixed with the pungent funk of thousands of newly hatched ladybugs. If Lily were to bottle the scent and name it, like they do in fancy department stores, she would call it “Despair” and use the torso of a thin, hairy, naked woman as its vessel. 

			“Be home by dinner!” Alice yelled, but her daughter had already slipped through the door and off the back porch. 

			As Lily crossed the field toward the small housing development, she saw the blind harrier skimming low over the grass. The raptor kited for a moment, then landed hard into the grass, rising with empty talons before flying off into the distance. To Lily, the bird looked fatigued. She wondered how long a blind bird that size could possibly live. At the fence dividing their property from the new development, she rustled at the base of the fence post and retrieved an old rusty tin from under a patch of loose, wild grass. From it, she took out a packet of cigarettes from a ziplock and slipped one from the package, pocketing the rest. Alice would kill her if she knew. Crossing into the taupe wasteland, she ducked under some construction tape to enter the largest of the unfinished pressboard palaces, a cigarette dangling from her lips like Gloria in The Lost Weekend, Lily and Sarah’s favorite movie.

			“Don’t be ridic,” Lily said seductively into the dark room of their usual meeting place, the cigarette stuck to her lip.

			“Don’t be ridic,” Sarah squealed from a dark interior corner of the house, jumping out to greet her friend. 

			“I mean, for cereal.” Lily hugged Sarah and sighed. “Mom’s on a total bender again.”

			“Dang. What happened?” Sarah accepted a cigarette from her friend and lit it with a pink, unicorn-stickered lighter. She blotted her matching black lipstick on the filter.

			“Randy happened, I guess. But how many times can she freak out on different dudes before she notices, maybe, some sort of pattern?”

			“Yeah, for real. Adults are so asinine sometimes. My parents totally hate each other but pretend they don’t for our sake. As if we can’t tell as they stab, stab, stab that salad that they’d rather be stabbing each another.”

			From the shadows, a figure stepped out into the light.

			“Fuck! You scared the shit out of me,” Lily said to the figure as Sarah giggled.

			“That’s some ugly talk for a pretty lady,” the figure said, moving closer.

			“You know Max,” Sarah said. “You chicken shit.”

			At the realization that it was their classmate, Max, who had called her a pretty lady, who moved his being closer to her being, Lily’s neck reddened, waves of pink moving up her translucent skin. She felt like an octopus standing there, emoting waves and colors for all the world to see. Thankfully the light in the bare-beamed construction site was dim.

			“Well, if it isn’t the entirety of the Philomath High science club in one place,” Max said with mock surprise. “Meeting in secret to plan our world domination through the fabulous world of fusion?”

			Max was the most handsome nerd Lily had ever met. Half Siletz Indian with a long, perfect nose and dark hazel eyes, he understood molecular science like it was Disney. Lily was more into ecology, and Sarah was smart but mostly just kind of a punk. Sarah, at sixteen, already had five tattoos she said she’d sweet-talked her way into receiving for free from various admirers in Eugene. Lily suspected she had done more than sweet-talk to get them. While science didn’t really get Sarah going as much as standard forms of teenage deviancy, Lily was her best friend, and she thought Max was hot, so she attended science club on Wednesdays after school to be with them. 

			Max had always been kind of a nobody until one of the football jocks called him a “Redskin Redneck” early in the school year. After saying nothing to the jock in the moment, that afternoon Max donned full native regalia with an eagle-feather-and-fur headpiece, a brightly colored beaded shawl, and little moccasins. As the team prepared for an important homecoming game, they laughed at him as they did drills and called him an “asshole,” an “injun,” and a “half-breed.” They flung whatever insults they could get their dirty hands on as they paused between running lines. Max ignored them as he padded in the dry fall grass around the football field doing a rain dance, singing low and looking up at the skies. That night in the fourth quarter, with the game tied, the sky threaded gray, then black, and poured down on the field in sheets of rain. Lightning struck one of the goal posts and a cheerleader who had been high-kicking a little too close to the pole got knocked unconscious. The game ended early, a draw. After that, no one made fun of Max—in fact, there was a whiff of fear among those in the student body. Jocks offered him seats and patted him on the back for no real reason. Lily suspected that Max’s revenge was sweetest not because he had called on ancient gods to do his bidding but because he had secretly called to check the weather graphs at NOAA. Max was an ardent believer in the power of science and achingly clever.

			As the trio walked around the half-built houses, they speculated on what would go where. 

			“This is where they’ll keep their Jet Skis and other superfluous shit,” Max offered.

			“That’s where the Jacuzzi bath will go,” Lily said.

			“For the wild orgies,” Sarah added. Sarah was always full of life lessons.

			After half a pack of cigarettes and a few hours of aimless wandering, Sarah announced she had to go.

			“Sunday dinner,” she said with a fake smile. “Everybody sit around looking miserable together now.” 

			“See you at school,” Max said. “Stay strong.” Sarah gave him a lingering peck on the cheek and Lily felt something like bile, or jealousy, rise in her throat. When she and Max were alone, they sat on the front steps of the house looking out over the sea of tan pressboard. The effect was that of a giant, poorly placed, wrinkled Band-Aid laid out over an otherwise wild field.

			“You ever wonder why we, I mean man, generally feel the need to dominate the landscape instead of just live with it?” Max asked after a moment.

			“Yeah. I get you. Other species seem to have it all figured out. I mean, look at foxholes, beaver dams, bird’s nests,” Lily said.

			“Exactly. They say it has something to do with thumbs, but I reckon it’s more about hair.”

			“How’s that now?” Lily did her best Randy impression in a deep backwoods accent.

			“Like, because we don’t have hair on most of our bodies, we’re always trying to find ways to cover up. Our outfits have just gotten more and more elaborate until they look like factories and train tracks and skyscrapers.”

			“How very scientific of you, friend.” Lily squinted her eyes at him and wrinkled her brow into a farm of furrows.

			Max laughed and put his warm arm around Lily and she thought maybe she would like to wear him as an outfit, the blood rising again in her neck and down to her fingers and toes.

			“Hey,” he said, “I’m sorry to hear about your mom’s bender. She seems like a cool lady from what I can tell. She has that old aqua Chevy truck with the bumper sticker that says, A Woman Needs a Man Like…” he trailed off.

			“…a Fish Needs a Bicycle, yeah. Brilliant, isn’t it?”

			“Is she a lesbian or something?”

			“Nah. She’s kind of a slut, to be honest.”

			“Lesbians can be sluts,” Max offered. “Just not in Burning Woods.” They sat there for a moment to ponder this important idea. 

			“Well, I’ll see you tomorrow in physics, right?” Max asked, peeling himself off Lily’s arm, giving her a little pat on the shoulder.

			“You bet your quarks, buddy.”

			Did I really just say that? Lily wondered as she made her way home through the grass. You bet your quarks, buddy? She stopped to put the cigarettes back in their tin at the base of the fence and rubbed some rose essential oil on her wrists, fingers, and neck to cover the smell of cigarettes. It wasn’t even seven but it was already getting dark. She checked in on Donnie Jr., who looked miserable and ashamed of her little neck cone, sitting morosely in a corner of her pen by the kiddie pool, which was growing a significant layer of green slime on it. Lily reminded herself to clean the pool that week as she clicked her tongue gently at her bummed-out duck.

			Inside the house, she heard the ladybugs ticking away inside their vacuum bag prisons. She looked around for her mom before taking all three bags outside, slipping the deer-dressing knife lying on the table into her pocket. She hauled the bags out to the tree with the pockmarks of spreading fungus. She switched the knife open, drawing the flat end along her forearm to clean it first like she always did, then slit the bags lengthwise with the precision of a surgeon. The sleepy bugs emerged, lining the slit with their red, tentative bodies before the first one took flight. It was as if the moonlight reanimated their bodies. They followed the leader in a perfect line and trailed off like little soldiers of fortune into the sky, out into the unknown with carnal appetites for aphid blood. To Lily’s eyes they formed a perfect circle in the sky, like synchronized swimmers, then moved into a hypnotist’s swirl before finally dispersing. A truck rumbled out on the highway in an unusually loud way as the bugs disappeared to far corners of the orchard. After the last ladybug had disappeared into the night, everything was quiet. Lily put the knife away. She must have smoked too many cigarettes or something because her eyes were playing tricks on her. She felt pretty sure there was no such thing as a ladybug hoedown.

			Back inside, Lily found her mother passed out drunk in a fetal ball on the living room couch. She found the patchwork blanket her grandma made when she was born, the one with various animals and plants and patterns living in harmony. “Your own little Eden,” Grandma liked to say when Lily was little, “where the lions lie next to the lambs.” Alice would pull her aside after such comments and whisper, “You know that in real life the lion would eat the lamb, right? No denying that fact.” It all left a young Lily a tad confused as to what was fact and what was fiction. 

			Lily pulled the blanket over her mother and briefly inspected the paisley skies above a giraffe and bluebird duo before sitting in the chair facing the fireplace that once upon a time had belonged to her grandfather. The only light on in the room was the accent light her mother had installed to highlight her most prized possession: an antique wrought silver box engraved with vines and flowers, with thick beveled glass and sun-bleached pink velvet inside, the threadbare velvet holding up an almost full collection of emptied bird eggs. The antique was over a hundred years old, and as Lily stood in the dark, fixed on the glowing speckled orbs, she wondered how a thing so fragile could last as long as it had. Glancing at her sotted mom shifting under the blanket of Eden, she wondered how anyone or anything could stand the pressure of merely existing any longer than fifteen years.

		

	
		
			Devil’s Teeth

			Farallone Islands, California, 1874

			Clouds of seabirds rose and fell back to the steep barren rock cliffs, disturbed as Olive set out on the narrow footpath from Beacon Rock, the highest point on the island where the lighthouse stood, to the rabbit traps a half mile away. As she passed by the birds, they squawked and clung to the rocky ledge, settling dark pear-shaped bodies back into the smooth granite divots that housed their green-and-brown speckled eggs. They reminded her of miniature penguins, these birds, with their slick black backs, white bellies, and long black beaks. They stretched themselves up on two feet and extended their long necks to check for potential predators before returning to their eggs, nudging the light green mottled shells deeper into their down to keep them warm. Gulls screamed above, waiting to plunder the smaller birds’ nests next time they should be roused. The ruffling of black feathers and careful bird parenting were peaceful enough on the outside, but as Olive eyed the circling gulls, she was reminded that life was difficult to create and all too easy to erase.

			The wicker basket, with its thick canvas strap slung low on Olive’s hip, dug into her small shoulder. She held a brisk pace walking along in her boys’ trousers, her legs skimming the short halophytic weeds growing along the path and gathering salted dew at the ankles. She had purchased the thick woolen trousers in San Francisco after arriving by train a month ago and couldn’t quite get over the freedom of movement she felt wearing them. She did a little skip and skidded to a stop on the narrow path, surveying the land around her. The tallest plant she noted growing on the island was only a couple feet high or so. Mostly the islands loomed brown and rocky, with crags dotted by short succulents, weeds, and birds. Olive had never experienced a place so wet and treeless in her life. The whole island was laved in seawater and seemed to her as salted as a pile of mutton on holy day. She saw some small rabbits nibbling the weeds and took a breath in anticipation of what she would find in the traps around the bend. Death, that scythe-bearing barbarian, was ever present of late. 

			A month earlier, Olive had become an orphan at sixteen when her mother passed. After the modest funeral, she had gathered up her small bag of belongings, and, in accordance with her mother’s final wishes, traveled west from Colorado to live with her aunt in San Francisco. But the aunt never appeared at the train station, nor could she be reached by telegraph or post. There was, in fact, no one to be found who had so much as heard of a Persephone Ellis. So, after two weeks of sleeping abreast three women in a cheap boarding house and roaming the streets entreating authorities to locate her aunt to no avail, Olive spent the last of her small inheritance money on fine boys’ clothing and sought employment as a male. 

			What brought Olive to this decision was a convergence of events involving a daylong stroll around San Francisco’s Market District. There were fishmongers, produce sellers with piles of mysterious fruits, the jingling trappings of horses, superb carriages thronging the streets, and hardworking people with an air of perseverance and success. They seemed a fast folk, these San Franciscans, most everyone walking, talking, and doing business with greater haste than back on the planked sidewalks of Boulder. As Olive stood on a corner taking it all in, a tall, thin woman with bright makeup approached her.

			“Are you lost, ducky?”

			Startled, Olive met the woman’s gaze.

			“No. Just watching.”

			“You waiting for someone?”

			“Of a sort,” Olive said, lowering her eyes. 

			“Well, why don’t you come with me on my errands, tell me your story.” The tall woman tucked Olive directly under her arm and walked toward The Emporium, a store known for selling everything “from needles to anchors.” The woman smelled dank, her personal earthy scent covered over by an almost sickly sweet aroma of rose. There was the tender interest of a predator in the way the woman held Olive’s gaze.

			The woman’s name was Hazel and she was a prostitute. It came out naturally in conversation, as though it were between items on her sundries list: Oats, soap, thread, by the by, I work in a brothel. Oh! Ducky, let’s go see about those new citrus fruits just come to market from down south. Olive stood frozen, tucked under Hazel’s arm as she handled the strange grapefruits, stroking them with long fingers as she might a lover’s back. Knowing the common plight of orphans, Olive’s mother had held Olive’s hand one night as she lay ailing and begged her to avoid the profession at all costs. So later in the day, as the fog rolled in over the harbor and the streetlamps were lit by the longest candleholder Olive had ever seen, when in the darkening street Hazel held Olive’s chin and complimented her young skin and light eyes, telling her she could fetch a nice price with such assets and youth, Olive averted her gaze and quickly excused herself back to the boarding house. “Don’t run, little rabbit!” Hazel had shouted after her.

			Lying that night close among the snoring scullery maids and other lost souls, Olive felt a strong pull to find Hazel again and give in. After all, any kind of friend was better than none at all. But as she finally drifted off, she heard her mother again, who entreated, pleaded, and begged that she resist. Be my strong and resourceful fawn. Make your mother proud.

			The next day, Olive emerged from the boarding house in the afternoon to go check the train platform one last time for her absent, and at this point verging on mythical, aunt. As she passed by the stand where Hazel had stroked the grapefruits so seductively, Olive saw a tall woman with long brown hair like Hazel’s tuck into a small doorway on the arm of a much smaller and much fatter man. The man slapped the woman’s rear end hard just before they disappeared from view into the exotically tiled hallway. Olive followed and slipped into the dark passage after them by a few paces, watching as they knocked on a carved wooden doorway. They slid through a curtain made of glass beads, the sound of the beads clinking against one another setting Olive’s neck hair at attention. A strange smell hung heavy in the hallway, like burning herbs mixed with horse sweat. Peeking through the still-swaying beaded threshold, Olive saw Hazel from the front, reclined on a long velvet couch next to the portly man, also reclined. The man grabbed at Hazel’s breast and Olive saw the briefest glimpse of her swaying flesh and exposed nipple before Hazel tucked it back into her dress and playfully slapped the man on his wrist. They were handed long, carved wooden pipes by a Chinese man with the longest braid Olive had ever seen on any human. She coughed at the thick smoke filling the air, and the Chinese man turned quickly and shouted something at her in a foreign tongue, and she met Hazel’s lidded gaze only briefly before darting back down the hallway. She thought she heard “Ducky” faintly echo through the hall as she ran out into the confusing sun, dashing through the market and knocking a pyramid of oranges down as she turned a corner. She careened through the streets and right back to the boarding house, where, by some miracle, she was completely alone in the bedroom to catch her breath. 

			Staring herself down in the mirror, Olive staved off tears as she unbuttoned her mother’s vanity case and extracted a large, sharp pair of engraved silver scissors. Desperation welled up in her, underpinned by all the love she had for her mother and the anger she felt toward a world that had taken her away too soon. She pulled her braids over her eyes and in the cool dark remembered her mother’s hands pulling the pieces of hair tight into formation, but never so tight that the pain was unbearable. After Olive’s braids were sorted, her mother always put her hands on her shoulders, squeezed gently, and said, “Now you can face the day proud, my love.” The reverie ended as Olive let the braids fall and the harsh sunlight flooded her eyes with the reality of another calendar day. She could see the days ticking into the future like a line of motherless girls, walking into the unknown. How many of those girls would be condemned to a life like Hazel’s? She looked hard at herself before letting the scissor blades slice through one of her braids, pausing in a liminal, lopsided state to observe herself as she might another. She cut off her other precious brown braid and tucked them both into her suitcase. She shook her head back and forth. There was a lightness in the shearing—like she had shed her mother’s, Hazel’s, and society’s expectations. This is a man’s world, she could hear her mother sigh, and Olive let out a little laugh at the thought. So be it. She would avoid the social pitfalls of being a young and destitute girl; she would henceforth be Oliver. As Oliver, she would face the day proud.

			The next day, she bound her small breasts with the softest cloth she could afford and finished cropping her dark hair close to the scalp but for the front, which she smoothed with bear-fat pomade. Down at the tailor, she spent the last of her paltry inheritance on high-quality boys’ wool trousers, a vest, and a cotton shirt before winding her way to the employment office. Outside, a gruff-looking man with wild salt-and-pepper hair was just posting a sign on the board: Farallones Lighthouse Assistant needed. Hard work, low pay, on an isolated and barren island west of San Francisco. Olive turned to the man posting the sign and said, “Sir, I’m your man,” in her most confident voice.

			A man of vanity and letters who believed himself above his post, Amos Richardson found himself strangely taken with this delicate boy’s formal demeanor and fine suit, as well as his confidence and the fact he could read. Amos decided to employ him on a trial basis. He said, “You are a touch small, boy. But if you can work hard, you may do.” Amos’s last young assistant had fallen from the cliffs and broken both his legs.

			They left for the Farallones the next morning before dawn on an old and mottled tugboat called the SS Atticus that marked their wake with a trail of black coal smoke. The deep devilish scent seemed to engulf Olive’s entire past with its plumes. Standing on the bow, she let the strong breeze and the spray of the ocean renew her, her short past retreating with the smoke lingering above the city skyline as they passed through the wide, unobstructed bay. 

			“Oliver,” Amos said, looming two heads taller than she on the deck of the ship as it heaved and fell on the open ocean. “Change becomes rest to the weary. Ready yourself for the greatest change you can fathom in the Farallones.”

			“Yes, sir,” she said, thinking, Change, indeed.

			It took the tug almost all day to travel the twenty-seven miles off the coast of San Francisco and reach the Farallones, with their jagged cliffs of granite stone rising from the sea like teeth from some mythic, sunken monster. “Some call them the Devil’s Teeth,” Richardson offered as the islands drew nearer, as though this might ease her anxiety. Olive felt a shiver up and down her back and her skin goose-pimpled from top to tail as the pointed rocks came into focus. As they approached the northwestward side, the tug seemed to recoil from nearing the cliff and the bow swung suddenly away from the islands as a horse might rear from fire, the captain and deckhands cranking and swearing to right the course. She heard one of the sailors yell something about the selkies at it again with their tricks as hundreds of sea lions that had been camouflaged by the rocks dove into the ocean all at once. This collection of asperous cliffs did not seem like the kind of place humans should dwell. 

			Olive, Richardson, and a deckhand from the Atticus transferred into a dinghy that listed back and forth in the waves like a toy and headed toward what Richardson called the “North Landing.” They closed in on a sloped edge with what appeared to be a miniscule, flat landing. She almost expected Mr. Richardson to say, “Ladies first,” and offer her a hand as they docked, but instead received a short and gruff, “Stay here. Watch how I jump and then do the same. Stay in the center of the boat for ballast. Use your back foot when you jump. Don’t you dare tip over my boat.” Richardson paused with one foot on the edge of the crosswise plank used as a seat in the dinghy, frozen in a running position and waiting until the boat rocked back toward the shore, before leaping over the three-foot gap between the dinghy and the rocks onto the small, six-foot-squared landing area. He held the rope in his hands to steady the boat and tied it off around an iron cleat camouflaged among the dark rock. Richardson asked the deckhand and Olive to toss him the ten large burlap packages tied with string. Each one felt as though it weighed at least half her own body weight, and she had to put all her strength into each throw so that their precious supplies might clear the gap and not end up sinking down into the dark blue-black water as shark food. 

			By the time the last package had been flung, she found herself winded, her muscles stinging, exhausted before she even made it onto land. Her time had come. She would have to leap the gap and summon all her courage to do it. A “leap of faith,” her mother would have called it. She mimicked Richardson’s running pose, one foot on the edge of the boat seat, weight in the center, one on the boat lip. The boat rocked back and forth, and back and forth again, and back and forth a third and fourth time, before Richardson finally screamed, “Now, boy!” and something in her body responded with uncanny strength as she flung herself up over the dark blue chasm and all the way to the back of the landing pad, palms flat against the sharp rocks. She pulled away from the rock wall and stood up, inspecting her new ragged stigmata, two bleeding palms, as Richardson erupted into laughter. 

			“Well you jump like a gazelle, boy. Next time try half speed.”

			They waved at the deckhand who untied the dinghy and was gone in a splash back to the tug. They gathered what they could carry and headed up the path. A ways up the steep path, they found a very old donkey tied to a rock, staring off into space like a poet. 

			“Good. Charles remembered to bring the burro down. He’s another lighthouse assistant. It takes a team, here, to keep the great light shining brighter than the moon.” Richardson took a deep breath of pride. “I wasn’t sure if the ass would be here, as the eggers have been known to untie them just for sport.”

			“The who?”

			“There are good eggers and bad eggers, Oliver. But mostly they are all rapscallions and layabouts. Remember that.” Richardson looked up into the descending fog, as though there were more words of wisdom to be gleaned from the mists.

			“Eggers?” Olive inquired, clarifying her question.

			“Ah. You are green, aren’t you? The eggers are the men who collect seabird eggs to sell back at market in San Francisco. There have been wars and shots fired over those eggs, I tell you, Oliver. I just leave them be for the most part and you should do the same.”

			“I see.”

			“Let’s load this ass up and bring our supplies to the lighthouse quarters before the evening winds rise up.” 

			They clambered up the steep cliff trail toward the lighthouse. The lighthouse appeared through the fog as an apparition at first, its giant beam of light cutting a rhythmic path in circles, lighting up a tunnel through the fog about once a minute. The winds picked up significantly as the sun set. They stood on the stoop and Richardson regarded the lighthouse and sighed. They had not even stepped foot inside before he pointed down a path and sent Olive out on an errand to retrieve rabbits from the traps a quarter mile away. He handed her a basket from inside the doorway and sent her on her way. There was to be no welcome rest, no cup of tea to cut the journey’s aches. Straight to work.

			“I’ll unload the supplies. You go down that path there about a quarter mile and check the rabbit traps so we will have something to eat for dinner. We’ll be staying in those barracks with the lights on down there at the bottom of the hill. I take it you can find your way without plunging off the cliff and breaking both legs?”

			Richardson’s tone suggested the question was not so much that as an accusation. After an all-day voyage, Olive’s bladder was so full the errand was welcome, as in order not to be found out when relieving herself, she would have to ensure she was alone. She walked far out on the cliff trail, gathering the evening dew with each step. Just before arriving at the rabbit traps, she scaled over a small bare rock peak to find a secluded spot out of the lighthouse sightline. She sighed with relief. With her pants still around her ankles, squatting behind a small outcropping, the voices of men below startled her. She pulled up her pants and lay as flat as she could, peering down. Three men in odd-looking, lumpy canvas vests made their way away from her some seventy feet below, scrambling along the rock toward a small, sandy beach where a soiled tarpaulin tent listed in the wind. Their canvas vests bulged with hundreds of seabird eggs, some clearly having ruptured as marked by wet yellow stains on the front and back. In the weakening light she could just make out that the men were tanned, hirsute, and rough-looking. They reminded her of loggers back in Colorado who’d come into town after weeks in the forest with their beards unruly and hair long in wild curls. Her mother always warned her to steer clear of such company, to stick to the planked sidewalks of Boulder and never deviate from her path. But there she was, clinging to a cliff, sans mother, from Olive to Oliver, with hardly a path to speak of. 

			Once the men disappeared back into the tent, she clambered back up and over the rock back to the wicker basket and made her way along the narrow path with slow, careful steps toward the rabbit traps. A dense fog rolled in, making visibility almost naught, each footstep risking a potential plunge to her death. At the rabbit traps, Olive bent down to find all three gin traps tripped, their snares sprung. A small coagulating pool of blood seeped out from underneath three lifeless tawny forms. She extracted them with some difficulty, pulling the metal jaws from the rabbits’ necks, the blood seeping up her hands and onto the cuffs of her new, and only, shirt. One of the animals still had a slow pulse and was slightly warm. It twitched when she released the trap, a final, indelicate dance toward the beyond. She put the two dead rabbits in the basket and held a rock above the head of the third before delivering a blow. With the rock raised above her head, the sound of thousands of seabirds converged as a banshee wail on the winds, furnished, it seemed, for her ears only. She willed her arms down and the animal shuddered and became still. She was alone. Olive put the final rabbit in the basket and felt the night settling in as she walked back to the lighthouse, her basket heavy with dinner. Survival, she thought, is cruel. 

			Back on the stoop of the lighthouse, Richardson inspected the rabbits and said, “One fresh kill. These other two are too far dead,” as he tossed the two rabbits high into the air and over a hill out of sight. “The last five days were the shortest mainland trip I’ve ever had, but I couldn’t trust Charles with the lighthouse for any longer than that.” He sighed.

			“But he’s a lighthouse man?” Olive asked. 

			“Yes. But he used to be one of the Egg Company folk. Bastards and cheats, all of them.”

			“Yes, sir.” Olive decided not to mention her one-way encounter with the eggers.

			“Do you know how to skin a rabbit, Oliver?” Richardson asked from the small stone-countered barracks kitchen as he pulled the first animal inside out. The skin seemed to slide off easily, like it was merely a costume. 

			“No, sir.” 

			“Well, never mind. You’ll learn soon enough. And enough of the ‘sirs,’ thank you. Go change your shirt for supper.” He looked at Olive’s bloodstained cuffs.

			“This is my only shirt.”

			“Then you best wash it. The last keeper’s assistant was an ignorant man, and fiscally irresponsible. And as you are aware, at such a remote location one might quickly fall into a hurly-burly and rugged countenance. But I will not let that happen under my watch, Oliver. Use cold water for blood. Always use cold for blood.”

			Olive went to her room in the back of the stone house and unpacked a wool sweater to wear while she rinsed the blood from the sleeves in the tin washtub. Without an undershirt, the sweater raked against her skin. The soap flakes smelled of her old life in Boulder as she rubbed them into the cuffs and pulled the linen cloth over the washboard, a scent that was just part of the full aroma of the tiny kitchen where her mother had made venison pasties and huckleberry jam before she fell ill. 

			Olive took out the last gift her mother had given her, a silver collection box with thick, beveled crystal and deep red velvet lining. In it laid one single egg, that of a Broad-tailed hummingbird that had nested in a tree outside their home. Her mother helped her collect the egg, no larger than a pinky fingernail, from a nest smaller than a half-dollar coin. Olive tucked the treasure away underneath her bed, laying a cloth over it to disguise it from prying eyes, and hung the shirt up to dry. The smell of the rabbit stewing wound its way around the small barrack rooms as a spirit, beckoning her back to the kitchen where Richardson was singing at full volume a song about sailors and their one true love, the whiskeyed sea.

			“How old are you, Oliver?” Richardson asked over dinner, dipping his hard bread into the under-salted stew. “Fourteen? Younger?”

			“Yes, sir. Fourteen,” she lied.

			“Manhood has not yet found you,” he said, rubbing his own stubbled chin. “Your skin is as a fawn’s.”

			It didn’t seem as though Richardson required an answer to such a statement. Noting the blush combing Olive’s neck, Richardson took off his thick glasses and rubbed his eyes, changing the subject. She decided not to tell him that “fawn” was one of her mother’s nicknames for her.

			“I am inclined to believe this soreness in my eyes is caused by some impurity of blood,” Richardson rubbed harder with the heel of his hand at his eyes. “But perhaps if I were to catch the occasional glimpse of the female form divine,” he chuckled, “perhaps then the swelling might be alleviated.”
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