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			For the farm

		

	
		
			
				All things pass

				Love and mankind is grass.

				—Stevie Smith
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			Frankie

			In the beginning, I saw cows everywhere they were not.

			A capsized stump, blonded by open sun, was a heifer lounging in the tall grass.

			In Garberville, I thought I saw a young bull strutting down an alley, but it was just a broad-bellied man in a suede jacket, walking away.

			A loose cow can happen anywhere, anytime, spell trouble. How do you halt a willed thing when it wants to run away, or run you through?

			I’m here to say it’s possible, but your eyes have to be open.

			

			+ + +

			We grew ourselves a garden. Our patch of cannabis was modest by most standards on the mountain, but it was easily hidden inside the treeline on the farm’s back acres. We chose the spot for its look at the sun, then we started cutting.

			With spurs and bull ropes, I climbed into the canopy while Sapphire coached me from the ground. There is an art to paring back the overstory. Trim enough so that sunlight pierces through to the plants below, but not so much that the patch looks unnatural from above. Wherever a tan oak or a madrone or a fir limb was buzzed short, we spray-painted its fresh edge a shade of green or ochre to dupe the low-flying spotter planes we called shitbirds, buzzing the hillside on surveillance.

			My first summer on Sourland, I thought every rustle of leaves was the sound of livestock on the lam, escaped through some gate I’d left open. I used to dream of those gates, their chains dangling. If I was careless, the cows could escape into the hay barn to chow down, or else wander down to the road like hitchhikers, bewildered by their freedom. And when you’re alone in the patch for too long, you begin to see or hear trouble even when there is none. Your ears detect a chopper that isn’t coming. You discern a rival silhouette through the scrub, but it’s only shadow, she evaporates as soon as the sun ticks west. Movement in the patch could mean nothing at all, but once, it was a mountain lion.

			She froze when I froze, or the other way around. Under her yellow eyes, it was no longer clear to whom the patch belonged.

			I told myself: She isn’t real.

			I told myself: Do not run.

			I had caught her snoozing near an irrigation hose that had sprung a leak. She was cooling off, and while the mountain lion considered me, I ran inventory on my person, my pockets. I remember what I was wearing because it was what I always wore during the high season. Tank top, cargo cutoffs, a bandana on one wrist for mopping sweat. If it came to blows, what could I put in my hands? I was holding a pair of trimmers, that was all. Plus I was stoned, I always was then.

			Have you heard about the mountain lions down in Los Angeles? Some of them are collared and they bleat their data out to a government computer. The lions can’t cross the freeways, they keep inbreeding, they keep eating rat poison. A trimmer I once knew, Gentle Travis, saw one up close. He was working for an indoor grow on some dead-end drag in the Valley. Around dawn, after another rager, in another house he did not own, he went out to the pool for a smoke. A stranger was passed out on a pool floatie, circulating mutely between the jets. That’s when Gentle Travis clocked the red dot. A mountain lion was hunched poolside, lapping greedily from the chlorinated water. Wildfires had driven her into the suburbs and she was thirsty, but she kept her eyes trained on him. If you’re lucky, Gentle Travis told me, sometimes danger will glide right over you and leave you to your business. For him, it was true.

			In the patch, my mountain lion put her nose to a gangly cannabis leaf and snuffed. She had one milky eye and it drifted in my direction. She was curious about me, and about the patch, I could tell. Her scent was mud, gerbil cage, wood rot, and the musk of something major, something that can kill a few different ways. Now I wished she was only a cow on the loose. A cow can kick you, trample you, but that’s the worst they’ll do.

			“Hey, lion,” I said, raising my arms to get big. “Go on. Get!”

			I tried to push a plan through the wool in my head. My pulse throbbed in little bleats, like the red dot on a lion’s collar, but my bleats went nowhere, messages to no one. The lion’s milky eye fixed upon me and she began to move.

			As she stepped through the patch, the fragrance of the buds broke open and she carried with her the sugar off the blooms, skunky resin, psychoactive sap. The stalks shuddered as she muscled through them. I don’t know what came over me then. Sometimes I can’t explain myself.

			I reached out my hand.

			There she was, just beyond my fingertips. Her fur, the harp of her whiskers. She gave a rolling growl but sauntered on. She was in no hurry. I was nothing to her, and she knew it, even as I let my hand hang.

			

			+ + +

			After that, I hiked out quick as I could. We rarely took the John Deere buggy out to the patch for the trail it left, and it was sunset by the time I reached the cottage in its shallow clearing. The sky was the same slick shade of coral that always made me wonder how far the aerosols of the Central Valley traveled. Sweat was coursing down my legs, into my socks and boots. I shucked everything off, left my clothes in a heap behind me. I found Sapphire in her den.

			She was at the steel tanker desk someone had hauled up the mountain and onto Sourland some unknown years ago. I was stark naked, still clutching the pair of Fiskars trimmers we used to pare back the plants.

			Sapphire looked me up and down. “What happened to you?”

			I let the trimmers drop. I pulled her up by the wrists, backed her toward the leather armchair in the corner, and climbed into her lap. Somewhere between the patch and the cottage, my adrenaline had liquefied and I felt it rushing up against my edges until I took Sapphire’s hand, led her hand to my cunt. She moaned, I moaned. I wasn’t stoned anymore.

			Behind us, the bay window was open onto the Pit where the others slept, and to the barns and the drying shed, the menagerie, the greenhouse, the lower pasture where Sapphire’s cows were grazing, their tails swishing darker than dusk. I had been on the farm three months. I thought I had found the edge of the world, or at least the edge of mine. When I came, Sapphire told me she loved me. Three months became five years, five years went to dust. I never saw the mountain lion again.

			

			+ + +

			You probably have the wrong idea about outlaws.

			It’s true that a single harvest might net you enough to disappear and live large, for a while. Jet to Bali. Eat surf and turf for every meal. A lot of people buy boats.

			It’s truer that a single night will cost you. Rippers will slither onto your property, or roar in, guns blazing, when the plants are high, or curing or stashed in body bags or buried. In one sweep, they’ll strip you of a season. And if a shitbird fingers you, or the Feds come sniffing, say goodbye to all that toil and trouble, to every penny you haven’t buried in the ground. It doesn’t even have to be robbers or the law. Mold kills a crop faster than you can isolate and burn it, and then you’re just another sad sack on the hill, your springs running dry, your patch and greenhouses infested, all those pricey soil amendments and that premium cow shit leeched into the ground.

			If you can’t stay in the money, if rippers or the odd spore lay you low, you may decide to cut your losses. Split north or south, where you know people. You could leave it all behind and really be gone, just like that. Or else, someone can decide that for you. People don’t stay here by accident, but they fall off the map every day.

			

			
				
				+ + +
			

			By the time I fell off the map, I had good reasons to be gone. I was not the same person who had arrived those years ago, desperate to change my life. I was not the same person who reached for the mountain lion or fucked with abandon because the hazards of my world gave me purpose, and purpose turned me on. It had been five years of smeared time. Time told by the weather. Five high seasons, five harvests, five winters spent kicking rocks. I wasn’t leaving Sourland as some touristing farmhand who’d had their fill of the lifestyle. Even if Sapphire and I fell out of love, I still knew how to drive the skid-steer. Even if we’d come to resent each other in the worst ways, I could still milk the cows and jerry-rig the manure spreader and treat the hens if one got bumblefoot. I sexed the plants and mastered the post-hole digger like a rancher. I fertilized and tended and tied and trimmed and no one packed a pound faster than I could, not Gentle Travis, or even Sapphire. My scissors were a third appendage, snipping through heaps of flower, their resin frosting the hairs on my arms until I learned to wear long sleeves, even when the heat hit 110, barreling up from the San Joaquin Valley like hellfire on the run. The animals knew me. When I scanned the land, I knew what did not belong.

			You don’t throw away know-how like that unless you cannot trust someone, full stop. Even then, sometimes you do what you have to do.

			

			+ + +

			My last day on Sourland began like all the others. I dressed before the dawn, nuked yesterday’s coffee, and scooped kibble for Pistol the dog. Instead of cranking up the buggy, which only had a fifty-fifty chance of starting anyway, I decided to hike out on foot to the farthest pasture.

			The cows were waiting for me there. Thirteen girls and a bull named Xanthus. Dome-eyed and impatient, the herd was already assembled at the fenceline. They understood the routine. I hitched up the high-tensile fence with a long PVC pipe to make an opening, and the cows filed dutifully underneath. Down the lane they marched, pausing at a patch of clover overflowing, or to pluck low-hanging leaves as their snacks. They swung their heads and lowed to locate their babies, who staggered behind on new legs, lusty for milk. There was no point rushing, and I did not mind the pace. It gave me the chance to perceive what the cows could not tell me. I noted who was limping with hoofrot, who was too skinny, who was in heat. In a putrid domino effect, they began unleashing the streams of their first morning shits, the sweet-sour odor of onion grass steaming behind them.

			The patch wasn’t far, if you knew what to look for. There was the slightest tatter in the tree line where we had hauled in our supplies during spring planting. At this stage of summer, the plants had shot ten feet high and were still climbing, but I hadn’t laid eyes on them in weeks. It was no longer my turf. The patch was not where Sapphire wanted me anymore.

			In the parlor, I recorded the weight of each pail of pure white milk in a ledger no one would read. All the cow shit collecting in the gutter would be scraped down the chute and into the manure spreader to become fertilizer for the plants in the patch. Even if commercial fertilizer was cheap, it was never as good as the real thing. For decent cash, we sold our brown gold to other grows on the hill who swore by Sapphire’s compost recipe. Few wanted the bother of keeping animals, but they would pay a premium for their shit.

			After milking, the cows would return themselves to their fresh pasture and spend the day grazing, snoozing, licking one another, and cooling off in the shade of pine trees. There were chickens to feed, a coop to scrape, eggs to collect. With the tractor, I’d tow the coop to whatever pasture the cows were finished with, for the chickens to peck through the shit and the weeds. This kept the grass happy, the cows healthy, the chickens fed. Then I’d visit the pygmy goats, our loudmouthed lawn mowers, to saw their horns down so the tips didn’t curve backward and impale their skulls. Next, I’d haul kitchen scraps and a fifty-pound bag of feed to the Three Muses, our trio of four-hundred-pound pigs. The Muses were meant for the butcher two autumns ago, but no one had the heart to lure them onto the trailer. Everything was past due. There were a hundred inheritances from yesterday, last season, the years before, and now there was no tomorrow, because tomorrow I’d be gone.

			The idea had been brewing in the back of my head for months. Tomorrow, before the camp cook woke to prep breakfast, before anyone in the Pit lurched to life, I would slip down the long driveway and onto the ranch road, undoing each measure of security as I went. Silent alarm. Electric fences. Retrofitted rat traps that fired Hollywood blanks meant to deafen and deter. There was the backhoe parked at the front gate with a vital plug removed so as to render it conveniently immovable. Clear those, and the ranch road went on two more dirt miles before you met the skinny thoroughfare that snaked the mountain. Head right, and there came public land, the Shasta-Trinity National Forest with its creeks and gulches and two-bit towns like Peanut and Beegum. Left led downhill to Garberville and to the endless freeway thereafter. No matter which direction you chose, an unknowable number of grows were hidden along the route, carved out of the hill. Plots littered with junked trunks, empty skid tanks, the rib cages of hoop houses picked clean. So many of those parcels had been seized, stolen, or abandoned, or else were ticking away into the high season, cash millions worth of cannabis sown and soon to be reaped. Tomorrow, I would go left toward San Francisco. I didn’t know if I’d ever go right again.

			I steered the tractor out to the farthest pasture, a bale of hay forked onto the front loader’s prongs like a nine-hundred-pound marshmallow. The last few summers had burned like tinder, and the grass was fried, our springs on the outs. Whatever water was left was earmarked for the plants in the patch, which guzzled hundreds and hundreds of gallons per day. Sometimes we tapped into the creek bed that ran opposite our property line, onto public land, but the creek was already bled dry by drought and the neighbors uphill with the good sense to siphon what they could. In winter, we collected rainfall in cisterns and a small retention pond, but by May the weather had broiled into the nineties, and the water was gone. The trouble with water, Sapphire always said, is that it’s never there when you need it, just like money and good health. Water was one of many unpleasant realities Sapphire wished to ignore.

			I let the hay drop into the pasture and freed it from its baling twine with four flicks of my pocketknife. I gathered the loose twine and wound it into a single loop. I put the loop over my shoulder and walked.

			I was strutting with my head down, sidestepping cow pies and admiring my boots. It was natural to feel affection for objects that never failed to perform, but there was no sense taking the boots with me. They were caked in old shit and leaked at the toes, and what would I use them for in the city? Still, I was seized by sudden tenderness for them, and worry for their fate.

			I hopped back onto the tractor and fired it up. I tried not to think about the impending blankness ahead of me, the same blankness that was behind me, from before my life on the farm. I had been a dancer then, but what was I now? A farmer without a farm. The boss’s ex. I tried not to think of Sapphire and whatever it was I’d given up to her the night before when she’d snuck into my bed and made her one request. I moved my mind away from the thought. Perhaps I’d soft-boil two of the eggs I’d gathered that morning, dapple them in chopped pickle for lunch. Or it might be nice to borrow Gentle Travis’s truck and drive into Garberville, to sit down at the counter at the Eel River Cafe and see who came in. The tractor rumbled onward, into the sun, hammering over a divot where a tree had been cut long ago, its stump hauled away. That was when I felt a sudden tug at my shoulder. Rough, then insistent, like the cinch of a blood pressure cuff. Before I understood the how and the why, I was yanked from the tractor seat and thumped headfirst into the ground.

			And still, I was moving. The tractor was moving, too. The loop of twine around my shoulder squeezed, the friction burning like soldered metal, and then I understood. I was being reeled in like a fish on a line. A loose end of twine had become tangled in the rear axles of the tractor, and as the tractor lumbered guilelessly ahead, driverless, I was on the other end of the twine, dragging behind on a short leash. With every inch the tractor gained, an inch of slack was eaten up. The twine constricted in its loop around my shoulder. I tried to pry my fingers under it, but there was no slack, no give.

			The tractor was supposed to stop when the seat was empty. The engine was meant to cut if there was no weight, no rider. It was the most basic safety feature a tractor came with, but the farm was infested with broken things. The trimmers even had a joke about it. Someone would point to the jerry-rigged light switch in the drying shed that could only be toggled on or off with a wrench, or the brush cutter with no safety trigger, the blades bucking wildly as they spun. This here is the Sourland Standard, they’d say. They make them special like this, just for us.

			That was why the tractor was still moving. That was why I was being towed toward its pounding gears, toward dismemberment and death. Another bad fix bombing out the moment it was most needed.

			There was only ten feet between me and the tractor’s rear wheels. Nine feet. Eight. The distance was short but the seconds were long. With my free arm, I wiped away the slurry of blood, sweat, and dirt from my face and blinked into the intimate machinery of the tractor’s drawbar, its three-point hydraulics, the PTO shaft gleaming in the high noon sun. In the beginning, I hadn’t even known what PTO stood for. I thought it meant a part so dangerous, whatever injury it gave you meant Paid Time Off. This had amused Gentle Travis. “Nah, it won’t get you time off,” he’d said. “It’ll just kill you.”

			I told myself to buck up and think. I always kept a knife on me. I reached my free hand into my back pocket while trying to skip along in time with the tractor. Carefully, I fished out the knife, gripped the hilt, and triggered the blade. I placed the sharp edge against the twine just as the tractor lurched over a divot and yanked hard on the line between us. The knife fell away. The lane was plateauing. The tractor picked up speed. If I died alone on this back pasture, Sapphire would never know I was going to leave her. And I swore I would, for good, just as soon as I could walk free.

			

			+ + +

			Four hundred pounds. That’s about the weight of a single tractor tire.

			Hollis told me that. He was an old-timer on the hill who Sapphire brought around to decipher our antique machinery when the usual quick fixes wouldn’t do. If I sensed someone’s expertise, I liked to gather what I could. I wanted to understand the numerology of danger. So little in life was certain, but you could arm yourself with the unassailable formulas for death, the only certainty there is. There was a book in Sapphire’s den that ran a different set of numbers, the math of omens and outcomes. The book said four hundred was an angel number. Four hundred was a reminder to trust the currents of the universe. But four wheels at four hundred pounds apiece made sixteen hundred, and this number was the gateway to new beginnings. And the tractor alone was two thousand pounds. Two thousand was a sign the angels were watching over me. Two thousand meant I was not alone, that my future was protected and blessed. Which number was the right number? They could not all be true.

			These are the things you think of in the heat of helplessness, when a tractor is trying to eat you. I knew this because it wasn’t the first time I wasn’t supposed to make it. My near misses had been piling up for years, collecting interest. When a cow’s hoof whooshed by my temple, or when I ducked under a hot fence and my spine grazed the polywire, electricity ricocheting off every vertebra (twice, I pissed myself when this happened), or on my visits to the Muses, when my boots suctioned into the mud and the pigs charged me in wild hunger, pressing my body into the wet—always, I braced myself for the end. And these were just the animals and machines trying to do you in, not to mention the glare of the sun, the Feds, or some bad-seed trimmer with a crush or a death wish. There were neighbors who tried to steal your crop. Neighbors who ratted. Neighbors with sheds full of guns.

			If the end was coming for me now, to rescind all the grace I’d been given, then the tractor was a brutish way to go. It would be awhile before someone found me, far out as I was on the back pastures, as isolated as I’d become. Maybe Sapphire would blame herself, but more likely she would accept the harsh way of things on the hill. She would mourn efficiently, and carry on.

			The night before, we had argued about what came next. Sapphire had a gift for making the future seem easy. You could walk right into the life you wanted—or walk out of it, beelining like a shoplifter. So long as you believed, it was true. For months we had not shared a bed, but there she was, crawling in beside me in those hours before dawn, as if a lesser part of me had summoned her.

			The air that rushed under the sheets alongside her was as sweet and vegetal as tomato vines, scented with chlorophyll. She had come from the Pit, where the seasonal hires made their home from spring until harvest, their quarters divvied up among a smattering of tents, a punctured yurt, the Blue Bird school bus from the eighties, and an old RV with weeds growing through the subfloor, the word Windjammer painted in block letters on its bumper. That was where Sapphire had been sleeping, ever since she’d taken up with Fizz.

			At first, their coupling had been part of our arrangement. Sometimes during the low season, Sapphire would drive down to San Francisco for a few days and find someone for a brief affair. I preferred smaller ponds. I drove to Eureka, or Sacramento, sometimes I even saw the same girl two or three times before I cut her loose. Once in a while, Sapphire and I went down to the Bay together, to stake out the Siren Bar in Bernal Heights, one of the last girl bars in the city, where we’d hunt for a third. We never pulled the trigger, but the fun was in deciding who liked who, and why. I fucked whoever’s body I liked, and whoever could make that liquid feeling happen inside me by the way they talked or didn’t, or reached for a part of me, or did a kindness I happened to witness. There are a million reasons to fuck someone. In a way, it’s like auditioning. After a certain level, what moves you forward is arbitrary.

			In our old bed, in the dark between us, Sapphire whispered, “How long do we go on like this?” Forever, I thought but did not say.

			“I’m sleeping,” I said. “I’m snoring right now.”

			“I think you want me to be happy.”

			“Sure I do.”

			“And you want to be happy, don’t you?” she asked.

			I could think of several things I wanted more than happiness, hers or mine.

			“Maybe you think I don’t deserve it, deserve happiness,” she said, “whatever that is, after everything.”

			“There’s no problem,” I said. “I don’t think anything.”

			“What would you have me do? And be honest. Do you want me to send Fizz back to Idaho? You want me to throw him to the wolves?”

			“What wolves? They’re just rednecks.”

			“You know how people are. They will tear him to bits. Or worse, they’ll lock him up. He’s a sitting duck out there.”

			Out there. As if Sourland was a fortress and not a patchwork of trees, fields, and potheads tripping on botany. “He’s not a wounded animal,” I said. “He’s a man.”

			Sapphire had taken up with men before, and other trimmers for that matter. Trimmers made a hundred dollars cash for every pound they could pack. If you got good, you might trim two or three pounds a day and be flush by season’s end, so long as you kept your hands busy. The trimmers who came before had been like playthings to Sapphire, or else her liaisons were transactional, with personalities she didn’t especially like or respect, but whose brute physicality she was drawn to against her higher mind. This time was different. Fizz was different. The future was a place they were going, together.

			For months, it had been in the air for all to see. Sapphire and Fizz were both enthusiastic flirts, but there were special tells only I could decipher. That’s what longevity bought you, the kind of access to a person no amount of passion can bypass, and lately Sapphire had gotten sloppy. She came to milk the cows only a day or two a week, leaving the other days to me, and the cows had gotten loose more times that summer than ever. A week earlier, Sapphire had forgotten one of the gates and Xanthus the bull found his way down to the road, where some passing motorist called it in to the sheriff. In little ways, she was becoming reckless. And now there were double the plants in the patch, double the work, double the risk, all Fizz’s big ideas. As soon as I left, the last dam between Sapphire and total indulgence would be broken. It would be someone else’s Sourland after that.

			“What are you thinking right now?” she whispered urgently, but I let a long moment pass before I spoke. I liked having her full attention. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do with it first.

			Sapphire sighed and kicked the covers down around our feet. The bedroom window was open wide, the char of campfire smoke drifting through. I thought of Fizz waiting for Sapphire in the Windjammer, the way he had to duck his head as he walked its galley.

			“I’m thinking I have to get up at four in the morning,” I said, “and you’ve appeared in my bed, trying to make me feel sorry for Fizz for some reason. Maybe that’s why you’re really here, because he sent you to get some kind of stamp of approval from me, though I can’t understand why it matters. Tell him he can stop darting around like a punted dog, trying to see what kind of mood I’m in. That’s what he reminds me of. A sad, dumb dog I keep tripping over—and for what? Even if he’s twenty years younger than you, he’s still too old to be mothered, especially mothered and fucked at the same time.”

			“What’s his age got to do with anything?”

			“You’ll get bored of him, like you got bored of me. Then, you’ll find his opposite.”

			“Frankie, I was never bored with you.”

			“The next one will be pretty and small. A woman. Younger and innocent and not clever in the least. And you’ll teach her everything, all over again.”

			When Sapphire and I met, I was twenty-one and she was forty-six, a perfectly torrid gap. She had eked past fifty since then, but I was still languishing in my mid-twenties, and Fizz was two years older, at twenty-nine. I preferred not to contemplate the ways in which Fizz and I were alike, or how neatly I fit into Sapphire’s pattern.

			Sapphire spoke to the ceiling then. “I’m not asking you to go, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

			“I told you I’m not thinking anything.”

			“I always said you could stay on the farm as long as you wanted, and I meant it. It’s your home and it belongs to you as much as it belongs to me. That was the deal. Sometimes I wonder if you know it better than I do anyway.”

			“That’s a lie.”

			“Okay, then you know it in a way I can’t, at least. You chose it. I was just born here.”

			In the past, whenever she turned sincere and drew me into the secret center of who she was before we met, I always softened. Now, it annoyed me. It made me want to press her buttons and see what dispensed.

			“Did you come here to fuck me, or to be fucked?” I asked, and the air changed between us, as I knew it would.

			We turned to face each other. It would take only the lightest touch, a breath landing too near. I thought I could hear the Pit, people laughing by the fire. Sapphire’s bare ankle crossed mine in a habitual gesture. The old apparatuses of affection remained between us, however obsolete. “I doubt you remember this,” she said in a conspiratorial murmur, “but I have the strongest recollection of this one moment from your first summer.”

			“Don’t tell me.”

			“I didn’t say it was embarrassing.”

			“What is it then?”

			She bit her lip, deciding how honest to be. It had been a long time since I had looked at her up close. There were new sunspots and rivulet lines over her face, like an aerial map. I knew her prettiness embarrassed her. She either kept herself scrubbed plain or else made her loveliness practical, using it to her advantage. In the dark, the blue of her eyes drained away to the scuff-shine of an empty glass and I imagined her young, my age but unafraid, with those same roving eyes that found yours and pinned you where you stood.

			“We were in the greenhouse,” she said, “the old one, before the roof caved in. I was teaching you how to sex the plants, so it must’ve been April or May. Warm, not hot. And you had this look of pure concentration on your face. So pure. You were trying so hard, eating up every word I said and nodding along like a maniac. You didn’t want to miss a thing, and you were always like that, but I really felt it in that moment. Like you were aimed right at me. If I had any doubt about you lasting”—Sapphire sliced a flat line through the air—“it stopped there.” She took a deep breath and blew it out in the direction of the past. “I don’t know why I remember that. Something about the light maybe, the wildfires making everything so dramatic—and it was dramatic. Everything happened that first year. And Frankie, you were so thin. I worried about you all the time. I could see you were scared shitless of everything, but there you were in your little blue jeans and borrowed boots, all red in the face. Relentless.”

			It had been just the two of us then, making something from weeds. Sapphire had debts, and she couldn’t afford extra hands. The crop had to yield, or else. And I’d run off to be with her, to change my life.

			Most days, we toiled until ten at night with our headlamps on. After, we’d sit on the porch steps in the dark and fork at cans of cold beans in silence before dropping into the utter blankness of sleep, a pinch of time between the predawn hour and when we rose again. It’s only later, after the harvest, when you’ve partied and spent some money and slept in, that it seems at all romantic. It’s only romantic from this end. While it’s happening, you despise everything in your path. You want to punt the dog, the calf, the anthill, the fog-headed hippie trimmer. Your feet stop working right. You reek of fermenting shit and sun-roasted garbage and a thousand flies bite at you, land on your lips, and crawl up your nostrils. If you dream at all, you dream of labor. I used to have the same dream. I dreamed I was running through mud with a newborn calf slippery in my arms. Do you know what happens when a heifer calves? A heifer is a first-timer. She doesn’t always know what to do with the little one that’s slopped out of her and onto the ground, all hers and still half in the sac, blinking up with eyes of China blue. A heifer will look at her baby, and walk away. I had seen it a dozen times. You had to scoop the calf up and dry her off the best you could, keep her warm. A brand-new being had been dumped into the world and gazed at you like you were the world. I knew that feeling, both ends of it.

			Sapphire had a wistful look on her face. She was waiting for me to remember it all the way she did.

			“That was a long time ago,” I said, and the moment passed us by.

			She lifted her ankle away from mine. We both knew I wasn’t like that anymore. Not so malleable as I’d been in the beginning. When we met, I had never been dirty before, or truly frightened. Whatever I thought fear was in my old life—the firing squad of an audition or even performing center stage—none of it could kill me. In the beginning, I hardly took a step without confirming I was doing it the right way. All newcomers are like this. You don’t want to give anyone a reason to let you go.

			“I want to start over,” Sapphire said finally, “with Fizz. I want him and me to move into the house. I miss my bed, and my kitchen. It’s simple, and perhaps unfair, but that’s the truth for me.” When I said nothing, Sapphire took a deep breath and pressed on. “So. I guess I’m proposing a swap. Obviously, there’s the spare room, but, you know, it’s a little close. And small. Full of old papers. Honestly I’ve thought a lot about this and the Windjammer makes the most sense for you. It’s open out there, and closer to the barn for your early mornings. We can fix it up, too. Make it feel new again. And I’d never ask you to share with any of the crew. Sharing would be out of the question.”

			Five years we’d shared our misfit cottage. No air-conditioning, no insulation, its charm blunted by DIY additions, discount drywall, generations of putty and steel wool stuffed into varmint tunnels. Its hexagonal shape was prolapsing at the center, so that spilled milk did not pool on the floor but flowed rapidly toward the door. The roof panels were at odds, like shifting sheets of mantle subducting. I hadn’t planned to miss it, but now it seemed worth cherishing.

			“Okay,” I said.

			“Okay?”

			“Yeah. Okay. Try not to sound so excited.”

			“I’m surprised, is all. I was dreading a fight. Fighting with you is torture. Your poker face is torture.”

			“You’ll miss my poker face.”

			Sapphire laughed. “You’re not going anywhere fast, are you? I’m not saying goodbye.”

			I imagined transferring my few possessions into the Windjammer, the gossip and pity oozing through the RV walls as I sat alone in the dinette booth built for two. That was Sapphire’s dream for me. That I might carry on as Sourland’s devout caretaker, tending my rust-bucket RV, her cows, her patch, deferent to her and Fizz’s new life as it unfolded in the same swift cycle of bud, blossom, wither, die. And after it died, however long it took for enchantment to die between them, I would be a stone’s throw across the yard, and she’d have me all over again. No, I thought, with the force of an ax swinging down. Tomorrow, I’d be gone.

			“I’m not going anywhere fast,” I lied. “No goodbyes.”

			I thought Sapphire would take her leave then, satisfied her errand had been fruitful and that the cottage would soon be hers again. She and Fizz could scrub my stay from the shelves, deliver the relics to the farm junkpile, like I was just another trimmer passing through.

			Instead, Sapphire undid her shorts. Without speaking, she toed them off and nuzzled into the pillow next to me. She sighed a big sigh and closed her eyes. I did not move a muscle. It felt like the first time sleeping next to her, a stranger, performing each peaceful breath.

			I came to when the cottage’s screen door snapped shut. I had fallen asleep, and she was gone. I was alone again. I believed I’d woken in a bedroom of the past, during that first winter on Sourland when someone broke down our door and Sapphire went scrabbling for the shotgun in the closet. But it was not winter, it was not that bedroom. This bedroom was empty. The windows were wide open.

			

			+ + +

			It wasn’t supposed to end this way. Not eaten by the gears of a tractor, not alone on a back pasture. Hitched to the runaway machine, with my lost knife shining on the lane behind me like the flash of a distant signal lens, I was not convinced. The numbers did not compute.

			I twisted at all angles to free myself. I ripped at my skin, at the vise grip of fibrous twine around my shoulder, my fingernails prying from their beds. It did nothing. The greasy haustellum of the tractor farted its fumes in my face, hauling me in like a downed tree trunk to the chipper. I could not win a tug-of-war against heavy machinery. There is no winning; there is only living. I thought of Gentle Travis and his mountain lion. I stopped fighting then. I did not plant my legs. I did not pull taut against my tether. I offered myself to the inevitable by running straight at it.

			In a renewed burst, I fumbled toward the tractor, close as I could to its pistons and levers, the spinning PTO shaft like an alligator death-rolling its prey. The sun was blinding, my lone witness. One wrong step and I’d be ground to meat, but the closer I ran toward the tractor, the more slack I earned. I held my breath in the heat of the exhaust as the twine around my shoulder gave a mere half inch, but it was all I needed. I pried a finger under the loop, and slipped the loop free.

			Around me, the dust began to settle. Birdsong returned to my ears and I realized I wasn’t going anywhere. I was no longer being dragged. The tractor was still lumbering forward but without me attached to it. A tail of blue twine trailed in its wake.

			I thought: Okay.

			I thought: I’m still here.

			Still, the tractor carried on its warpath, unmanned and dead set toward a gate it would surely crumple. I sighed and began to trot until the rear wheel of the tractor was rolling alongside me again. I timed it right and hopped back up into the seat to kill the engine. A natural quiet rose up from the grass. Birds were still singing. I was still bleeding. It was still hot.

			

			+ + +

			I beelined for Sapphire’s den. I was high on an old instinct, the wish to be fawned over, to be held or fucked after disaster was averted. I wanted to push back my sleeves, slip down the straps of my overalls, and show Sapphire the mosaic of wounds along my left side, let her fingers pad over them in her assessing way, solver that she’d been to me once, the woman with answers. A forbidden thought came to me, the stupid kind. Perhaps all was possible to retrieve, so long as I was brave enough to take it.

			The door to Sapphire’s den was closed, but instead of knocking, I went right in. There they were. Sapphire and Fizz, entwined on the chair in the corner.

			Sapphire was on his lap, her hips rolling languidly. His long arms were around her, one hand guiding the base of her spine, the other cupped around her neck. I had seen all this before. I had been in Sapphire’s position, or Fizz’s. I had even been central to a few iterations during the long night the three of us spent together in Eureka, but I had no part to play now.

			Fizz saw me first. He began to scramble Sapphire off his lap, but she placed a hand on his shoulder to still him.

			“What is it?” she asked, out of breath. There was a silver lock of hair flattened on her forehead like a cherub’s curl.

			“I didn’t mean to interrupt,” I said. This was the part when I was supposed to back away.

			Fizz shifted, breathing harder. His freckled neck was flushed pink. There must have been a confusing thrill in remaining inside Sapphire and told to heel while us two women spoke.

			“Well?” Sapphire pressed. Fizz’s hips jolted and she sucked in a breath. An indecent impulse told me to step closer, to move blithely away from one near-fatal disaster toward another. The windows of the office were open, and out in the Pit, the denim fleck of some trimmer moved between tents, whistling and hanging laundry. Anyone could have passed by the window and seen the two of them entwined, and perhaps that was the point. I locked eyes with Fizz and saw the same uncertainty to reach out or to hold tightly within.

			“I’ll come back,” I said, though I did not. The door was hardly shut before I heard him moan.

			

			+ + +

			Now I see Sapphire everywhere she is not.

			She’s the mom with the ski-jump nose, shuffling coupons at the checkout in Fortuna, holding up the line. She’s the weekend tripper reading dime-store novels on Little Black Sands Beach, the dome of her shoulders going raw in the sun. She’s the elder lesbian at the long end of the Siren Bar in Bernal Heights, the one who knows too much but signals for another. She is none of those people. She is nowhere anymore.

		

	
		
			Fizz

			The night before Sapphire leaves for San Francisco, never to return, Fizz heats up a few frozen pizzas and delivers them to the crew in the Pit.

			For once, he is feeling friendly. Gathered around the crackling fire, he and the crew drink cans of Tecate and chew pizza crusts past midnight. They talk old jobs, bad bosses, exes that stole. The hot topic of debate is the same one every year, whether weed will soon be legal, and what that even means, if it will change anything or everything. Everyone is stoned and laughing. It reminds Fizz of his arrival on Sourland a year earlier. He had come with nothing then, has nothing still, but there is a kind of freedom in surrender. It’s someone else’s job to worry.

			Pistol the dog is rolling in the grass while one of the new trimmers, the blonde with the braids looped like Heidi in the Alps, rubs his belly. Fizz can’t deny she is attractive, though young enough that his lust blurs with the blander desire to nurture. She can’t be older than eighteen. Though this puts her closer in age to Fizz than he is to Sapphire. He’s noticed how the others glide by the blonde, laughing over their shoulders. As with cultivars, there are pros and cons to every strain of crew member, and Fizz has known most every kind. Quitters are the easiest to spot. They bail when the weather gets too hot, the work too hard, then come crawling back when they’re broke. If Fizz is betting, he guesses the blonde with the braids is the quitter of the crew. Why can’t he remember her name?

			Then there are the problem children. Trimmers who throw punches while drunk and mouth off at the bar, making steep bets they’ll never pay. Those sorts of trimmers are always a headache, and mean, sometimes deadly, but just as often they are hard-nosed and bizarrely capable. They get shit done, even if on their own timelines.

			There are the lazy bones who can’t be bothered to double-cross you but will steal up your time. They’re all Shakespeare when it comes to excuses. Old-timers especially have their peccadilloes about beer brands and how best to roll a joint, the perks they feel are owed to them. They are slow, but stick around, neither too dumb nor too smart for their own good.

			Fizz likes the freaks best. Idiot-savants with bizarrely specialized cannabinoid knowledge who might only ever work a single season but have a sixth sense for soil chemistry. Last year, they had Thor the Egghead. Thor believed the end of the world was nigh and coped through body-weight calisthenics and a diet rich in organ meat. The meat gave him nuclear gas, but the crop shot up like it was on steroids after a dose of his compost tea. At the end of the season, Thor pedaled away, due south before the world ended. They never saw him again.

			Of the four trimmers, Swiss is the strongest. An elfin androgyne with good instincts and a bleach-blond rattail, Swiss usually worked summers in Alaska tinning salmon, and winters as a lift operator in Colorado. Swiss had come to California following their perfect girl but lost her to a birder in Santa Cruz.

			Kaia is missing half a pinky finger and her hair is buzzed to the pith. She’ll trim with the rest once the harvest comes, but mostly serves as camp cook, breaking down breakfast, lunch, and dinner for a few hundred bucks a week. Most grows have done away with the tradition of camp cooks and family meals, but Sapphire is a purist. Everyone takes their meals at the communal table in the Pit, under the three-sided structure dubbed the RK Café. RK meaning Rat Kill, since traps abound near the fridge and ad hoc pantry of plastic Rubbermaid bins. There are macabre jokes about mystery meat, stray whiskers in the stew, but there is no evicting the rats. Kaia’s husband, Emilio, Fizz’s fourth hire, is never without a joint between his lips, his eyelids always half-mast. It is typical for crew members to shack up for a season then split, feud, fall back together, but Kaia and Emilio are always holding hands.

			Another log tops the fire, and another. Fizz is high and slippery drunk on vodka, bundled into his sweatshirt and beanie, chain-smoking light blue American Spirits that will wallop his lungs by morning but feel too decadent to resist in the moment. Even the blonde isn’t annoying him anymore. And it goes on that way, giggling and carefree until the cottage’s screen door slaps open and everyone zips shut.

			Sapphire storms over to the Pit, her robe flapping behind her. The others shrink into their hoodies and camp chairs as she kicks at a few empty cans crumpled in the grass.

			“What are these?” she asks. “These any good?”

			They’re just camp beers, bought in multiple racks and sucked down like water. The trimmers look at Fizz, but what is he supposed to say? He isn’t going to stick his fingers in Sapphire’s trap. That’s when the blonde with the braids pipes up.

			“They’re okay,” she says, examining the beer in her hand as if it has just appeared. “Not my favorite, but I like it.”

			“Good,” Sapphire says. “You should like it.”

			The blonde pats the grass beside her. “Why don’t you join us? Join us. Please.”

			Sapphire looks like she might kick the embers into the blonde’s lap. “Well, I guess life doesn’t get much better than this, does it? Free beer. Free weed. Free rent. A dream come true if I ever saw one. One free dream forever, but not free for me.”

			The blonde seems to understand that something is amiss, but her face does not know how to arrange itself. Sapphire grabs a beer, cracks the tab, and takes a long pull as everyone watches, the runaway suds coursing down her chin and neck. Fizz hears the series of gulps but can’t look.

			When Sapphire finishes, she drops the empty at her feet, grabs another, and tosses it to the blonde. “Now you.”

			“Me?” The blonde’s eyes dart around the fire for friendly faces, but everyone, including Fizz, is staring into the flames.

			“Drink,” Sapphire says, and waits until the blonde cracks the tab. The girl begins to sip, pausing every few seconds to gasp out a breath or choke on the suds. “I’m not crying,” she says, wiping tears from her cheeks. “I just got some up my nose, that’s all.”

			Fizz sinks deeper into his sweatshirt. After Frankie walked off the farm last summer, he and Sapphire only shared a few erotic months, ravenously in love and spoiled rotten on each other. In the beginning, he could hardly keep up. They fucked everywhere. It was like a competition between them and decency, how many places they could copulate, how quickly he could slip in, how fast he could finish her off. He was sure then they’d never end up like Sapphire and Frankie, tepid and companionable. Then came the winter, a damp buzzkill. Sapphire slept all the time. She read. She took walks. She started making trips to San Francisco, staying however long she wanted. Then, when their ragtag crew arrived in early spring, Fizz found himself grateful to be among fresh blood. He thought it would be good for her too, but Sapphire’s melancholy only reshuffled itself into antagonism, aimed at him, the crew, the animals. This is the flip side of surrender, he knows. It doesn’t matter what you want. When someone tells you to drink, you drink.

			“Any idea why we call this the Pit?” Sapphire asks. “No? I guess I’m the only one left to tell you. It’s called the Pit because we used to burn all our trash out here. Right where you’re sitting. Huge heaps of garbage. We’d gather anything rotten or dead, and we’d make it into a hill, drown the hill in diesel, and light the hill on fire.” A deranged hiccup jolts out of Sapphire’s throat and she stares out into the trees dazedly, as if the memory is there, staring back. “A total inferno of shit-smeared leaves and maggot food and glue traps for the rats. The rats went up in flames, too. And that’s where you are right now. You think you’re squatting on my front lawn, having a good time, but that’s what’s under all this. That’s what we live on.”

			The crew disperses after that. Swiss makes some excuse about beauty sleep, and Kaia mentions an early morning, Emilio trailing silently behind her. The blonde, full of tears, retreats to the old Blue Bird school bus where she sleeps alone.

			Fizz and the dog follow Sapphire back to the cottage. Wordlessly, he peels off his sweatshirt and crawls under the covers beside her, smoke in his hair. Tomorrow she will drive down to San Francisco for the third time that month. She’ll stay a few days, blow off some steam. She’ll return a little lighter, for a little while.

			When he reaches for her, it is partly to prove that he’s above the scene she just caused, but also to prove he is still hopeful. They can go back to how it was between them. He is not just another trimmer passing through. Sapphire turns away, pulling the blankets with her.

			“They’re not your friends,” she says. “You should know that better than anyone. It doesn’t matter what they think of you. They’re not even employees, or serious people. Turn your back, let down your guard for one second—the wrong second—and I promise: They will bury you.”

			

			+ + +

			When Sapphire does not return from San Francisco as planned, Fizz thinks nothing of it.

			Not to worry, says the light on in the back of his head, doing its hourly sweep. For all Sapphire’s industriousness, her fluency in back channels and savant sense for hilltop survival, she is a born-and-raised hippie with little interest in being bound or found.

			There is nothing to worry about, so he does not worry.

			

			+ + +

			On the second day Sapphire does not return, Fizz makes a list of what he’ll do without her in the way. It’s spring. The real work is beginning. He’ll need to teach the trimmers to sex the plants. There are soil amendments to mix, brush to clear for the new patch, and a hole the size of a meteorite shredding the ceiling of his new greenhouse. Of course, he’ll have to cover Sapphire’s chores, too. By the time she comes home, maybe she’ll feel guilty for abandoning him here in the thick of things while she does whatever she does down in the Bay. What would guilt even look like on Sapphire? He can’t be sure he’s seen it. Even when they were sneaking around behind Frankie’s back, Sapphire seemed more impish and turned on than guilty.

			She was meant to return yesterday from her meet with Pierre, her middleman distributor. Her third visit to the city this month. Errands, meetings, time elsewhere and unaccounted for.

			He tosses food scraps to the Muses, alfalfa nuggets to the pygmy goats who bleat every few seconds to lodge their ongoing complaints. When Fizz finally steers the buggy out to the patch, a breeze is blowing and the petite orange skirts of California poppies bend over en masse just as Fizz rams them with his tires. He hears a few gunshots pinging from a neighboring plot. Target practice. How near or far, it’s impossible to tell. Sound moves mischievously over the hillside, like a tap on the shoulder from no one.

			

			+ + +

			On the third day Sapphire does not return, Fizz gathers the crew in the greenhouse for their first lesson in sexing.

			“Undesirable males are identified by their sacs,” he explains. He and the crew gaze out over the spread of knee-high plant starts, scraggly and juvenile. There are a few hundred starts assembled. A small army of money trees, full of potential. “You find a male, you root them out—or else they’ll pollinate the females, and we don’t want that. Why? Because then the females shift their energy from making the best, most potent flowers to producing seeds. Seeds we don’t need. It’s the flowers we need. Big fat ones, the size of your forearm. That’s why the males got to go. That’s your job.”

			How had Sapphire put it to him once? One runaway male can spoil the whole crop.

			The trimmers blink back at Fizz dumbly and begin to fan out into the rows. No one has brought up their fireside pizza night and Sapphire’s outburst, at least not to Fizz. No one has asked where she is, and he has volunteered nothing about her return. Between them, the crew has only a few seasons of experience, and with her absence, Sapphire has passed along the privilege of educating them to Fizz. Until harvest, they’ll mostly be paid via squatting rights and three square meals a day. As is customary, there is a generous booze budget and the weed is gratis, but the real payday arrives in October, after the Ripper Moon shines bright and signals the autumn equinox. That’s when harvest begins. Once the crop is harvested, it will be dried, cured, and eventually trimmed down into consumable nuggets, the buds shaped like miniature Christmas trees, bagged and sold by the pound.

			Fizz bends over one of the leggier plant shoots and calls for the others to look on. “See?” he says. “Eventually you’ll learn to spot their parts. The sacs can show up a week or so before the females get these wispy little white hairs. See here?” He points out two delicate lashes swooping away from the stalk. “This one’s female. This is what we want.” He points out another plant. Two baubles of fuzzy green dangle where its stalk joins a branch, in the Y-cut of a crotch. “And this is what we don’t want. Male. See these sacs? They’re like balls, right? Snip, snip.”

			One of the crew members giggles. The blonde with the braids. Still, Fizz can’t remember her name, or whether or not he likes her. She makes egregious eye contact with him and grins. He had figured her for a quitter, but perhaps he judged too soon. He knows there is another kind of trimmer. The kind who flirts her way out of grunt work, currying favor that extends beyond the season. Fizz can hardly blame them. Women are used to being prey. They must learn to think ahead.

			He ignores the blonde and the crew gets to snipping in earnest, calling on him for occasional guidance as they move down the rows haltingly, eating into Fizz’s to-do list. This is the pack of amateurs Sapphire can afford. Her usual clients, the medical dispensaries and black market wholesalers, have been paying less and less for the kind of outdoor crop Sapphire and the other hippies on the hill have long favored. Their all-weather garden patches see too much climate, too many pests. Growing indoors, with UV bulbs and timed light deprivation and maximum privacy, is most in fashion, and most profitable. Indoors is the only way to get a year-round harvest. It’s the best way to stay hidden. It yields the cleanest, most potent product. It’s 2010, not the twentieth century anymore. But Sapphire doesn’t have the funds for the build-out of an indoor grow, nor for its steep electricity bill. There are too many other bills to pay. Medical bills, vet bills, water bills, mechanic bills. There are irrigation snags, back property taxes, the cottage’s slipshod foundation in need of repair. So much money leeched into the ground.

			To compensate, Sapphire agreed to add the greenhouse. She had been reluctant at first. It had always been her ethos to get by, not get ahead, but she knew what Fizz could do with the extra space, the breathing room it would buy the farm. Little by little, she was letting him take the lead, corral the crew, and call the shots on planting. He only had to manage her occasional outbursts and attitude flares, but so far, she had given him what he asked.

			Fifty feet long and shaped like a torpedo, the greenhouse has a retractable polyurethane roof that can be peeled back to let the light in, or sealed tight to keep the bad weather out, once the hole is patched. Fizz already had the crew paint over the roof with tempera to take the shine off the plastic. Compared to a patch carved out from the woods, a greenhouse is an easier mark for shitbirds on surveillance, but there is better climate and pest control, more governable conditions. And Fizz has a contact in San Diego who has promised to buy their greenhouse crop at $4,000 a pound. Subtract the cost of supplies, labor, plant die-offs, chaos, mold, mice, and whatever else can nibble into their profits, and they’ll pocket just shy of half a million dollars—if they are unusually lucky. Fizz has not been lucky in a while.

			There was a time when money like that would’ve impressed Fizz. When he was eighteen and green, half a million dollars would’ve been a bottomless supply with which he could do anything, become anyone. By the time he was twenty-three, riding high in northern Idaho, he and his best friend JJ were raking in half a million every week. What had money like that meant to him then? Fizz was always misplacing cash among his many houses, or throwing it away on lavish parties. It felt less about how much money there was exactly, and more about what Fizz had to show for it. In Idaho, the pursuit of money whittled life down to its essential components: to be with, or without. Fizz had taken comfort in that clarity of purpose, even if he and JJ hadn’t seen it the same way in the end.

			

			
				
				+ + +
			

			On the fourth day Sapphire does not return, Fizz starts snooping.

			Sapphire’s den has a sloping floor and a bay window, with wall-to-wall shelves caving under the weight of repair manuals, treatises on animal husbandry, antique farm instruments, binders labeled with masking tape. One reads: Live Ends. Another: Dead Ends. Here, Sapphire fills out invoices and order forms, indulges in poetry she scribbles on scrap paper then tosses into the campfire. She has a penchant for haikus.

			He tries the center drawer of her tanker desk. Bolted as usual. For no good reason, he gives it a violent shake with both hands, and the drawer jangles its forbidden contents. The second time they ever fucked, it was against this desk. The first time they fucked, it wasn’t just the two of them, but three. A trinity. Sapphire, Fizz, and Frankie. There was rain in Eureka, the gloaming between growing seasons. One slow winter that changed everything.

			Fizz goes to a shelf laden with tractor manuals and finds a tiny lidded basket woven from cheatgrass. Unlike the times he searched before, the key to the desk drawer is not inside. Instead, there is a note folded thrice. A haiku in Sapphire’s chicken scratch:

			
				Do you seek the key?

				Poof. Gone. Try again. Think hard:

				I’m hidden nearby.

			

			Very funny. He crumples the note in his fist. So what if he’s failed her little test?

			He feels around the shelves for the key and fumbles over land mines of meaningless ephemera. Stones chosen for their resemblance to letters of the alphabet. Tubes of snakeskin. Exhibits of moss. Cow teeth plucked from the bone pile and bleached ghost white. These miniature collections are everywhere, like two-bit altars. They all belong to Frankie. Whatever she arranged into meaning once upon a time persists here in Sapphire’s den, as does her image. A dozen photographs of her glare down at him from the walls. She is beautiful, in a cold, European painting sort of way. The straw-blond hair, slate eyes, the limbs and posture of the dancer she was, but with the waifish face of a lost flower child—though Fizz can’t picture her lost, not ever. In one photo, there’s a scratch at the edge of Frankie’s eyebrow. It appears first as an angry slit, then as a scab, a white scar, a scar that fades before they’ll ever meet. A photo of Frankie driving a Kubota tractor in a sports bra and a trucker hat embroidered with Key West or Bust. Frankie hugging a spotted pig around the middle, the animal’s eyes flat like chestnuts, staring straight ahead. Frankie standing tall atop a mound of chopped wood two stories high, flexing her biceps. Frankie peeking through the plants in a black-and-white drying room, the exposure heady with heat, one eye open like a keyhole. Sometimes Sapphire’s shadow bisects a photo, or leans in from one corner, like the cast of a sundial, but her face isn’t here.

			Fizz gives up on finding the key to the tanker desk and pokes around in Sapphire’s papers for some clue as to where she is staying in the city, or who she is with. What little warehouse-dwelling nymph has she attached herself to down in Oakland? Or has she chosen some crust-punk plucking a cheap guitar on a Berkeley sidewalk? Is that who she’s been falling for down in the Bay? He knows she isn’t running errands. Maybe it’s not even one person, woman, man, or other, but many people, anyone but him will do. He can practically smell it on her, the way she floats back to Sourland dreamy-eyed and sated, vague about her journey and light on the supplies she’d gone to fetch. It depresses him, infuriates him—entices him even, perversely—but it is also becoming a bore.

			A rabid image overcomes him, of Sapphire and Frankie reuniting at their favorite bar, fucking in the bathroom, swishing their postcoital drinks and pitying him the way he had pitied Frankie once. He lights a joint, muttering to himself as he rummages double-time through the invoices Sapphire has left piled on her desk. He dials a few suppliers, but they haven’t heard from Sapphire in months. They’ve been wondering where she’s been, if the farm is low on barn grip.

			The light on in the back of his head flashes an SOS, bright beams against the back of his eyes. He ignores this warning. There is no need to panic. And if he panics, who is there to call? The law is for other people. You do not bring the law inside.

			

			+ + +

			On the fifth day Sapphire does not return, Fizz smokes with breakfast to tamp down his paranoia. It has the opposite effect. He puts the crew to work in the greenhouse, stacking bags of soil amendments, setting mousetraps, double-checking the starts for any males secreted in the ranks, then retreats into the den, puffing away like a chimney. He’s been calling Sapphire’s flip phone, but the calls go straight to voicemail and her inbox is full. There is a good chance she is ignoring him. There is some chance she’s been busted and thrown in jail, or robbed and left for dead. There is even a chance that she is stranded somewhere in the backcountry, depending on which route she took to or from San Francisco. Five hours from San Francisco and five years behind, that’s how people talk about Humboldt County with its hills and hollows and grazing cattle, not to mention the ex-hippies and outlaw farmers and wannabe Rambo types who wish to be left alone to grow their own. There are warning signs on every gate. Trespass at your own risk. It’s easy to get lost out there, to stay lost. Fizz should know. Once, it had happened to him.

			For years, they called him the Lost Boy of Garberville.

			He was only a kid when it happened. All it took was one wrong turn in the wilderness between Benbow and Harris. The fog appeared, emulsifying from wisp to wall in minutes, separating nine-year-old Fizz from the people who grew weed.

			His mother was long gone, and his father had been out of town when it happened, driving north to Portland, or south to National City. The trips had something to do with work, but the work was irregular. Fizz only knew it involved driving because his father complained of long hauls with his ass planted in the seat, the sun beaming into the driver’s side window and turning one hemisphere of his face to rawhide. His father wasn’t a trucker. There was no truck. But Fizz forced himself to be uncurious. Questions made his father bat back with questions of his own—like where had the twenty dollars of cash money gone from the stash behind the toilet tank? Or why did Fizz have a tinfoil ashtray under his bed, when they agreed there would be no smoking weed until he was at least thirteen?

			Fizz had been left in the company of Tam, an associate of his father who was considerably younger and cooler and who let Fizz do as he pleased. Tam was running a patch on public land, and Fizz spent most of that summer hanging around, bugging the trimmers and enjoying the run-amok freedom of the off-grid garden. He and Tam liked to blow things up together. Tam called them science lessons. That afternoon, he and Tam were taking a field trip deep into the hills. It was the start of August, ninety degrees. There was no good reason the fog should appear, flowing through the treetops like migrating smoke before sweeping in with sudden purpose, coagulating on a wet wind until Fizz could hardly see a few feet ahead. Tam said he wished he hadn’t smoked so much on the hike up, then he smoked some more to clear his head. One minute Fizz was in step with Tam, and the next, his footfalls fell solo.

			Fizz walked a long time, alone. He pretended he was not lost at all. He didn’t know what his father would do if people were put out by his disappearance, compiled into search grids. Fizz’s father didn’t like people knowing their business. And to seek attention, to fan it toward you, was a sign of girlish vanity. Like the time Fizz learned the hard way that he was allergic to nuts. His father had been so ashamed of Fizz’s anaphylaxis that they almost hadn’t made it to the ER in time. After that, whenever his allergy flared, Fizz would stab himself quietly with an EpiPen and hope no one took notice as he turned blue in the face.

			He followed a dry creek bed, picturing his face on the evening news, his name broadcast over the KMUD airwaves throughout the county. He walked until night descended in earnest. A full moon. Lunar beams pierced the forest in long stilts, space to soil. Real trouble could still be avoided, he reasoned, if only he woke up in his own bed, inside his father’s cabin along the Eel River, in earshot of civilization and the mini-mill where sand and gravel were processed. Every morning, they woke to a layer of sediment coating their windowsills, like a dusting of confectioners’ sugar. If Fizz was headed in any direction, that was the direction he hoped, back to Garberville.

			He decided to climb a tree. When he reached the top, he thought he’d spot the warm lights of town, or the freeway, but there were only more trees. He clung to the trunk, drifting in and out of sleep, dreaming nothing. In the back of his head was the full moon, its cold light, awake and wary. He was startled at dawn by the sound of his own name.

			In the distance, a line of people was tramping up the hillside shoulder to shoulder, breaking the fog, calling for him. A search party. In minutes, they would pass within a hundred yards. He would be saved.

			Fizz opened his mouth to shout, but nothing came. A bloom of hot piss appeared between his legs and turned instantly cold.

			Only when he could be sure the search party was long gone did Fizz finally return to the ground. He walked in the opposite direction of his rescuers until he found the scarred trunk of a redwood tree and shoved himself inside. He couldn’t explain what had come over him, only that it had felt right to stay hidden, to protect his fate by taking it into his own hands.

			When nightfall returned, it felt safe enough to start walking again. Two dinners had passed. He was thirsty. His feet hurt. His sneakers were too small, but his father thought he should get the summer’s use out of them. He began to follow a service road, but his destination, the concept of home, compelled him less and less. The moon above was the same as the beam of light in his head, like the bull’s-eye lens of a lighthouse, casting out, protecting him, telling him where to go. What waited at the end of the Eel River? His feet could take him there. There would be no dinner to miss. No witness to his trouble, and so there would be no trouble. There was him, alone. Fizz was so in love with this vision he almost cried, its correctness blaring and obvious, inevitable as the end of a tunnel with its bath of baptismal light. And then he came to the end of the woods.

			He was face-to-face with a traffic light.

			The light was yellow. The light flicked red.

			Red swamped the pavement of the intersection, a four-way stop Fizz knew too well.

			Garberville had never looked so plain. The fog was disintegrating to rain, and Fizz walked inside it, palms up, down the empty street he hated for where it led.

			All along Redwood Drive, under awnings and in the nooks of storefronts, punks and itinerants were laid out on their bedrolls and on top of one another. They took no notice of Fizz. He passed the bank with its red-lettered signage that told the temperature and the time. It was nearly four in the morning. A pickup truck rumbled out of a motel parking lot and coasted behind him. The driver flashed their high beams. Their engine revved, threatening to mow him down, but the light in his head kept him cool. He put one foot in front of the other.

			The truck surged next to him, a woman behind the wheel.

			“Little boy,” called the woman. “Little boy, you are lost, and everybody knows it.”

			He recognized her from around town, a local like him. She had a big head of hair, blond curls that corkscrewed in madcap directions or flattened where they’d been slept on. Was she a woman or a girl? A woman was someone’s mother, but she wasn’t a girl the way he was a boy.

			“You can stop walking,” she said, but Fizz did not stop walking, and her truck rolled along at his pace. “I’ve been seeing your picture everywhere. Do you know where you live?”

			“Of course,” he said, annoyed. They were the first words he’d spoken in days. Soon, the pain in his feet would reach him. They’d put him on crutches for a week.

			“So let me take you back home,” said the woman. “We don’t have to go to the police station or anything like that. All right? I’ll give you a ride, wherever you need to go.”

			He stopped walking. The truck stopped, too.

			“You’re tired, aren’t you?” asked the woman.

			Fizz nodded.

			“And you’re hungry? Thirsty?”

			He nodded again.

			“Well, I think you should get in,” she said. “Better it’s me who picks you up than somebody else. I’m Sapphire.”

			Fizz hadn’t been given his nickname yet, but he introduced himself with his real name, the one that never fit. Sapphire laughed. “I know your name. Your name is everywhere.”

			“Sapphire isn’t your real name.” he said. “Right?”

			“Oh, I barely remember my real name anymore.”

			“How do you not remember your own name?”

			The woman sighed. “You getting in, or what? I’m afraid you’ll drop dead in the street, then what am I supposed to do with you?”

			He hesitated, and she tried again.

			“How’s this: I’ll tell you my real name if you let me take you home. Now, that’s a fair trade.”

			Fizz had no intention of returning to his old life, but he would take a ride out of town. He agreed to her terms and waited for her to supply her part of the bargain.

			She rolled her eyes. “Shit,” she said finally. “It’s Pearl.”

			They both laughed at that. The name was absurd and impractical, like an old poodle or lace doilies. It did not suit her at all.

			“If I get in,” Fizz said, “you have to pull over when I say, wherever I want. And you can’t follow me after.” He tried to summon the fantasy life he’d imagined for himself among the trees, beholden to no one and nothing but the levers of survival. The vision was slipping further away the longer he talked to the woman, but he could still feel it in his sore feet and at the edges of his exhaustion. He caught a glimpse of himself in her side mirror. He was scratched up, wide-eyed, pale as a ghost. He thought he would look older and wiser, but he looked younger than before. Maybe he’d been fooling himself. Perhaps he wasn’t capable at all. Perhaps he had only gotten lucky. He knew then he’d go back home.

			He wanted to explain it all somehow, but Sapphire only smiled sagely at him, like he’d already spoken the words. She understood his dilemma. She was no Pearl.

			She reached over to pop open the passenger door. “You just tell me when,” she said.

			

			+ + +

			In the morning, all the news outlets, KMUD, the local papers, the Sacramento TV station that would drive up to interview him—even his father, in his own way—would cheer his return, applauding his sense of direction, his rare luck. Eighty hours in the wilderness, fourteen hard miles covered on foot, ten pounds of baby fat shed. For months, people would write Fizz letters about his lost days. Women sent him Bibles. An ex-convict heard the story on the radio in prison and wrote Fizz a song, sent him lyrics in the mail. Fizz could not understand how they all found him, or why they cared. Sometimes his address wasn’t even on the envelope. They were written out to the Lost Boy of Garberville, and the mailman knew where to go. Now Fizz is twenty-nine, six foot six, with a straight-razor scar on his chin like someone tried to split him down the middle. In the two decades since his stint in the woods, he had finally left Garberville on a baseball scholarship to Idaho, which was soon overshadowed by his lucrative side hustle selling kush to coeds, which then mushroomed into a regional monopoly, with a vast network of underlings, a portfolio of residences, cash millions, betrayal, and the bitter end of his once famous good luck. All that, only to wind up back in the same spitting distance of Garberville, the same nothing in his pockets. His only consolation came from sharing a bed with the same woman who’d picked him up in her truck all those years ago and told him to say when. When is 2010, a Tuesday in April, and now Sapphire is the one gone missing.

			Fizz makes calls. He does her chores. He keeps to his schedule. He digs up the number for her distributor in San Francisco, Pierre, but Pierre hasn’t seen Sapphire for months. Fizz begins to panic. Either she’s left him, or she’s been taken, stranded, locked away. There is no way of knowing, no one else to call, no search parties, no broadcasts, only him.

			To get the trimmers out of his hair, he sends them off to the Walmart in Eureka for the afternoon. He stays away from Garberville as a rule. He doesn’t want to be recognized. But there are questions he should be asking, people he should see about Sapphire. To work up the nerve, he decides he’ll mount up the buggy first for a quick perimeter check of the farm. Just as he’s ready to gun out toward the back acres, the blonde with the braids appears out of thin air. He almost runs right over her.

			Over the sputtering engine, he asks why she isn’t in Eureka with the rest of the crew.

			“I thought you could use me,” she says.

			“Use you for what?”

			“For anything. For whatever.” The blonde toes a dried cow pie with her boot. “Where are you going? Can I come with you? Can I drive?”

			“No,” he says automatically. The blonde’s face falls. “It’s just that I’m not good company right now, all right? Next time.”

			“That’s okay. I’m not good company, either. I think that’s why they left me behind.” The blonde shrugs. “No one here really likes me.”

			It really is too late to ask her name.

			

			+ + +

			Fizz steers them toward the pastures and the cows gallop alongside the buggy until the fenceline cuts them short. The blonde clings to her seat, flinching at every fleck of mud and shit slung up from the tires.

			“You haven’t seen it all yet, have you?” Fizz asks over the noise. Despite himself, he is grateful for a distraction. They go tearing over a wallow and when the blonde looks at him, driblets of mud christen her forehead.

			“How much is there to see?” she asks.

			Some of Sourland is fenced off from the road and neighboring plots, but other stretches run wild where they merge with public land. Even the unfenced portions require monitoring. Tracks belonging to cars or people where they do not belong are dead giveaways that the law or a bad neighbor is playing private eye. Fizz had sent Kaia and Emilio on a perimeter check earlier in the week, but Kaia and Emilio often fucked the first chance they had alone, so who knew if the job was done right.

			As soon as the blonde acclimatizes to the bounce of the buggy, she is back to her usual chattiness. He drives parallel with the property line and tries to ignore the questions she flings at him. Sexing, seasons, nudism, Northern California, wildfires, cow births, cows in heat, cow manure. He hardly has time to comprehend one inane inquiry before she’s slurping air on the way to the next.

			“There,” Fizz says, relieved to spot a downed stretch of fence that Kaia and Emilio overlooked. He parks the buggy and hops out, the blonde on his heels.

			“Now what?” she asks. He grabs his bag of tools, pleased to be asked a question for which there is a straightforward answer.

			“Now,” he says, “you learn to fix a fence.”

			

			+ + +

			A fence stretcher will eat your fingers if you aren’t careful. Sapphire calls the tool a come-a-long for how it summons two broken ends of a high-tensile fence back together to be mended.

			“It looks like a medieval torture device,” the blonde says, wide-eyed as Fizz sets the chained teeth of the come-a-long and begins to crank its lever like a horizontal jack.

			“They make better versions these days. Don’t even cost much, thirty bucks maybe, but Sapphire likes to keep these antiques in business.” He can almost hear the quiver of the far-off fenceline as it is drawn increasingly taut by the tool. If he recalls the broken ends of the fence too quickly, it will snap all over again.

			“And then what would happen?” asks the blonde.

			“Sapphire says it’ll slice you down the middle if you’re standing in the wrong place, but she’s been known to exaggerate.”

			“I guess she does that a lot. Exaggerate. Like what she said about the Pit and the rats on fire? That was to scare us. Right?”

			“Doesn’t mean it’s not true,” he says, then freezes. Somewhere along the fence a kinked yard of high-tensile has gone suddenly level, sending a warning shiver up the line. He waits until the quivering stops and returns to the come-a-long, the slack disappearing again.

			“Exaggerate is probably the wrong word,” the blonde chats with herself. “Maybe it’s like she’s seen so much that the truth gets unbelievable, in a way, and what’s abnormal out there is normal in here, and vice versa, so to speak.”

			“I don’t follow.”

			“I just want to get to know who I’m working for. That’s normal, isn’t it?”

			Fizz tells her to find a fence splice in the tool bag. He describes the little metal pellet, how each broken end slips into the sleeve of the splice, then the splice is cinched tight by the fence crimper, locking everything in place. As he speaks, her eyes rove hungrily between the instrument and his face, as if reading the words as they exit his mouth.

			When they stand back to survey their work, the blonde applauds. Fizz blushes, but he reminds himself that this happens with newcomers. They see a magic trick where there is only a series of steps. In the beginning, it had bewitched him too, watching Sapphire select an implement from her five-gallon bucket and coax a broken thing back to order. That was her kind of magic. Her surety of purpose rubs off on everyone she takes in, including him.

			“What else can we fix?” the blonde asks. Fizz can’t help but soften. When was the last time he earned applause?

			

			+ + +

			They tool around in the buggy, following property lines, hauling fallen branches off fences, examining wild pig tracks near a dry creek. He shows her how to excise a leak in the waterline so no drop is wasted. All the while, the blonde peppers him with questions.

			She wants to know how old Sapphire is.

			Fifty-two, give or take, since her year of birth was never formally recorded by the hippie midwife who delivered her at the base of a madrone.

			How did she come to inherit Sourland?

			How did she and Fizz fall in love?

			Will they ever get married? Does she even believe in marriage? Does he?

			The blonde seems to be winding up to a grander question, like where Sapphire is, why she hasn’t come home. Instead, she wants to know why Sapphire hates her.

			“She doesn’t even know you,” he says vaguely, but if Sapphire hates the blonde, it’s probably for the obvious reasons. The blonde is younger, and pretty in that fresh-faced, untested way. She is also untalented. It doesn’t help that she hangs around Fizz too much, or that she asks too many questions and never retains the answers. Take your pick, he wants to tell the blonde, but he doesn’t feel like seeing her cry again. Whenever women cry, he’s sure he’s got something to do with it.

			“I think if she got to know me,” the blonde says, “she might hate me even more. Whenever she’s around, I can’t stop talking, and I know people hate that. It’s actually a miracle I’ve been able to hold back the real thing I want to say to her.”

			“Which is what?”

			“Which is that I want to be her.”

			The afterglow of applause has long faded. Fizz pilots the buggy decisively toward the cottage and the Pit, picking up speed over a flat pasture, ready to dump the blonde at the Windjammer and be done with his good deed for the day. The blonde stares ahead, her braids flapping, no notice of the buggy’s speed, of the bugs and mud-shit speckling her.

			“I want to do everything she’s doing, just like she’s doing it,” she says. “I want to dress in men’s clothes like her and have boots worn in like hers, and I want to milk the cows and have the animals recognize my voice. I want to grow everything from seeds and use the come-a-long. I want to be the one who knows what to do.”

			Fizz laughs, then realizes she’s serious. “It doesn’t work like that. You know what to do by doing it, by going ahead and getting it done.”

			“She isn’t afraid,” the blonde says rapturously, high on her revelation. “I don’t think I’ve ever been in touch with that feeling, or absence of feeling, I guess. I keep putting myself in these situations I hate just so I can practice it, but I wind up looking toward everyone else. Anyone but me.”

			When they reach the Pit, Fizz brings the buggy to a halt before the Windjammer, but he keeps the engine running. Even if he is developing an inexplicable soft spot for the blonde’s blend of sweet and stupid, she will never make it through the season if her goal is to get to the bottom of Sapphire. Others have tried, through labor or sex, comradery or rivalry. Fizz has tried too, and maybe he hasn’t failed yet. There is time to find out, as soon as she comes home.

			“When will she be back?” the blonde finally wants to know. “I know she’s in the Bay, but she was supposed to be back a few days ago, wasn’t she?”

			“With her, you never know.” Fizz fiddles with the bent gearshift. He had almost broken it clean off the other day when it got stuck between neutral and reverse and he lost his patience.

			“It’s just that I was thinking of working more on the animal side of things, and I wanted to sit down with her. Seek her counsel.”

			“Her counsel? This isn’t high school. You don’t get to swap electives.”

			The blonde frowns. “It’s not that you’re a bad teacher or anything. I’m just not sure I have a green thumb. I don’t know if I’ll be any good at tending and trimming.”

			“I’ll make it so you’re good at it, or else you’re no good to me. How’s that?” Fizz says. One more word and he’ll fire her, or turn her out at the gate and make her walk back to Garberville. It would be that easy. He has done it before. He has done worse.

			The blonde seems to sense she is in danger, which means she is capable of learning something after all. She bites her lip, and in a rare stroke of wisdom, she retreats into the Windjammer and does not look back.

			

			+ + +

			On the fifth day Sapphire does not return, the Coconut Telegraph rings for Fizz.

			It’s four a.m., but the unofficial phone chain on the hill can fire end to end in fifteen minutes if the Feds are on the move. One grow dials another, which dials the next. This time, it’s a grow on the southern slope calling. No sign of Feds, but there is a Ford F-250 that’s been torched on the shoulder of Alderpoint Road, not far from the ranch road that leads to Sourland.

			Fizz hangs up and dials Sapphire as he hops into his Ford Ranger. He has no shoes on; he’s in his underwear. He nearly drives through the electric polywire strung across the driveway before he remembers to hop out and disconnect the reel. Each security measure infuriates him. The silent alarm. Rat traps. He revives the backhoe and scoots it out of his way with his phone pressed to his ear.

			He blasts up the ranch road, gravel pinging, dust pluming as he takes a hairpin turn too fast. On Alderpoint Road, he ratchets up to eighty miles an hour on a straightway domed by pine trees. It’s serene at this hour, clear light frothing at the horizon, pastured cows and shining hoop houses flecked into the vista like dabs of paint. He smells burnt rubber and gasoline, fumes and hot smoke. He’s close. The turnout is just around the bend, but he slows the truck to a crawl.

			He doesn’t have to be the one to find her. He can reverse, tuck away inside Sourland like he has done since Idaho. Return the backhoe to its deterrent position at the mouth of the drive, so on and so forth with every step of security designed to keep away all onslaughts, federal, personal, mutinous, random. The trouble is the outside, what happens beyond the last gate. What if Sapphire hadn’t been the one to find him all those years ago on Redwood Drive? And what if she hadn’t taken him in again, years later, offering him the shelter of the farm and her bed when he had nothing to offer in return? Maybe he can still turn around, flee south, start over again.

			Fizz takes the curve. He knows what he’ll see before he sees it. The F-250 is ablaze. Fire eats at the truck’s underbelly, gulping at upholstery, paint, trim, order. He puts his truck in park, leaves the driver’s door open behind him. He’s still in his underwear.

			No one appears to be in the driver’s seat of the F-250, but the smoke and heat make it difficult to get too close, the inferno an open kiln. The license plates have been removed.

			Fizz dials Sapphire again but this time he isn’t listening for her voice on the line.

			A trickle of animatronic music lifts from the earth.

			He dials and dials until he locates the source, a tune singing in the roadside brush. The faint blue light finds him. Her flip phone, open obscenely in the dirt. His name on the display.

		

	
		
		
			
				[image: II Mr. Nice]
			

		

	
		
			Frankie

			We met in the lobby of the opera house.

			The Four Temperaments was an abstract, arrhythmic ballet of black and white. No opulent costumery. No set dressing. The dancers were stripped to plain rehearsal clothes. Leotards and tights for the danseuse. White shirts for the danseurs. I had watched the first act from a floor seat at the rear of the theater, trying not to hyperventilate. Now intermission frothed inside the marble colonnade of the grand lobby. I drifted around the columns until the lights dimmed twice and balletgoers in black tie began to funnel back into the theater. I stayed behind, staring up at the ceiling.

			I had always liked the opera house. Its columns and cascading marble lent San Francisco a kind of legitimacy so much of California lacked. Redwoods and bluffs, the divine punishment of Death Valley, the jeopardy of fault lines, all hinted at the primordial bedrock underfoot, but so much of the surface had been trained into flat-track cities and double-decker bumper-car strip malls, which were not without beauty, novel as they were, as charismatic as novelty could be. I had grown up in Pasadena, but I had no allegiance to where I was from. Back then, I only thought about where I was going.

			I listened on the wrong side of the doors as the orchestra tuned up, unsure which was worse, staying or leaving. As I hovered in that purgatory, a woman tapped my shoulder and asked for the time.

			Sapphire liked this part of my recollection. Over the years, we would retell the story of our meeting to each other often, sprinkling impossible insights into innocuous moments, soldering chance into fate.

			Could you give me the time? Say it how I said it.

			She wanted the same story, but better.

			“When I got into your truck,” I whispered on some summer night around the fire, or on a winter’s morning, feet tucked into the fold of her thighs, “I could smell the farm in the upholstery. That animal smell, and the sweetness of hay. And weed. And shit, obviously. Old dirt, weed, and shit. I looked at the mud on the floor mats and knew you were somebody important.”

			Of course I never thought any of that, not then. I knew nothing of the woman who had discerned my distress and offered me a ride away from the opera house and my old life. I only sensed that she’d point her truck in the direction of her bed, wherever that was. She was staying in a motel near Civic Center, at odds with the high-society function where she’d picked me up. This was one of her countless contradictions I’d find alluring, in the beginning.

			We fucked, and it was average. What had presented itself as serendipity during the long walk from the opera house to her truck, in her truck through the zigzag of traffic, to the glossy tar of the motel lot, to the carpeted scuzz of her room, now blared like a bad idea. There was not enough noise in the air or alcohol in our systems. We both faked our way through. At least I did, though it wasn’t how we would tell it later. Later, the motel room was a blip, a sweet pairing of my aloofness and her resilience. What we recalled most fondly was the morning after.

			

			+ + +

			A few blocks from the motel, there was a boxcar diner called the Foxtrot. Its walls were tacky with the human lint of every patron who’d ever huddled inside. At the booths were tabletop jukeboxes that ate quarters and never played out. Dollar bills with messages scribbled in their margins were collaged and overlaid with glass to make the tables. I remember one message peeking between my plate and napkin. Linda G. broke my heart. I hope your happy with him.

			Sapphire craned her neck to read it upside down.

			“Your,” she said. “You are.”

			“I wonder where Linda G. is now.”

			“Yeah. I wonder if she’s happy with him.”

			“She is probably not.”

			“Why? You don’t believe in one true love? I’ve had one true love a dozen times.”

			Sapphire winked and accepted a refill from the ancient waitress who did not see us as people so much as a calculation of dishes and dollars. There were pinprick holes frayed into the fabric of her uniform where a name tag must’ve gone, but there was no name tag; the time for name tags was over. I said I didn’t even know what true love meant, and what was the difference between love that was true and love that wasn’t. Can it be true love if it ends, or is it only true if you’re the last one standing? If they were both a kind of love in the end, then why split hairs?

			“So cynical,” Sapphire said and sipped her coffee. “So young to be so cynical.”

			“I’m not so young.”

			“Only someone young as you would say she was not so young.”

			“It sounds like you’ve had this conversation before.”

			I clocked her around forty. Her face had seen its share of weather, but in an artful way, like visible brushstrokes. Her eyes were grayish-blue, and gentle. They almost disappeared when she smiled, which emphasized her mouth. Big teeth. Teeth that sent messages. The message was: I’ve got you now.

			I had always liked older women, but I was not yet in touch with why. If they chose me, it confirmed something I believed about myself, that I was unlike the rest of my peers, a class I’d been in competition with since birth. Later, I’d start to dress like her, in that unironic Western style, all snap buttons and canvas worn thin, bleach stains and scabs of paint mottling her cuffs and knees like she was a painter, but she was not a painter. She was a farmer. In San Francisco, people paid for this effect. They bought work boots just to drive around in, but it looked different on her, like she was the inspiration for all the look-alikes that came after.

			“I’m not sure how old I am,” Sapphire said. “Bad with numbers.”

			I never let her see my amusement head-on. Across the street, a man was hosing down the curb in front of a store and I watched him a long while, giving Sapphire her turn to watch me.

			I had fucked plenty of people by then, but I didn’t especially like, let alone love, anyone—and those were three discrete acts, weren’t they? Fucking, liking, and loving. Who could spare the time? On rare occasions as a teenager, I’d fool around with a boy if I began to feel I was missing out on something. If one happened to sync his way into my orbit, I might get into his car. I let things happen, and the expectation that it should feel good seeded something like anticipation, and anticipation was usually enough. To be young and bristling with purpose had the effect of luring others near, but it was another thing to keep them. Most of my minutes were spoken for between eleven dance classes a week, auditions, limited conservatory slots. I didn’t have close friends, only classmates and dancers I came up with. When you are competing with everyone and almost always winning, it puts a certain precondition on friendship.

			Once I made it to San Francisco as a rehearsal intern with the city ballet, it was easy to try it out with women. The chances of orgasm were astronomically higher, and this made my nights out more efficient. I elbowed my way up the company ranks and became a corps dancer, and there was less time for that sort of release. I decided it was better to stay wound tight. That way, when I took the stage, it was a matter of flinging myself loose, becoming undone. It was the closest I could get to summoning the pretense of ingenuity. I’d always had the right body, the look, the technique, but being technically correct was only enough for rehearsal. It was inadequate for the stage. I had a dull face, dull limbs. Even if I arranged them in perfect position, even if my limbs were long and fair and lithe like a promotional print of an American ballerina, it was not enough. You’re meant to emit something greater than the sum of those parts. Lightness, a lostness in the moment. It can’t be quantified, but it’s what separates technical excellence from a superior excellence, that mingling of skill and style. To possess and impart the contagion of rapture, that’s how it was described to me once. You know it when you see it, and once you see it, nothing less will do. Criticism centered on my inexpression. Choreographers told me I looked constipated. Trust your body, they said. Let go. Let go of what? We were not in touch with the same root. Maybe this instinct was only waiting to be drawn out, but it seemed probable I might not possess it at all. With the right recipe of ascetism, though, I was able to outpace the others for years, and my discipline propelled me up several rungs, until I reached the level where my inexpression could no longer be ignored. The creative directors and choreographers watched my body fly and my face do nothing to keep up. They wondered aloud how no one had stopped me sooner. I’d been raised in mirrored studios, they said, and it showed. I needed some life experience to loosen me up, deepen the wells from which I drew. Wasn’t San Francisco supposed to be good for that? It seemed to be working for everyone else.

			“Well,” Sapphire said, “I’ve got to get going.”

			I thought my reticence had been alluring, an invitation to crack my code, but I could see she’d taken it the wrong way.

			I patted my pockets. “I don’t have any money.”

			She pulled out a fat wad of cash, mostly twenty-dollar bills. She paged through them and threw two onto the table, more than enough to cover her pancakes and my cup of fruit.

			“Need a ride?” she asked.

			“A ride where?”

			She was already out of the booth. She made a show of stretching. “You tell me.”

			“You’re annoyed,” I said.

			She shook her head. “Mystified.”

			“You’re the one who picked me up,” I said.

			She took her time looking me over. I blushed and did not look away. To look away meant losing. Finally, she glanced past me into the street and the fog, where the morning light gathered into something like dusk, though dusk belonged to the future, hours away. What was she seeing? Out there was a sign, and the sign would tell her what to do with me. I had a mind which way she’d choose, for I’d traced the tattoo on her forearm. Ace of spades. The luckiest card in the deck.

			“Come on,” she said finally, knocking her boot against my shoes. “If you’re good, you can come with me. Long as you promise to keep your mouth shut.”

			“This mouth?”

			Sapphire was already moving toward the door. She nodded like a cowboy at our no-name waitress, who gave her a smile that seemed genuine. I scrambled after her, giddy and swift like the two of us had gotten away with something, though the money was face up on the table. I gave the waitress a smile of my own, but she wasn’t having it. She did not bother looking up from her task of kissing the open ketchup bottles together, transferring the sludge of a near-empty into the sludge of a near-full. I didn’t know it yet, but I’d return to that same diner a dozen more times. The carousel of track lists on the jukeboxes would sun-fade to blankness, become pages of nothing to flip through. I’d pry only one smile from the waitress over the course of many meals and pit stops and handoffs. No matter how generous a tip I left, she could not be bought.

			

			+ + +

			Sapphire drove us to an outer rung of Bernal Heights. She pulled over on a corridor of expressionless warehouses, their aluminum barricades gleamless from spray paint and grime.

			She said, “Let’s walk.”

			I was still in last night’s getup. It had been a long time since I’d watched a performance from the audience, but it had been a special occasion. I’d worn black on black, a pair of heels. It would be years before I wore heels again.

			After a few blocks, we went right, then left on a third street, half-posh with sans serif house numbers and slat-wood privacy screens, the other half gnarled with junk-heavy porches and warped windowsills. We stopped before a faceless remodel. I didn’t ask where we were, but I read the details. Black matte. Small but smart. New gutters. Sapphire had a flip phone, which I thought was funny. She might’ve been the sort of person to rhapsodize about this affectation, but I wanted to believe she was someone simply dislodged from the present, just as her clothes and mannerisms and general self-sufficiency suggested, and this turned out to be true.

			She dialed a number and looked up at a second-floor window.

			All the windows were covered. I thought of the thick fold of cash she’d flicked through at the diner, her warning to keep my mouth shut. Sometimes all you had to do was assent, and a representative from a parallel world ferried you across the divide, led you up some unknown street and peeled back the obvious layer of things. Even if I wanted to, I would never go back to the company. But that was a problem for later, and the only imperative reeling me through the present was that I should put off later for as long as possible.

			After more dialing, a man and an enormous dog turned the corner and headed downhill toward us. The dog danced its butt side to side and whined in recognition. I’d never seen a dog so tall. Smoke-blue hair, stilt legs, and wiry muppet paws, its head the size of a holiday ham. The dog had the look of an omen, and it was.

			“Howdy, Sapphire,” the man called out. “I didn’t know you were bringing a friend.”

			

			+ + +

			By the smell that rushed us at the door, I guessed we were someplace we could buy weed. It seemed quaint to journey to a distant neighborhood for an eighth when there were medical shops on every corner, and a med card hardly cost a hundred dollars if you picked the right doctor, and the right doctor was often part and parcel with the med shop. Two doors, one building.

			We were sat on a geometric sofa inside the black matte house. With the windows shut, dust motes twinkled in the dead light anytime I shifted, which was often, since the sofa was stiff, backless, and oddly low to the ground, like its legs had been sawed off. It was the type of furniture you arranged in a corner to look at but did not place your body on. The dog, an Irish wolfhound named Scar, had backed his giant haunches into the space between me and Sapphire like a third wheel. We had come to see Pierre, the man holding the leash.

			Pierre was striding purposefully in and out of the main room, where the couch was, narrating his search for an object unknown. Through the archway into the kitchen, I watched two young women hard at work. They were around my age. One leaned over a baking sheet lined with jelly candies and dabbed each with distillate, first diluted in a little alcohol and heated. The other girl was portioning tiny boulders of dough onto a scale, pinching away a piece or tacking on more, however the scale read. They both had dyed jet-back hair that pronounced their paleness, part of a larger effect involving black ink tattoos and chrome piercings. Some part of me would’ve been intimidated if I encountered them in the real world, or rather, I was aware what they’d make of me. Prim, shallow, bitchily blank. But they knew Sapphire, and we’d come together, to a place discrete from the real world, like a false bottom in a drawer. The girls introduced themselves but did not stop what they were doing. They were still on the clock.

			Sapphire hadn’t said much since we’d followed Pierre inside. She occupied herself flipping and unflipping Scar’s ears. I was prepared to lean into my role as tagalong observer, to cast about the room affably and nod at whatever happened next, but that’s not what I did. Maybe I was showing off for Sapphire, or proving something to myself. All of a sudden I was on my feet, Scar sniffing after me, panting between my shoulder blades as I walked myself to the next room, where Pierre was rambling on.

			“I used to model,” Pierre was saying. He was holding a spray bottle in one hand and an iPhone in the other. “The trick is, you’ve got to have a home-base thought you go back to, so you can make your face the way the casting directors liked it in the first place. You think muscle memory is enough, because you’ve practiced so many fucking times in the mirror, but if you’re too self-conscious you look like Skeletor out there with a stick up your ass. You want people to remember your face, not the garment. Of course, the designers want it the other way around. There’s a way you both can win. My trick? My home-base thought was always Ottawa. Our high school locker room. Richardstown hockey. Home of the Badgers. Coach Woz is giving the old pep talk and I’m dialed in…”

			The room was jungle green, dazzling with grow lamps. A fan oscillated from a high corner and tarp was draped floor to ceiling like a hazmat area. A warm earthen rank circulated as I blinked into the lights. There was an air mattress half-deflated in one corner, and beside it, on the floor, were beer bottles and a pool of black clothes that had been shrugged off. A slit of one window had been left uncovered, its view unto pure sky. Sun made a narrow patch on the floor, and inside that square of brightness basked two dozen plant starts, homed in individual plastic cups, their faces bowing toward the light.

			Pierre turned away for a second, then swung around and fixed me with a steely, subtle pout, the masseter muscles of his jaw flexed taut. His eyes saw something I could not.

			Even if past his prime, he was pretty, with a dash of alien to him, which always made a man more interesting to look at than if he was just strictly handsome. A curl had broken loose over his forehead. He resembled a pretty-boy bank robber in a tintype.

			Pierre’s pose broke, and he cut up laughing. “They used to pay me for that. That is not free,” he said, and wiped a little tear of joy from his eye. “You saw it though, right? Oh well.”

			Sometime during his monologue, Sapphire had come to stand behind me. Her forefinger hooked inside the back of my waistband. Pierre was talking, but her attention was mine.

			“All right, let me hit the bong before we get at it,” Pierre said absently. “I told you I’m off caffeine, right? My dreams have gotten aggressive, man. I’m having pointed fucking dreams. And my armpits smell different, that’s how violent caffeine is. It alters your chemistry. Good for business though, I guess. Good for Starbucks. Where did I put that fucker down?”

			Sapphire glanced around. She lifted the bong into view and Pierre’s relief was palpable.

			“Don’t judge me, okay?” he said. “This is like an emergency aircraft situation. The adults need to get their oxygen masks on before they can tend to the children.”

			It was not a place people lived, but where a living was made. There were no beds and no dressers, no clothes in closets, no art. Only plants, beams of light, fans churning. Pierre took us and his bong up to the roof deck. Our position on the hill was steep enough to see above the neighboring houses, but low enough that dozens more lorded over us, spiraling uphill. There was no real view, just the breeziness of being high up. Almost immediately, Scar started barking, resounding yawps that echoed along the rooftops. Pierre took a long, bubbling rip from the bong and held on tight to his inhale.

			“So,” he said to Sapphire through a gritted breath. “Same as we said, yeah?”

			“Sure,” she said. “That’ll do.”

			He offered Sapphire the bong, but she declined. From a pack of cigarettes inside her jacket, she produced a smoothly coned spliff. Later, she would teach me how to roll them as handsomely as she did. Her hands went by feel, soft and firm at once. She hardly needed to look at the paper while she did it. Scar would not stop barking.

			“He’s scared of heights,” Pierre explained. “Scar is an animal with low self-esteem. He’s neurotic because he figured out what money is, and now he loves it. That’s what happens when you know too much. Actually, he’s a very rare breed. A bastard crossed with a shit-fuck. Like me.” Pierre grinned. I was the new audience on which he could revive old material. He took another rip and offered me the bong next.

			I couldn’t predict the kind of high I’d get, exposed on the rooftop between two strangers. I was a lightweight anyway, one and done. I also sensed I had not yet earned it. To partake, even if offered, was to assume or accept some familiarity. Or, I thought, maybe it was the opposite, a test to be sure I was riding the same wave. I didn’t have to beg off either way; Sapphire passed her spliff to me.

			When Scar started barking again, Pierre wrenched the dog by the collar and told him to shut the fuck up. The dog yawped in his face like a clap of thunder and Pierre released him. It didn’t seem right to tell a dog like that what to do.

			Pierre shrugged. “He’s seven feet tall. Scares the shit out of people. Take him back downstairs, will you?”

			“Me?” I asked.

			Pierre nodded at Sapphire. He picked away some lint from the bowl of the bong. “Scar is ready to go inside now. Right, Scar?”

			Pierre let the command hang until Sapphire squared her shoulders and dragged Scar off by the collar. To her credit, she did not seem afraid. The dog had real teeth, and mythological scale, but he was not bigger than a cow.

			“You can settle up with Gu while you’re down there,” Pierre called after her.

			I listened to Sapphire thunk downstairs alongside a heavy set of paws, two by two until there was only the ambient noise of elevation, the Doppler effect of traffic chuting back and forth a few streets over. No one else was out on their rooftops. The morning mist felt wet inside my sleeves and I worried I was wet all over, that I had somehow pissed myself without knowing it. A grate was going up on the stretch where Sapphire had parked her truck, but the clatter of metal was a small sound from where I watched. I was small, too. Now that Pierre and I were alone and stoned, I didn’t know what to say, if I should say anything at all, or simply wait to be regaled. A salty wind blew at us, into him and then onto me, and I whiffed the warm, pungent cheese of lived-in body odor. I hadn’t noticed it before, on account of all the fans, but Pierre smelled so foul I wondered if his after-breeze would stay stuck to me even after I’d left this place. It was hard to imagine him on a runway, if that was the kind of model he’d been. Models had a longer shelf life than a ballet dancer, but only just. I’d known what Pierre meant about re-creating the patterns of a perfect face. Beyond the arrangement of muscle, the nuance of expression, there was a state of mind you had to enter. The coordinates were yours, and if they were any good, everyone wanted a glimpse.

			Sun broke a bank of clouds and Pierre closed his eyes, lifting his face to the light.

			“Did you love modeling?” I asked him.

			“More than all this?” he asked, whatever “this” was. I didn’t understand yet the breadth of his operation, how many cash millions he wielded, the money that had been stolen from him over the years by leaks and traitors, the people he’d hurt, or the houses from which he operated, tucked around the city, all those hidden drawers. He sighed. “To be honest? Fuck yeah. I loved it. I really did. For a second, I was hot shit.”

			This was the minute-long era in which I believed Pierre and I had seen each other for what we really were, failed beauties with impractical skill sets, as if this would somehow bind us as true friends.

			

			+ + +

			I followed Pierre downstairs, into a back room.

			There were folding tables arranged against each wall, some stacked to the ceiling with little carboard boxes, plastic film cannisters, reams of labels, the detritus of shipping and packaging. There were plastic turkey-roasting bags everywhere, some empty, some full to the brim and vacuum sealed with weed. The room was fragrant, not like a head shop or a party, but like a fecund greenhouse. There was another table. This one looked like an ad hoc command center. On it, a laptop and monitor glowed beside three iPhones set out in a row, all plugged into their chargers, all dilating from blank screen to lit screen intermittently, along with a bank of faceless devices the size of a palm, whose function I couldn’t guess. Someone was manning each table, two girls and a third, androgynous person, but they were all shooting the shit and goofing off. Sapphire was there, laughing with them. Everyone seemed to like her.

			From the doorway, Pierre cleared his throat and the conversation stopped flat.

			“Weird,” Pierre said. “I thought we were working today.” He was still holding the bong, but now it looked less like an instrument of fun and more like a blunt object.

			“We are,” said one of the girls. The blush of being caught was all over her. “I just got off the phone with Mick actually. He was wondering if he could get paid today. What should I tell him?”

			Pierre began patting around his pockets, like he’d lost something. “Nope,” he said after a moment. “No ATM slots here. Bank is closed, I guess. Nobody gets paid today. Sapphire here cleaned me out on cash, so you’ll all have to wait until next week.”

			The crew in the back room eyed one another but said nothing.

			“Everything else is done, right?” Pierre said.

			“From yesterday’s list, or today’s list?” the blushing girl asked.

			“Now, that is a stupid question. Why wouldn’t yesterday’s list already be done? I see one, two, three people in here who I pay way too much by the hour, so if everything is done, why do I see three people?”

			“Almost everything is done. We just had a couple questions.” The girl’s eyes flicked past Pierre to me, unsure if her deference should transfer. Even Sapphire was staring at her boots. I didn’t see Scar anywhere.

			After a prolonged moment, Pierre smiled.

			“Relax. It’s all good. I’ve got my people. I am the answer man. First though,” Pierre said, “has anyone seen Scar’s ball?”

			Someone pointed at a linty tennis ball in the corner.

			“Not that one,” Pierre said. “The better one.”

			Instantly, three chairs scooted back from their desks and Pierre’s people began crawling around the floor, sifting through empty boxes and shuffling stacks of paper, feeling around the corners of the room while Pierre directed them. The desire to find the ball felt real, and his people treated it as a matter of immediate and transcendent importance. If it was what Pierre wanted, they would get down on all fours and hunt.

			I pretended to look, too. Vaguely, I felt around the doorway, glanced in the hall, though it was harder to pretend to care. I had no reason to believe these were people I’d see again. Sapphire was not on her hands and knees like the others, but she had opened one of the closets and was putting on a good show of inspecting its contents. If she was indebted to Pierre in some way, it didn’t matter if everyone liked her, or if she was lord of her own parcel up north. Down here, she had fealty to pay. I understood that the tennis ball mattered less than how convincing everyone was in their show of effort in locating it. It wasn’t good enough that they were searching; they had to be aggrieved by its absence. That was what it meant to work off the books, in that parallel, extralegal world hidden behind the straight one. The rules were different here. There was no human resources department, no contracts. Expectations and standards of decency were relative and ever-changing. It didn’t even matter if you followed them. Pierre was the one with the money, and the others were waiting to be paid. It worked that way in San Francisco, and I learned that it worked that way on Sourland, too. Sapphire might’ve been a friendlier boss, whether because of her communal roots or her kindlier disposition, but it was her say-so that mattered. She was not afraid to tug painfully on the line whenever she wanted her underlings to remember they were on the hook.

			Someone found a wad of twenty-dollar bills. Someone found a turkey-roasting bag half loaded with weed, the flowers so brittle with age they fell to dust. Eventually, Pierre grew distracted. His point had been made. He set the bong down on the command station.

			“Just forget it,” he said. “Show me where we’re at.” He leaned into one of the monitors while the rest of his people returned to their stations, their holy grail forgotten.

			The person at the helm of the command center was Gu, and Gu began to speak in percentages as Pierre leaned over their shoulder, fixing his bloodshot eyes on the laptop. Gu’s nose twitched. They were probably getting an up close and personal sample of Pierre’s ripe armpit, but Gu went about the little plastic boxes, lights and meters activating as they narrated numbers, citing the names of strains to which I’d never paid attention. I would come to understand those strains one day, their properties, terpenes and lineages, the weight of their flowers, how temperamental they were or were not. Back then, those names sounded like bad poetry, or else the goofy, coded language of the dosed and the dim. Blue Dream. God’s Gift. Cheetah Piss. Zombie Death Fuck. Mr. Nice. I used to think you were either stoned or not, but it turned out you could be stoned a certain way, up or down, locked in or opened wide. Pierre was a master at understanding how each strain flooded the brain when it burned, how their names were combinations constructed from other names, portmanteaus that climbed up into the family tree of each cultivar. He took this language seriously, and why wouldn’t he? It was the language of his business. Those blinking plastic boxes were instruments of consequential measure. Nitrate photometer. Potency reader. I would learn those boxes, too. I would become fluent, as if life depended on it, because it did. Sapphire caught my eye then. She had gotten what she came for. I took her signal and backed out of the room.

			

			+ + +

			As we drove away from Bernal Heights, Sapphire explained that Pierre was prone to moodiness and conspiracy. On any given day he might decide the business was doing poorly and cut everyone’s pay in half, only to forget this pronouncement the day after, and he’d hire three more runners, some college girls he’d met at a bar. Some days he scrutinized every move you made, accounting for every ounce and penny in or out. Other days he could not be located. He didn’t own a car. He preferred to commandeer the car of whoever was in the house that day, riding shotgun as someone like Gu chauffeured him through the hills of the city. He was known for making late dinner reservations at upscale restaurants, insisting everyone join him. You had to keep a good excuse up your sleeve or else his guilt trips, and the presumption you were using him for his money—which of course was accurate, he did not have many, if any, true friends left—would hem you in for a three-hour extravaganza of tasting courses, wine bottles, every dessert plus a scatter of spoons for sharing. It was decadent, but he said embarrassing things to waitresses and belittled waiters. He was no longer the model-slash-waiter himself, taking orders, nor the model-in-wait, watching his figure. He was the man with the billfold, but there was still a fifty-fifty chance that when the check came, you would be the one paying.

			Sapphire loved Pierre, she said. She had known him forever, but that didn’t mean she trusted him. Trust was rarer than love, narrow as a plank you walked, and the kind of stupid it made you was more dangerous.

			“Why do they stay?” I asked. “Why don’t they just get real jobs?”

			“What makes a job real? Paper checks? A microwave in the break room?”

			“You know what I mean.”

			“I know what you are asking,” Sapphire said, “but I do not know what you mean.”

			Everyone in the matte black house appeared normal enough. They looked like anyone young and fashionable and living in a major city. I supposed it was not so different from the audition rooms and rehearsal spaces to which I would not return. You never knew when a director would drop in to observe progress from the corner, when he might halt rehearsal altogether, yank you from your uniform line and describe in detail how you’d erred, how you’d never not be erring, how thick your calves were, how you breathed through your mouth like an animal, how joyless it was to watch your body labor, how graceless that body was. You would agree and do it over again once he snapped his fingers, counted five, six, seven, eight.

			Sapphire’s eyes were steady on the stutter of traffic ahead. If I never saw her again, if we only ever shared that blinding moment inside the lobby of the opera house, our tumble in the motel room, and the escapade of the morning after, it would not be long until I couldn’t conjure her face at all, its specificity dispersed to sentiment. There would be no recollection of the trail of beauty marks arcing along her cheekbone in their skewed line, like the Little Dipper. No memory of her pious little chin jutting toward the car in front of us as it stopped short with its busted brake lights. There was still time. She was not quite real to me yet.

			“What did Pierre give you?” I asked her. “Up on the roof. What was he talking about?”

			She hesitated. “Do you really want to know?”

			“Yes.”

			“He gave me thirty thousand dollars.”

			I pictured a sack of loose paper, the symbol for money stitched on its side like in the cartoons, but it was just a fold of bills in the glovebox. I didn’t know anyone who operated in cash like that. Even spare change was becoming a novelty.

			“What are you going to do with thirty thousand dollars?” I asked.

			“Plant it. Then pay it back.”

			“What happens if you don’t pay it back?”

			Sapphire blinkered onto a side street and said she was taking a shortcut. We were headed toward the motel again, but I didn’t want to go back to the motel.

			“Thirty grand is not so much to him,” she said, “and I always pay it back, eventually.”

			“How many times have you borrowed thirty thousand dollars from Pierre?”

			“Don’t say Pierre like that.”

			“Like how?”

			“Like you know him.”

			I said it in my head. Pierre. I asked why he had the money and she did not.

			“Because I farm and he’s a chatterbox. A plug. A middleman.”

			“He farms too, doesn’t he?”

			“What makes you think that?”

			“What do you call all those plants in his house?”

			“Experiments. Little hobbies.”

			“And yours isn’t a hobby.”

			“It’s a living,” she said. “Pierre isn’t a farmer. He’s somebody’s boss, but not mine.”

			He was more like her broker. Pierre liked to experiment with exotic strains, finicky sativas with sensitive flowering windows, or Afghan indicas sourced from conflict zones. He crossed this with that. But his primary business was as middleman, brokering crops between farmers and retailers.

			“Why do you want to know all this?” Sapphire asked. “Are you just curious, or are you trying to get to the bottom of something?”

			I hadn’t thought much of her claim as a farmer. Even the evocation of Humboldt was abstract to me. Redwoods, burnouts, the direction of north. It wasn’t groundbreaking to meet someone around the Bay who was into weed. If what she was doing up north in secret was so major, I assumed she would be cagier. Then I realized her openness was less a reflection of her and more of a conclusion she’d drawn about me. To her, I was harmless.

			I wanted to ask if I was the first girl she’d brought to Pierre’s, but I knew it would sound possessive. I was attracted to her, but with time she could be forgotten. It was not her I was after so much as a destination she knew. Coordinates I wanted to glimpse.

			“I don’t want to go back to the motel,” I said.

			The end of our escapade was lurking. Her truck picked up momentum. We jolted over a pothole and the door of the glovebox sprung open, the wad of bills bouncing.

			“If you want me to drop you someplace else, just say.”

			“I want you to drop me off someplace else,” I said.

			“Well, do you live around here, or what?”

			I wanted Sapphire to lure me, make an offer, but I sensed she had already gone beyond her usual protocols. We had reached the max amount of personality and information she was willing to part with on a first encounter, and now she was rezipping all her compartments, readying for the send-off.

			“Let’s go where you live,” I tried.

			She laughed. “It’s pretty far.”

			“So?”

			“So, don’t you have a life?” The wad of cash was still bouncing around the open glovebox. She reached across my lap and snapped it shut. “I mean to say, aren’t you supposed to be a dancer? Don’t dancers have rehearsals and regimens and performances? I feel like there are things you’d be doing if I wasn’t here.”

			I had family back in Pasadena. They were unassuming and decent enough people, but I did not think of them with particular warmth, nor did I consider them the vital source from which I’d sprung. Dance had been my only organizing principle, and I hadn’t even loved it.

			“Who said I was a dancer?”

			She squinted into traffic. “So I’m wrong?”

			I opened the glovebox and took the wad of cash in my hands. I had read that every bill in circulation bears clues. Put a twenty under the microscope and watch the bacterial story unfold. You can decode the food traces, animal traces, the smudge of fingers passing on proof of blood and location. If the bill came from a financial district, the inevitable load of cocaine would be higher, so too would the bodily fluids of sweat, snot, cum, and discharge. There was truth in cash, whether you contemplated the paper in your hands or not, whether you smoothed it flat and tucked it into your wallet in a descending demarcation of bills, or handed it over for a wet pint, or folded it tight and slipped it through a G-string, or else counted it out on a back-room folding table in Bernal Heights, to send along with your regular and the expectation it would return to you twofold—for that was the rate of interest and always the trade-off: You could find the money freely, but at what cost? You might think that it was money that hooked me, but it wasn’t its value so much as its blithe passage, the nimble, untraceable rounds it made of the world, the hands it slipped through and away from.

			The motel was coming into view.

			“Don’t pull in here,” I said. “Keep driving.”

			Sapphire eyed me, but I was staring straight ahead, the cash pulsing in my hand. She didn’t tell me to be reasonable, or to put her money down. She would not have been Sapphire if she refused the signs as they showed themselves. We revved past the little motel and stayed flying uphill.

			

			+ + +

			She probably thought I’d last a long weekend. Maybe we’d make it to the bridge, where the raw air of the water would wake me up and I’d beg to be redelivered to my shoebox studio, my prima donna prospects. Or perhaps she knew exactly what lay at the end of our five-hour ascent. The blue gate, the long driveway, the springtime cows waiting to freshen, plant starts shooting up in their cups. Five years of mixed futures. She might’ve known exactly. I wouldn’t have put it past her.

			We stopped in Petaluma for corn nuts, and stopped again near Ukiah, this time at a Home Depot. I trailed Sapphire through the aisles while she collected objects whose purposes were mysterious. A large bit, like an auger. Buckets. Length of hose, length of chain. A box of a thousand screw-in hooks. The list was in her head, and once she reached the end of it, she paid cash and the road went on. She did not ask how I was feeling, or if I wanted to go back. I would’ve had to catch a bus.

			I was still in the same mussed clothes, but I’d abandoned the heels, opting instead for a raggedy pair of hikers from the back of Sapphire’s truck. Our feet were the same size, though this seemed incorrect, even though when we kissed, we were eye to eye. I thought her shoes would dwarf me, but they were snug and splintery with old straw.

			I fell asleep after that, my head bumping against the window. I began to dream of a velvet curtain drawn back, unfastening the whispers of a theater audience. I started awake and Sapphire looked over at me curiously. I knew where that dream would take me, to the truth of what happened, why I’d gone to the opera house the night before, and why I couldn’t stay. It was no dream at all. Two nights earlier, the principal dancer I understudied for had gone down during a performance, in the middle of an early variation. A bad jeté, a dislocated kneecap. Her clatter to the stage floor was like the pop of a gun, and she couldn’t help but break the fourth wall as she stared into the bay of the audience, horror flooding her face before she scrambled away, stage left. In a flurry, I was prepped as her replacement, put into position. I had trained for this. My body knew what it was supposed to do.

			The second variation was a pas de deux, a duet. My partner, the lead danseur, took my hand as the orchestra tuned up in a sinister swell. “You know what to do,” he said. “Just let go.”

			Those were the worst words. All my life I had never been able to tap into their secret meaning. Cold sluiced through my sternum, down my arms and legs, to where my toes mashed inside my pointe shoes. Only two extremes were possible: I’d choke so thoroughly that the company sent me packing, or I’d perform the best I ever had, setting loose whatever it was I’d been holding back for as long as I could remember. Suddenly I could not discern which fate would be worse. The curtain shuddered and rose.

			“What’re you doing?” my partner said through his stage smile. He clenched my hand harder and locked me in place. Now I was the one saying it. Let go. Let go of me. Let go.

			The spotlight had me in its crosshairs. It was like gazing into the light at the end of a tunnel. It was like being born. And wasn’t I practically naked up there? Wasn’t that always part of the dream? In a skintight leotard, every muscle divulged, nipples taut against the fabric, yet there were my feet: moving. There were my arms: lifting. My partner floated alongside me. It was warm between us, like a hand hovering above skin, the overlapping atmospheres of two bodies. He approached, I retreated. I fell faithfully and he caught my waist at the precise interval. It was working. Somehow, it was. I was. A buoy of air rose through me and launched me from the stage floor. Flight. I landed, curling into my partner, and he whispered, “Yes, yes,” and I uncurled from him, like a top set to spin. I didn’t have to count off in my head. The music followed my feet, instead of the other way around. The audience was with me, leashed on silken thread, and I wanted to remember it. If the moment would hold still, I could see what it was I’d done differently this time. I would be able to summon forth this power at will, certain I’d never return to the uncertainty of before. One look was all I’d need. One look, and it was over.

			I looked down. I saw the scuff where my predecessor had fallen. The scuff was expanding, like a black orifice on the stage floor. I could peer into it, through the orchestra pit and the trap room and the sinkhole of San Francisco. Downstage, adrift on the banks of the audience, my arms dropped to my sides. I saw the faces, every one.

			My partner swept alongside me to try to spackle over the break in time and tune, but I ripped my arm away from him. The audience fidgeted. Now the follow spot was an obliterating search beam, but the exit sign at the end of the hall reached me.

			And that was how I left. Down the aisle like a bride in reverse. A violin screeched. The orchestra fastened shut. Ushers with their red wands did not try to intervene, though they must’ve itched to corral the turmoil as it unfolded. This was a scene that could not be mopped up or organized into a single-file line. I was in the auditorium no more. I was alone in the lobby. In a way, I was freer than I’d ever been, and it was awful.

			And so, after everything, why did I return to the opera house?

			I told myself it was reconnaissance. Didn’t I want to understand what had gone so wrong, or how I might slip my way back into the slot I’d chiseled out for myself within the company? Wasn’t that why I had returned the night after my terrible walkout, to retrace my steps in hope they’d lead me back? But it had not been reconnaissance. It had been goodbye. I thought of Pierre on his rooftop, longing for runways and the judgment of sun-glassed stares and the photographs that would lock his perfection in time.

			I did not want to go back. I was not like him. I would not wonder.

			

			+ + +

			I woke again after eons of freeway, not knowing where I was. I riffled through ten possibilities in a half second. Pasadena. The air mattress in my studio. On the BART, breathing through my mouth. I looked at Sapphire in the driver’s seat as she yawned.

			The way to Sourland was narrowing as we climbed Alderpoint Road. All the winter water had coursed downhill and eroded the shoulders, but the slopes of gorse flamed yellow, at least that springtime, before the crisp of summer. Warning signs were everywhere. danger: high voltage. beware of dog. smile, you’re on camera. Each sign marked the entry of another ranch road, another driveway to another grow. I would come to know the faces behind most every gate. I’d party with owners and their crews, split bills with them in Garberville, compare notes on fertilizer and yields. Like anywhere, there was competition and bad blood, but Sapphire’s people had a long history on the hill. They weren’t barons or snakes. They were hippies, farmers, ex-loggers. For a long time, she was immune.

			Sapphire’s truck growled up the ridge and turned onto a ranch road domed by trees. We leaned left and right with the curves until we reached Sourland’s blue gate, twice-padlocked and utterly ordinary, overrun by poison ivy and goatgrass. If you didn’t know what you were looking for, you wouldn’t think twice about the other side, how deep it went.

			A backhoe was parked before the gate. Sapphire dug around the center console of the truck until she found what she was looking for and got out. She left her keys dangling in the ignition. I had a wild vision of sliding into the driver’s seat, gunning away, but what for and to where I didn’t know. I hopped out of the truck to stretch. A haze had kicked up from the ranch road and it funneled up my nostrils with new smells. Dry earth and clarity and green.

			Sapphire reset something on the backhoe and fired it up. She edged the machine carefully out of our way. The beep beep as it reversed was slightly out of tune, like its instrument had been punctured. When it was quiet again, there were birds and the sway of branches, the bone clatter of brush. Sun shredded the canopy in all the right ways.

			Sapphire returned to her truck. I felt her eyes on my back, her patience constricting as she waited for me to get in and finish what I’d started, though I hardly knew where I was, or what I’d asked of her. The moment I woke up in her truck, I knew I’d never confess what had happened the night before we met. When I had told her to keep driving, what I meant was don’t look back. It was happening again. The uncanny sense that music was following my feet and not the other way around. That was how I wanted her to think of me. That was how I wanted my new life to behave. Like I knew what I was doing and meant it. I was hovering at a curtain’s edge all over again, but this time I was not afraid. I was in someone else’s shoes. There was no audience but her.

		

	
		
			Fizz

			It is sunset, as Sapphire’s last will and testament required, and they are lucky.

			So often the evenings are a wash of gray and bent twilight, that eerie ecru glow blown north from the Central Valley. On this evening, the clouds are blush and baby blue. Everyone is buzzing over it, as if their honoree had a hand in divining the weather, though it was Fizz who chose the day for its conditions. He tries not to let it irk him.

			Why shouldn’t her departing be beautiful?

			Blankets are spread in the grass and guests mill about, passing ragged bouquets of wildflowers. A wheelbarrow has been packed with ice and beer, and Emilio and Swiss are already sparking up, diffusing the moody burn of tobacco and weed. More spliffs go around. The harpist he hired had flaked, but Fizz was able to find a bagpiper on Craigslist, who is now resting on a stump, trying to pick ash out of his goatee. Fizz clears his throat. The bagpiper straightens and begins to heave.

			That morning, before anyone in the Pit woke for their chores, Fizz had walked out to the furnace with a clump of Sapphire’s hair and a few of her favorite things. The furnace was down to embers and he tossed inside the clump of silvery blonde, a book from Sapphire’s nightstand, Responsible Bovine Husbandry for the Twentieth-Century Grazier, along with a camo ball cap that smelled like her sweat and the sweetness of grassy dung. He released it all into the fire, and then let the fire go out. When it cooled, he scooped the ashes into a plastic turkey-roasting bag and called them her. There is no body, no clue as to where she is, if she is alive or dead, permanently absent or on a kind of hiatus. Fizz thought that it would be good for the memorial to be able to point to something tangible, to hold an object in his hands, as if to say here she is, at least some bit of her. It’s the best he can do. It’s been two months since she disappeared. Soon, it will be the thick of summer.

			Now the crew and a few chosen friends are gathered by Sapphire’s favorite tree, her favorite spot on Sourland, at her favorite time of day. They are here to close the book on her life.

			As the bagpiper finishes his dirge, more or less in tune, Fizz fiddles with his tie. The sheen of the fabric screams discount attorney, but it only occurred to him last minute that he should dress up, that his guests might expect the sobriety of a pressed shirt.

			“Thank you all for coming,” Fizz begins. “What a sight this is, all of you here in Sapphire’s favorite spot, her favorite time of day.”

			He forces himself to look up from his notecards. Short and sweet was what she wanted, but this is the grand finale, the last window in which Fizz can say anything, while her vacancy is fresh in the world and people will listen. This is what Sapphire wanted. Good booze. Good weed. Good music. Those were her requests, denoted in chicken scratch on a piece of paper worn to silk by his rereading. He didn’t want to miss a thing, even if he could only make sense of bits and pieces of her will, if he can even call it that. The piece of paper is folded thrice and tucked into his breast pocket. He feels it there, beating. He clears his throat.

			“You know, Sapphire told me once that this was the exact spot where her great-grandad saw the whole vision for Sourland. She said it popped into his head like a map already drawn. I always loved that. A map already drawn. For me, for so many of you, I don’t think it’s an exaggeration to say this place probably feels, in a way, for some of us, like destiny.”

			The horde blinks back at him. Maybe destiny is a bit much.

			“Anyway,” he says, returning to the bullet points. Generosity. Community. Sense of humor. This is the part where the light in his head would normally be shining full blast, to illuminate the way forward, or at least to act as a buffer, but the light is gone. “I won’t go on much longer. I just wanted to share one thing, a little memory before the, uh, celebration. Sapphire told this one joke all the time. She loved trying it out on cashiers, waiters, on folks who came up to the farm. Some people, probably most people, didn’t really get it, or maybe they just didn’t think it was all that funny—but the point is, she thought it was funny. So, here it goes.”

			A breeze of honeysuckle and woodsmoke blows in. Fizz’s nose is running. He hasn’t cried yet, not once since he found her truck. Terror, he’s known. Vicious anger, too. Even great sadness as it draped over the contours of his life like skin on milk, but now he is leaking in front of everyone. Each pitiable face staring at him is a placeholder for another unanswered question. Who put this misfortune into motion? Where is she? Why is he the one they are left with?

			“What did the Buddhist say to the hot dog vendor?”

			Tears stream down his face. It is time for the punch line.

			“Make me one with everything.”

			

			+ + +

			At first, Fizz managed Sapphire’s absence like an ellipsis that would inevitably complete. The truck was a bad sign, but signs could be read different ways. In the meantime, the trimmers were getting nervous. Neighbors and vendors only wanted to deal with Sapphire, in the shorthand they were accustomed to. The sheriff moseyed up to the front gate for gossip, having identified the burning carcass of the F-250 as belonging to the farm, but Fizz met the law at the threshold. He gave them nothing. The iffy lawyer Sapphire kept on retainer could no longer be reached.

			Since the law could not be trusted, he hired a private investigator. In the two months since Sapphire’s truck burned, the P.I. had found only grainy footage from a security camera at the local pump. Sapphire, at the crossroads in Garberville, the day after she was supposed to have made it to San Francisco. The footage is brief, but Fizz has watched it over and over. As Sapphire replaces the gas cap, the wing of a bird flaps, half-obscuring the frame as she circles the hood of her truck. Then, after a passing glance at the camera, she drives away for good.

			There is no telling if she ever made it to the Bay or if she hunkered down in Humboldt somewhere, if she chanced it north, east, wherever. Folks on the hill aren’t known to oblige questions. They operate off-grid, in cash, down roads whose signs they disassemble or obscure. And there are ample reasons, ways, and places to disappear yourself or someone else, if that’s what you mean to do. Her trail is cold. Somewhere along the way, after the panic, the amateur sleuthing, the numbness shot through everything like Novocain, Sapphire’s disappearance had calcified and become the state of things. The animals kept eating and shitting. The debts kept mounting. The crew was up his ass, wanting to know if they still had work. All the while, the plants kept growing, and if the crop failed, perhaps everything would fail. Fizz had almost been ready to walk away. Take his truck and drive south. Start over again. Forget Sourland and Sapphire and Garberville and all of Humboldt County. Going on as if Sapphire would return at any moment was crippling everything they’d set out to do that season, but he couldn’t force himself to care, not without her there as a witness to his progress. That was when he found the slip of paper in her nightstand.

			He had eaten through the sleeping pills he’d taken from Sapphire’s stash. He was rummaging around in her nightstand, feeling through bits of lint and mouse poop and loose change to find one last pellet to knock himself out cold. The paper was folded neatly. It seemed as if it had been tucked away with care. Fizz sat in his underwear and read, brushing his fingertips over each handwritten specification of her final send-off, like a to-do list she had jotted down before bed.

			Some requests were straightforward. The presence of top-shelf tequila, spliffs, a sunset backdrop. There were express instructions for how her remains were to be handled, which made Fizz wince. Other lines read like riddles.

			Square up w/ Downtown Dave

			Clyde @ the Rusty Nail put my name on the Wall

			FF: Madone in SWP / B&G —½ floor underwater

			Unsure w/ Flower re: temperament—rearing vs. late castration vs. loneliness? Lonely.

			Who was Downtown Dave?

			Where was Fizz supposed to find the Rusty Nail?

			Half the note was in her inscrutable shorthand, like reading signage in a foreign country. There was a date scribbled at the top of the page from years ago, but the date had been crossed out. At the time, the mere discovery of the note, or will, whatever it was, seemed like a sign unto itself. It was easy to picture Sapphire in the dim of their bedroom, nibbling on the eraser end of a pencil, scratching out her wishes. Around the first hint of spring, before she disappeared, she seemed to allude to the farm’s future more and more. With Fizz, she walked through potential planting schedules, new strains, sites where greenhouses and patches might prosper, but she had also gestured increasingly to the farm’s past, its practicalities. She explained to him the history of a particularly ruinous outbuilding, or how to snake the drain in the milkhouse when the line backed up. Fizz thought she’d been including him, pulling him deeper into her vision of what the farm could ultimately become. Or perhaps she was only trying to make up for her moodiness and their dead bedroom. Now he wonders if she was preparing him for something else entirely. Even if Fizz didn’t fully believe she was dead and gone, it took only that bit of paper in her nightstand to grant him permission to finish what they had started together.

			

			+ + +

			It is time to distribute the shotguns.

			According to her wishes, friends and trimmers are meant to fire off a shell apiece with Sapphire’s ashes apportioned inside. Fizz had spent the better part of that morning siphoning the soot of Sapphire into the shotgun casings bought expressly for this purpose, but so few of them truly knew her. Certainly no one loves her as he does, almost no one. Her note specified that a small cannon could also be used, but where is he supposed to get a cannon? Maybe she put that part in there as a joke. Maybe.

			He waves forward the first row of mourners and the whole gathering moves in at once, even the bagpiper who, per instructions, is supposed to be honking out a version of “99 Luftballons.” Fizz tells them to get the line going. Three shotguns are laid out on a blanket beneath the hooked madrone tree. He takes the first shotgun for himself and passes the other two to Swiss and Emilio, arranging them toward the decline into the valley. There is a vision he wishes to maintain. Golden hour gun blasts. The purge of twilight. But all that luster is bleeding away faster than he can shoot through it.

			“Aim up,” he tells them. “Up and out. Squeeze the trigger once, only when I say. Watch the kickback.”

			“It’s not my first time,” Swiss says, before remembering the occasion. “Sorry.”

			Fizz levels his shotgun into the view. “Okay, on three. One, two—”

			The other guns fire early.

			“I said on three, you idiots. One, two, then three.”

			“Again?” asks Emilio, and fires another, the spliff tumbling from his mouth.

			“Jesus. Set them down,” Fizz says. “Now I have to reload.”

			It isn’t one of Sapphire’s instructions, but Fizz had wanted to be the first shot. Her silt, the singe of fire, ash, burnt toast, hover in the clearing. The wind has died. Even the wind is conspiring to keep her here. Everyone is breathing her in indiscriminately, the strangers and the idiots. They all hate him. They would prefer anyone else. The line keeps moving. People are excited. They snap their fingers and chitchat while they wait for their turn with the gun.

			Fizz has yet to fire. He toes the shotgun casings into a spent pile to look busy. All he has to do is squeeze the trigger and off she’ll fly. It isn’t even her, really. There is no body. She could be watching them all through a pair of binoculars, pissing herself laughing. He’s fallen for it, she would say. Let’s see what he’ll do next.

			Next in line is the blonde with the braids.

			“You can go first,” she says deferentially. “Or, I don’t have to go at all.”

			Fizz raises his shotgun into the view, then lowers it again. The blonde’s eyes are red from crying. Her braids are frayed and full of flyaways, and the sun has bleached her hair blonder somehow, almost to white.

			“Are you nervous?” he asks her.

			“A little.”

			“Have you ever shot a gun before?”

			“Of course,” she says. “Haven’t you? We could do it together if you want.”

			“That’s not the point,” he snaps. “Why do you think I’m holding this fucking thing?”

			“Easy. Go easy on her, Fizz. And put that thing down, will you?”

			He knows that voice, but it does not belong to the present. She isn’t supposed to be here.

			From the back of the line, Frankie steps forward. He can’t remember if he’s still crying. He touches his face to check, and his fingertips come away wet. How had she managed to slip onto the farm and into the crowd without him noticing? He realizes how he’s holding the gun. Finger on the trigger, barrel ready to swing. The horde is watching. He clutches the shotgun closer.

			“What are you doing here?” he asks.

			Frankie pays no mind to the gallery of mourners, nor to Fizz in his too-tight suit. Instead, she turns to the blonde with braids and asks her name.

			“Mariah,” the girl says.

			“Mariah,” Frankie echoes. She holds out her palm. As if hypnotized, Mariah hands over her shotgun. “Mariah, I’m Frankie. Now, if you don’t mind, Fizz and I will take it from here.”

			

			+ + +

			It’s Fizz and Frankie alone in the dark of Sapphire’s den. Like most grows over the hill, Sourland runs off the grid. Solar panels, a diesel generator, and a wood furnace do the heavy lifting of powering and heating the farm, but the rule is to reserve power for working hours. That’s why the room is dark but for the bank of lit candles on Sapphire’s tanker desk. Varicose wax trails run over the face of the steel, going still in white pools.

			In his pressed shirt and tie, Frankie doesn’t even have to make a joke at his expense for Fizz to be embarrassed. He has always had a track record of going meek in her presence. It’s been that way since they met, when she and Sapphire were still together. He had known straightaway that Frankie was more than some grower’s flowerwhore. Around the farm as well as in town, people paid Frankie their genuine attention. They slowed down to greet her, idled awhile in her presence. They stood straighter, touched their hair and belts absently. Gentle Travis called this the Frankie Voodoo, and it is just as Fizz remembers, that brisk sensation of exposure as she looks at him expectantly. Either he turns pathetic in his eagerness to please her, or else defensive and distressed, like she is holding something high over his head and out of reach.

			“How are the cows?” she asks finally, lifting a paperweight off the desk and giving it a light toss in her palm. She doesn’t wait for an answer before she is asking after the chickens, the Muses. No one ever asks about the goats. The paperweight she holds is a heavy hunk of geode, grizzly with crystalline teeth that catch the candlelight. She chitchats about the June heat, sky-high temperatures, wondering aloud how the plants are faring in such torturous conditions without Sapphire here to work her magic. He has never heard her talk so much at once.

			“It didn’t really matter where I went,” she says as she sets down the rock. “I was still thinking of the farm.”

			“I heard you were in Mexico,” Fizz says.

			“I’m here now.”

			“Did you come all the way back just for the memorial? I guess I should’ve reached out.”

			She shrugs. “Gossip travels. Even to Mexico.”

			He hadn’t invited her on purpose, but he should’ve anticipated her catching wind of what had happened, showing up and staking her claim. Or maybe she thought he had something to do with Sapphire’s disappearance, and that’s why she was here. He knew where people’s minds went. The boyfriend was always to blame, but no one seemed to be blaming him. On an errand in Eureka, over an hour away, he had run into an old trimmer and realized that the news had made it to the coast. People remembered Sapphire. They’d heard about her flaming truck. Folks shook their heads, lamented the world order, the guillotine of fate, but they never asked after her whereabouts. They only asked after him, the one who was left.

			To everyone but Fizz, the consensus on Sapphire is terminal.

			“I didn’t know what to say,” Fizz admits.

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Okay. I’m sorry.”

			“No,” she says. “I’m saying sorry to you. For your loss.”

			Fizz steps backward, shoves his hands into his pockets. How disappointing. Like everyone else, she believes Sapphire is really gone. It should be a relief that she isn’t badgering him for more answers than he can give, but her lack of imagination, her lack of faith in Sapphire, makes him think less of her in a way he’s never managed to before.

			“I put a bunch of your shit into boxes,” he says. “I’d appreciate it if you’d take it all with you when you leave.”

			Frankie tilts her head. “When I leave? What makes you think I’m leaving?”

			“You don’t live here anymore. You left.”

			“Make me one with everything.” Frankie imitates his voice a few octaves lower and dumber, like a caveman. “Shotguns? A drunk bagpiper? Come on. That wasn’t a memorial, it was a circus. Honestly, it was hard to watch.”

			He laughs, but he is laughing alone. “I couldn’t care less what you think. It was all Sapphire’s idea anyway. Every bit of it.”

			Frankie gestures to his tie, dangling from his Adam’s apple like an ornament. “None of this is serious. You must realize that. She’d be having a laugh.”

			He touches the paper in the pocket of his shirt, drawing strength from it. “Think what you want,” he says. “It’s all written down.”

			“I’ll bet it is. Let’s see it.”

			She holds out her hand expectantly and he finds himself giving it to her. He tells her to be careful with it, and she’s hardly past the first few lines before she is laughing.

			“This?” She flutters the page at him, pointing out the red scrawl at the bottom. “FF: Madrone in SWP. That’s me. You know that, right? I’m FF.” She gives him a pitying smile. “Frankie Favreau? FF? You can’t read it, can you?”

			“I can read.”

			Frankie tosses the paper onto the desk, perilously close to the candles. He collects it quickly and tucks it away once more where it is safe, its directive clear and urgent. She selects a candle and turns to the bookshelves. She scans titles, hunting for something.

			“The madrone in the southwest pasture? That’s SWP. B&G —½ floor underwater. That’s inside a jar of B&G labeled giardiniera. Half a floor underwater means three feet underground. You can’t read it, but I can.”

			She removes a book from a shelf and returns it immediately. It is not the one she is after.

			“It’s about money,” she says, “if you’re curious. I remember when she wrote it. We had buried the jar together one afternoon. She’d shot up from a dead sleep and jotted the note down on some random piece of paper—that paper, I suppose—because we’d socked away ten grand and she didn’t want to forget where.”

			She chooses another book, opens it, shuts it, puts it away.

			“She was always losing track of cash. Surprise, surprise. She wasn’t any good with money because she didn’t really care about money. It mattered to everyone else but her, just like your little piece of paper.”

			“Who’s Downtown Dave?” he asks.

			Frankie gives him a look over her shoulder. “Don’t be jealous. He used to sell us hay, now he’s dead. And before you get any ideas, the money is gone. We dug it up a couple months later when the tractor died.”

			She goes back to the books, holding the flame of her candle along the spines. “She wrote down morbid, stupid bullshit all the time. There’s paper all over this place. She was like a pack rat, socking away every scrap and button she might use again later. She could never make up her mind about what should stay and what should go, or what mattered, or who. You already know this, Fizz. It’s about the only thing we have in common.”

			He can feel himself losing, the conversation tipping. “But it doesn’t explain the rest,” he tries. “The rest I can read just fine. People need closure. The farm doesn’t just stop because she’s not here. It doesn’t mean I agree, or that I even wanted to do all this in the first place. It’s symbolic. A symbolic act. It’s efficient, even. She laid out the instructions, and I was just following her lead.”

			“You were following a stream of consciousness.”

			“We’re done here,” he says. It doesn’t matter if the letter, the note, whatever it is, contains out-of-date ramblings and wild ideas Sapphire only meant for as long as it took to write them down. The evening’s awful festivities were for everyone but him, all those fair-weather friends who had given up on her. Frankie has given up on her. He and Sapphire understood that just because you are missing, does not mean you are lost for good.

			Frankie plucks a book from the highest shelf. He can’t see what it is, but she holds it in her hands for a private moment, fanning its pages.

			“Just look through the boxes,” he pleads. If she looks through the boxes, she will recall why she left, that her time on Sourland is over. “I’m not being an asshole. You can take your time, look around, collect whatever you think is yours. I really don’t care. I’m sure if she were here, Sapphire would want you to feel, would hope you felt—”

			“At home?”

			She holds up a moss-green hardcover. A copy of Bambi: A Life in the Woods. It’s an early, elegant edition. Gold leafed, with the curlicue notation of title and author embossed into the leather. She presses the book into his chest. There are two envelopes tucked into the pages. One envelope is addressed to Sapphire. The other to Frankie.

			Just like that, she has plucked something from nothing. She knew just where to look.

			“I’ll come by tomorrow. Gentle Travis will help me with my things,” she says, though she does not specify whether this means moving her things out, or in. Fizz glances through the dark bay windows. “He’s here?”

			“He gave me a ride over. You didn’t know?” She smiles meanly, but her satisfaction seems thin. Candlelight wavers on the walls. He doesn’t know what she wants from him. Is he supposed to ask for forgiveness for being the last person Sapphire ever loved? Or maybe Frankie will finally give him her blessing. After all, it’s only the two of them who understand what the farm is like without Sapphire, how the outbuildings and the hedges and the animals sneer wrongly, like sinister replacements swapped in overnight. Maybe she’ll hold him for a little while. It’s been a long time since he’s been held.

			Frankie steps closer. She runs her fingernail along the underbelly of his tie then flicks the end of it, the fabric thin as a party streamer.

			“You look lost,” she says. “You haven’t changed a bit.”

			

			+ + +

			That night, after Frankie has left and everyone is asleep in the Pit, Fizz goes out on his usual rounds. It’s the only time he’s alone long enough to think. Otherwise, the trimmers are on his tail, or he’s working in the garden, or picking up the slack with the cows and other animals. Sapphire had shown him once how to milk them, but he’s not even sure he’s doing it right. It surprises him that he even cares, that he hasn’t bailed already.

			His first stop is always the camp dump. A dune of the forgotten, broken, and abandoned towers over him in the moonlight, while little red specks rove inside the pile, the eyes of rats on the move. After each harvest, when the trimmers eventually hit the road, whatever is left in the tents or the school bus or the Windjammer is hauled to the junkpile to fester. Tatters of cut-rate clothes, tongue-twisted hiking boots, flaccid sleeping bags, the working junk of pallets, busted buckets, cheap hoes, and toothless rakes. Heaps and heaps of twine snake through the pile like giant blue dental floss. The dump has been growing since the sixties. It has spawned saplings taller than Fizz. The decomposing strata chart the years, trends, and comers who have worked the farm a time before moving on, as they always do. It’s his agitation at the disarray that draws him toward the junkpile each night, but it is also the possibility therein. Freed from Sapphire’s expectations, her influence, what might he do differently around here if he knew, with certainty, that she was not coming back?

			Burn the pallet wood. Triage the machine parts and haul the rest to the dump off Steelhead Road. Deport the cows and Muses to the highest bidder. He would re-panel the walls in the milking parlor where the wood is rotted and rats dart behind the broken planks like shuttles on a loom. He hates the feeling of spotting a rat, that mix of disgust and surprise. No matter where he is on the farm, something always seems to be scurrying at the edge of his vision. A rat, a trimmer, or something that’s nothing at all.

			Fizz returns to the narrow driveway, heading uphill toward the Pit and the cottage, away from the monument of junk. The nighttime air is a wet lick on his skin. He remembers how he and Sapphire would park her truck along the Eel River, back it up to the banks and use the open tailgate as a diving board. People only see the river’s lazier eddies as they drive over bridges going elsewhere, but parts of the river are swift. Fizz could pump his arms and legs full force and not gain an inch against the current. In high school, he knew blockheads who dove in wasted, only to be funneled downstream by the secret surge at the river’s center, a frigid raceway adept at boring channels through rock and canyon. Snowmelt from Bald Mountain pistoned downstream faster than you could perceive it from the shore. He always relished the cold shock to the system. It peels back your eyelids. It is the closest to clean Fizz has ever felt.

			He tiptoes past the Pit, hoping no one is awake to see him creeping by. The fire is low and the yurt, the school bus, and the Windjammer are quiet. He knows the trimmers feel sorry for him. He’s promised them work through the season, and there is plenty to do, plenty of money to be made, if all goes according to his newly amended plans, but he still senses their doubt. To them, he isn’t really the one in charge; he is just the person who is left.

			He finds the shotguns from the memorial propped against the porch railing of the cottage. In all his bluster at Frankie’s arrival, he had forgotten to collect them. What had he called the memorial? A celebration. He had strongly considered the use of a cannon. Frankie was right. It had been a circus, and they had all let him play the fool. He had cried in front of everyone. He had worn a tie. Make me one with everything. What did that even mean?

			The last stop on Fizz’s nightly tour is the patch. It’s a long walk out to where the site is hidden in the woods, but doing the rounds means he stays in touch with the land he’s on. He’ll know when something is amiss. He won’t overlook the signs when they show themselves again.

			It’s only June. The plants have grown eye to eye with Fizz and soon they will tower over him like schoolyard bullies. Lately he finds himself spending more time among the plants than with the others. He even carved out a makeshift camp on the edge of the patch. There’s a sawhorse table with a single-burner propane stove, a cooler stocked with Gatorade, canned beans, jerky. Sometimes he knocks out on the leaky air mattress as it exhales quietly beneath the tarp roof, strung up between the trees. He sleeps better there than he does in the cottage.

			Fizz sags into a camp chair, one of the shotguns over his lap. These late nights alone remind him of Idaho. He used to stay up and wait for JJ and the rest of the crew to return from their midnight border runs. JJ would be full of adrenaline, full of stories, and together they’d ride out his buzz, chain-smoking spliffs on the dock of the lake house, then crashing until noon the next day.

			Fizz lights a joint and shields it from the faint drizzle that infiltrates the canopy, tap-tap-tapping onto the fan leaves of the garden. It could be the last rain they see for weeks or months. He makes a note to have the crew stay vigilant for signs of mold. They’ve been laboring nonstop to get everything into the ground on time, but you can’t fight the weather. For the longest time, he had turned his nose up at Sapphire’s outdoor garden, the hippie-dippy sun salutation of it all, yet here he is. Even in the forest dark, the sheer expanse of the patch makes his stomach lurch, but there is no going back now. A thousand plants are at his feet.

			Like most of his big ideas, it began innocently enough. It seemed only right that Sapphire’s fifty fledglings of Greyhound Buddha went into the ground on schedule. To sit around sobbing with a thumb up his ass forever meant the farm would surely die, and there would be nothing for Sapphire to come home to, nothing left of her but dirt.

			Then, once Sapphire’s plants were in the ground, he kept going. At his behest, the crew reallocated the plants reserved for the greenhouse. Five hundred plants extradited from their sheltered conditions and into the rough and tumble of Sapphire’s outdoor patch. Even if the flowers they yielded would be more rugged, the plants would grow taller in the patch, and fuller, producing double or more what they could in a greenhouse. And Fizz did not stop there. There were still the personal allotments Sapphire gifted to hired hands and old-timers in town, the starts whose proceeds she reserved for the volunteer fire department and the community center. He planted those, too. Then he brought in more. Starts purchased off Pierre and Pierre’s friends, from neighbors, from a farm going under near Weaverville. Fizz humbled himself and borrowed more money from Pierre, milking pity into cash. With single-minded focus, Fizz had spent the last few weeks assembling a larger crop of marijuana than he’d ever attempted in a single season. The take would be worth a few million dollars, maybe more. The kind of money that can wash you clean again. Now, on the cusp of true summer, they are on their way.

			A hunch tells him that Frankie and Gentle Travis are unaware of his excessive bounty in the woods, but it’s not impossible. Trimmers talk. As little as he trusts Frankie, he trusts Gentle Travis less. Gentle Travis had quit soon after Frankie made her sudden exit from the farm. Supposedly, he had taken a gig on a new grow up the hill, acquired by a head honcho from out of state. For a cut of the profits, Travis would oversee the season, run the harvest, the drying and curing, and manage the hires, a rowdy band of Australians who were already making a bad name for themselves around town by picking fights and running up tabs they walked out on. It gives Fizz some satisfaction to watch Gentle Travis, in all his gentleness, try to wrangle a crew like that. He had seen him once at Stone Junction, when Fizz showed up to the bar to poke around about Sapphire. Gentle Travis had let his beard grow out, but it didn’t make him look less gentle, only lower class. When Fizz ordered a drink over his head, Travis shot up from his barstool like he’d been bit on the ass, but he only swayed there on his feet, jonesing to crush Fizz’s face in, or at least to say all the things he never said out loud. Fizz gave him one mean look and Gentle Travis sat back down.

			In truth, Fizz always respected Gentle Travis. It was Sapphire who took it personally when he quit.

			“From the second I brought him on, his crush on Frankie made him a liability,” she complained to Fizz. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he followed her wherever the hell she went, and good for them, too. They deserve each other.”

			Frankie’s departure bothered Sapphire, but it seemed to bother her more that she didn’t see it coming. One evening, Fizz sat down to dinner in the Pit and realized he hadn’t seen Frankie all day. Not walking in from the far pastures trailing flies, not peeling a piece of fruit beneath her favorite tree with her favorite pocketknife. Casually, he asked where Frankie had wandered off to and everyone went quiet. Sapphire chewed her lentils judiciously, then turned up her palms, laid them flat on the communal table. These were the facts. Frankie was gone, she said. She hadn’t left a note. She hardly packed a bag. All her things were just where she left them. It was a wonder someone didn’t report her missing. It was a wonder someone didn’t assume she’d been kidnapped, dumped in the river, or stuffed in a barrel. Frankie hadn’t the decency to say goodbye to their faces—and didn’t that say it all?

			After that, Sapphire made little mention of Frankie, though her belongings remained around the cottage. All those little collections, and her clothes in the drawers. When Fizz finally moved into the bedroom, he gave it a respectable week before clearing out Frankie’s bureau, but the next morning, when he went for a clean T-shirt, he found all of her clothes at his fingertips again. Her tank tops, her jeans run through at the knees. Everything was folded neatly, smelling of cedar, a ball cap atop the pile like a headstone. Key West or Bust, the hat read. He hoped Frankie was as far away as that.

			For his part, Fizz tried to remain gracious in victory. He appeased himself by replaying all his stolen nights with Sapphire in the Windjammer, how she squeezed into the twin bunk alongside him, their every limb entwined so that each morning required a painful ungluing. By day, in the presence of all the trimmers who bowed before Frankie’s grit, either in love with her, or frightened by her, or both, he and Sapphire draped themselves into a mingling co-entity. They fed each other, canoodled, groomed each other, and otherwise behaved as the inventors of May-December passion. He was not like the other trimmers, only good for a season. Sapphire’s attention, private and public, proved he was real, that he was where he was supposed to be.

			As Fizz goes dipping into one of those memories again, his hand drifts into his lap. He conjures up the hot push of tongue on tongue, Sapphire’s breath on his thigh, her mouth knowing what to do better than any woman he’d been with. This has also become part of his nightly routine, the happy ending of his evening tour. He is ready to sink into the wet memory of Sapphire when suddenly the plants in the patch begin to move.

			Fizz tucks himself back into his pants and sits up straighter. Another shiver courses through the garden. Deer and rabbits have been known to rummage through the crop unwelcome, but this is a heftier sound. Heavy-bodied.

			He grabs the shotgun and a flashlight and steps carefully among the rows. The serrated shadows of fan leaves distort and double themselves as he listens for the shuffling of dirt and flesh. He points his light at the commotion and immediately clicks it off.

			Wild pigs.

			A sounder of large sows, five or more, have found something in Fizz’s garden worth digging for. Their snouts shovel at the topsoil as the plants snap sideways under their excavations. If Fizz does nothing, the pigs will rip the plants root over top, wallowing their parasitic shit into the ground until the garden is wasted, no more than trimmings for the burn barrel. There are too many pigs for him to level with his shotgun in one go. He’ll need to fire from a safer distance. Back, back, back, he steps, though he is blind to the path, blind to the stray stone or twig that could give him away—that do.

			The stalks go still. The silence is of the pigs ascertaining his silence.

			Fizz thinks of the Muses, their ear-piercing shrieks when they spy the slop bucket and their bodies lose all bearings but the one pointed at need. They have almost taken him out at the ankles, more than once, and those were pigs that knew him, pigs hemmed in by live fences, pigs without tusks. He fires the shotgun and takes off running, meleeing through the garden patch like he’s given up on a corn maze and is busting through its walls to freedom. Freedom is the closest climbable tree, some fifty feet ahead where the patch turns back into forest again. Wild pigs crash after him, screeching madly. The shot hadn’t slowed them down a bit. In three quick scrabbles Fizz hauls himself up a tree trunk, but on the fourth reach, he loses his footing and is sent crashing back down to earth.

			Tusks and teeth drive at him. The pigs gnaw at his boots and ankles, the knobs of his elbows, the meat of his calves, anywhere they can latch. In his fall, he’s lost the shotgun, the flashlight too, but even in the blackness of the woods, the pigs’ eyes are bright and rabid and almost human. He holds his head as the pigs gore at him. As he kicks against their suffocating weight, he realizes why the shotgun hadn’t helped him. The casings. The gun had still been loaded with the cartridges full of Sapphire’s ashes, the ones he hadn’t the heart to shoot.

			The heel of his boot connects with a pig’s face and the squeal is deafening. Though it costs him a few blows to his middle, he heaves himself upward until his back is leveraged against the trunk of the tree. He clambers for purchase on a lower branch. He finds another branch, then the next, fighting his way off the ground until he can straddle a questionable limb a few feet in the air, the sounder of pigs circling below like sharks.

			Fizz squeezes every muscle to stay in his tree. The air is cooler, rife with iron and shit and pine. Blood drips down to the soil, onto the heads of the pigs. Every gash comes alive like radar on his body. Flash of red: wound. Flash of pain: wound. He counts each flare but does not inspect the damage yet. He sucks in air to keep his wits about him and recalls the tree he climbed after his eighty hours in the wilderness, when he became the Lost Boy of Garberville. Back then, he was more concerned about missing dinner than staying alive. It was as if disappointing everyone was worse than dying, but dying is dying, that’s all there is, and everyone will still be disappointed. They will find one reason or another.

			

			+ + +

			The next morning, it’s a long walk back to the cottage. Caked in dried blood and mud, Fizz limps down the lane between pastures. SWP. Southwest pasture, the one denoted in Sapphire’s coded note. Every pasture has a name, but he never bothered to learn them. He quizzes himself as he dodges cow pies. There was a pasture having something to do with squash. A pasture with pond in its name, but he’s never seen a pond anywhere. A pasture with an extra-hot electric fence, whose amperage will fry you with a vengeance if there is a hole in your boot.

			He crests a hill and comes upon the cows grazing. The only way he can tell them apart is by color. Blonds, reds, blacks, the speckled breed easiest to imagine as a rug. The herd is making quick work of the grass in Narnia, the only pasture whose name he does know, so called for its whimsical centerpiece of firs. The evergreens inside Narnia are packed so tight neither light nor wind can fully pierce their flanks. Once upon a time, a hippie had the bright idea to grow and sell Christmas trees, but inevitably lost interest. Abandoned, the trees grew high and intertwined like overlapping quills. The temperature is ten degrees cooler inside the thicket, the ground made soft and mute by years of fallen needles. Sapphire suspected coyotes kept a den among the firs. She had seen the weakest calves dragged away. Grass is grass though, and the cows still graze that pasture, often roaming inside the trees for shade or to rub their backs against the branches. So much of Sourland is like this, built for one purpose and subsumed by another, layers of time and wear obscuring the true foundation of things. It makes him think of the book Frankie had shoved into his chest the night before. Bambi: A Life in the Woods. He wonders if Frankie and Sapphire chose that book for a reason, or if its selection was as arbitrary as the scrap of paper he’d found in Sapphire’s nightstand and was so eager to believe in.

			After Frankie left, he had sat with the two envelopes as the candles in the den melted to nubs. He read and reread them, noting the wine stains and ink smudges, the splotches where the letters had been bombed by fallen water, tears maybe. At first, they read like vows. He envisioned a worst-case scenario, a marriage between Sapphire and Frankie hidden off the books, which would all but cement Frankie’s claim to the farm. But these were not vows, he realized, no matter how effusive their forevers and alwayses. They were little more than love letters, the pseudo-practical romantic bullshit Sapphire was so good at concocting. In sharing the letters with him, he supposed Frankie was trying to prove a point, that Sourland’s passage into Fizz’s hands was not inevitable. She had her own claim to the farm and its future. But she had also given him the chance to read her, line by line. It had taken him by surprise to see those ornate declarations, her hopefulness in print. She too had been a newcomer once, with high-minded ideas about devotion and its boundlessness. And Frankie had handed over the letters without even a glance inside at what she and Sapphire’s former selves had written all those years ago, when they meant it. If it was him, and he knew there was a piece of paper somewhere that contained explicit proof of Sapphire’s devotion, he would’ve torn through every room like a madman until it was in his hands, and then he would’ve never let it go. It is this thought that spurs him into a limping run. He takes off over the back fields, renewed, startling the cows as he aims himself toward the cottage, toward all that secret history bricked away inside it.

			

			+ + +

			First, he pries open all the drawers of the tanker desk.

			He seizes books off the shelves, the titles splayed by the spines in a pile at his feet.

			He rolls back the rug, wrests the nails from the floorboards. He ransacks the kitchen, every cabinet, the house mice fleeing their nests and the chaos.

			There is the bedroom, the vault of the armoire, the baskets high on a closet shelf. There’s the guest room and the pullout couch whose cushions could be harboring any secret. It takes him a few hours before he collects enough evidence, more than he even knows what to do with.

			In Sapphire’s den, he lays out each exhumed page in order, like a timeline.

			A timeline is what it is, really. Some pages are dated, the chronology of others deduced by context clues. All told, he found a dozen other envelopes, stashed in the slightest places. Wills and testaments. Acres, objects, sentiments everlastingly bequeathed by Sapphire to her long-lost lovers. Gathered together like so many receipts, it seems garish for one woman to have fallen in love so absolutely, so often, but Sapphire was a woman of many wills.

			Some envelopes are empty, even if there are names scrawled across their faces, like June.

			Was June a who—or a when? He doesn’t know. Whatever missive was once inside has been spirited away, June erased, but there are just as many envelopes brimming with information.

			There was Madison, in the early eighties. A great beauty, apparently. Lipstick prints polka-dot the page.

			Griff made his mark in ’88. My mountain man, Sapphire wrote.

			Then came Melora. Then Tulsi. Babette. Colin Phillip Dean, who sounded like a bleach-white asshole with three names. In the mid-nineties, someone called Rig reigned supreme. Fizz thought he remembered this one, an older somebody with a willowy, agender profile and knuckle tattoos. Hadn’t he seen Sapphire hand in hand with such a person, waltzing about town while Fizz was still in high school?

			Joey gets one page. Fink gets two. All the filler reads the same. Love in all directions. Forever is a place with you.

			In the year 2000, it was T., Tyson, Ty-Ty, man of many nicknames, though Sapphire’s declarations took up a single cocktail napkin, found inside an out-of-date encyclopedia that Sapphire used to prop open a window.

			There are other lovers with other letters. And there are certainly more than these, Fizz guesses. Ones like him, who shared her bed awhile, were changed by her, but had not warranted her signature avowal. Fizz has not found his name anywhere.

			Does Frankie know about the others and their letters?

			If he is employing the caution someone like Frankie merits, he should assume she is operating with all the facts. She may reckon that her letter, the most recent in the bunch, is good enough a claim to Sourland. But there is something in the audacious spread of paper, the sincerity of Sapphire’s sentiments and the cruelty in repeating them so often, with so many, presumably meaning none of it, that makes him think Frankie has no idea, or else why return to Sourland at all? No one else has. Not Madison, not Melora, not Rig, not Ty-Ty, not the others.

			There is Frankie, and there is him.

			

			+ + +

			Fizz bursts out of the cottage. The nearest trimmer he can find is Emilio, who is crouched over a spray of magic mushrooms in the compost pile, sprung up from cow dung. Emilio sputters apologies, cowering under Fizz’s deranged grin, but Fizz feels oddly, dangerously light. Higher than high. He asks where everyone is and Emilio says something about dinner soon, spaghetti night, when in Rome.

			“I think Mariah went down the driveway to go pick up the new girl,” Emilio says.

			“The new girl?” Fizz asks, swatting away flies. He still looks and smells like roadkill.

			“Yeah, man, I thought you knew about all that. I think the call came like ten minutes ago? Ten or twenty, since I saw her last. Could be thirty. You know, you seemed real busy, real focused, doing whatever you were doing in there, so we figured, you know, Frankie’s been up here before, like yesterday, and also yesterday was rough. We saw it on your face, man. Things are busy, being what they are. And Kaia is working on some grub, and Mariah will be up any second, is my guess. You know, I’ll bet you’re real hungry.” Emilio looks him up and down. “Shit, you get in a fight or something?” By the time Frankie finds Fizz in the den, among his papers, he is ready for her.

			“You look like you got run over,” she says in the doorway. She is holding two plastic bags from Dollar Tree bulging with cheap clothes and shampoo.

			“Pigs,” he says, by way of explanation. He picks at a fresh scab on his knuckle, and it begins to ooze. He clamps a thumb over it. “Not the Muses, I mean. Wild pigs, actually.”

			“Oh yeah?” She does not believe him. “Guess you should get that looked at.”

			“I’ll be fine,” he says. “It’s not important right now.”

			The air is different in the den this time. There is no candlelight. He can guess what Frankie will say next, that she isn’t going anywhere. She’ll act tough about it, as if the matter of her return and takeover are preordained. Fizz raps the top of the tanker desk twice with his bloody knuckles, more sure-footed than he’s felt in years, like his tussle with the pigs has thumped his instincts back into place.

			“I spent most of last night hiding in a tree,” Fizz says. “First, I was relieved to be in the tree, then I was pissed off. Then I was just there, and it really makes you think. You know what I mean?”

			“Sure,” Frankie says.

			“You do?”

			She shrugs. “I spent a night in a barrel once.”

			“A what? A barrel?”

			“Yeah, like an old oil drum. A barrel. I didn’t put myself there, but that’s where I was.”

			“So you know.”

			“Sure. There are a million ways to die on this hill. How about you tell me what you’re trying to say?”

			He nods. His pulse is racing in his neck. “I read your letters,” he says. “Every word. I didn’t know what to think at first, and then I found more letters. Like yours, but different. They’re older, but they say the same things, more or less. Turns out Sapphire promised this place to everybody she ever fucked, which is an even longer list of people than I would’ve guessed.”

			Frankie looks past him, at the timeline of paper on the tanker desk.

			“Listen, I’m not here to split hairs with you,” he goes on. “There’s no point pretending that’s how it works around here anyway, right? What I’m saying is, let’s not cut the baby in half. Let’s raise it together.”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“There’s something else I should show you, but first, before all that, I want to say that we could really use your help around here this season. If you’re willing.”

			Frankie raises an eyebrow and casts about the den purposefully, trying to do the math. Fizz remembers that it’s not supposed to look like this, the floorboards uprooted and the shelves cleared. The night before, he’d begged her to pack up and leave. It feels good to see Frankie off-balance, but he tamps down his impulse to gloat.

			If he is going to make it happen—a thousand plants, the animals, a cycle that feeds itself until Sourland is as Sapphire dreamed it could be—he is going to need her.

			“You don’t have to decide right away,” he says, “but what if you stayed? You could stay awhile, at least until you’re sure.”

			“Are you still looking for Sapphire?” Frankie asks.

			He could be making a grave miscalculation, but Fizz decides to answer honestly.

			“I’m not sure what there is to find, but I haven’t stopped looking for her, no.”

			There is blood and shit and mud to wash away. He’ll need to gather the trimmers in the Pit and set a renewed agenda. He’ll have to fill Frankie in on all she’s missed. The calves, the state of the grass, the patch overflowing. It’s his turn to bestow some pity, as Frankie clutches her scant belongings and pretends she is not at his mercy. He doesn’t mind letting her pretend a little longer.

			“It’s spaghetti night,” he says brightly. “I better get cleaned up. Come and eat once you’re settled. There’s plenty for everybody.” He leaves her in the ransacked den, alone with Sapphire’s history of love.
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			Frankie

			The cows, she left to me.

			The chickens and the problem goats, too. At the time Sapphire and I wrote our wills, the Muses had not yet come, and who knows what will happen to them when this is all over with.

			Sapphire had been taught never to keep money in the bank, only to bury it in the ground, so whatever cash was left was mine to dig up. She drew an unsophisticated map, using landmarks only the two of us would know. There was a particularly gnarled madrone against which we’d fucked several times. Not the other notable madrone, straight-backed and wise beside the milking parlor, which we also fucked against, but the madrone that stood crooked and alone near the camp dump. Anything of importance was hidden in places so specific you had to have seen them with your own eyes.

			$3000? Sapphire marked on her secret map. $5000?

			Who could keep track? It did not accumulate interest. It stayed buried until you needed it, and then you got a shovel.

			And what of the rest? The farm was more than buried cash and livestock. There was land beneath those ruminant feet. Dirt galore, passed down from logger to farmer to nudist to pot grower. The acreage and outbuildings, the temperamental grass and its margins of wire, commune ruins, rust heaps of skid steer, Kubota tractor, buggy, a barn full of instruments and bird shit, the haunted cottage and its sunken floors. Without Sapphire, to whom did it all belong?

			Sapphire swore it would go to me, but she swore all sorts of things. You can mean every promise you make, but you can’t promise you’ll mean it forever. That was her.

			It did not take long to ascertain this quality in Sapphire, even before Fizz came along. Her restlessness was evident in every half-assed fix around the farm, in the big ideas forgotten by first light, and in the cycle of boom and bust that never seemed to right itself. For every lost soul that camped out for a season and split, a piece of Sapphire departed with them. Even the sweetest, most inconsequential pursuits she could not sustain. On a whim at the Redwood Flea, she bought a secondhand Minolta and an accompanying bag of lenses, some hobbyist’s accumulation. She couldn’t tell one lens from the next, only longs from shorts. Every day that summer, she fumbled a fresh roll of film into the magazine and parked her face behind the viewfinder, said when. Some people are self-conscious when the glass eye is upon them, but not me. All you have to do is pretend to be someone who likes having their picture taken. Some combination of postured and relaxed, and I did that all the time as a dancer. She got the film developed in Fortuna and hung pictures around the cottage. In the photos, I look young and tan and in love. I was those things, but that’s not why the photos were good. They were good because of the wildfire smoke migrating over from the Mount Lassic Wilderness that summer. Smoke flattens the light, smooths the wrinkles of realism. That’s the trick. The smoke, the textures of the animals, and me. We did the work of existing, while Sapphire pressed the shutter. One day she put down the camera and never picked it up again.

			

			+ + +

			My first season on the farm, I was still sporting ballet muscles. They looked and felt like hard little plums, unripe under the skin. My calves were like rocks, and I still watched what I ate, even if I was ravenous. I claimed my single can of beans and made it last. I chewed one egg, one tortilla. I said no when Sapphire passed me the shredded cheese she bought in bulk and let linger in the fridge for weeks, picking away the moldy slivers for the chickens. There were habits I could not relinquish. I bled them out, sweated them out, but some were hardier, like architecture, the columns of my life. I couldn’t see how I’d go on standing without them, until her.

			We spent my first spring getting the plants on track. We siphoned each baby clone into its little cup, a few holes stabbed into the bottoms for drainage. With the money borrowed from Pierre, we readied a garden patch for a new season. We moved the backhoe from its sentry position at the front gate and got to clearing and turning soil, but the backhoe only made it two days before it conked out in a distant pasture. We loaded a thousand pounds of soil sweetener into the patch. The farm had gotten its name for its slightly acidic soil, which meant amendments had to be made. We hauled in crushed oyster shells and wood ash to alkalize the sour soil, in addition to cow shit and chicken shit, worm castings, and the blood meal that revved the soil to life and kept the plant starts rich in nutrients.

			People paid good money for fresh cow shit, and though we had it in multitudes, we did not yet have the means to turn a profit from it. We used the little manure spreader for ourselves, if it was working, or the buggy, if that was working, but half the time we threw bags over our shoulders or filled a wheelbarrow and pushed. Countless days were lost to those long hauls, not a thought in my head but the number of bags in and the number of bags remaining. Or else I’d dream of the food I’d eat when the day was over, the egg and the tortilla pre-portioned in my mind. I had arrived on another down year, one in a long string. There had been a bleed of money, resources, and hands. The year before, one of Sapphire’s trimmers had ripped off some of her plants right before the harvest, then skipped town to San Diego, barricading himself in Temecula with a stockade of guns. Not that she would’ve followed him there; she had never gone farther south than Santa Barbara, and it was not the first time someone had ripped her off. She confessed she had never lost less than thirty grand in a rip-off, and she couldn’t remember how many times it had happened. Like bad weather, robbery was just another part of life on the hill.

			After the latest ransack, Sapphire had only a few cash stores left buried around the farm, but they wouldn’t get her through harvest. It was why she had leaned into Pierre’s help, despite the high interest and unpredictability of her lender. Our crop felt like a suicide mission for two. Strict decisions had to be made. Pay to fix the buggy, or walk fifteen back-and-forth miles in the heat, a fifty-pound bag of worm shit on each shoulder? One was free and the other was not.

			In the ensuing months, I buffed up in a way dance had never molded me. Gone were the lithe, plum muscles of precise and innumerable repetitions. In their place, a durable bulk padded every limb. Ropey forearms, trunks for quads from all that transport. In the photos Sapphire took, you can plot this progression. Even my hands grew bigger.

			For a while, it was possible to derive a loftier sense of fulfilment from all my labor. A lot of people feel that way, in the beginning. There is pleasure in springtime’s flirts of pink and yellow, in calves finding their legs. After a hard day, you can wash yourself in the river and be satisfied that you have wrought something tangible, like the fence you staked out, or the milk chilling in the bulk tank. Bringing plants to flower is as tangible as it gets. Who can argue with the wonder compressed in a seed? But somewhere along the way, a threshold comes. The days and years blur. Returns diminish. A fence is just another fence, a seed another seed. Everything narrows into the long trek uphill.

			

			+ + +

			In many ways, Sapphire and I were still strangers, but we fucked eagerly in the afternoons. We were too tired in the mornings. The immediate animal chores bore down on us before we could even start on the plants. The cows’ udders were so full that streams of milk leaked from their teats, pearling in the dirt as they waddled to the parlor. And by the evenings, we were too depleted, too foul to fuck. Whole rooms were occupied by our stink. In the afternoons, our adrenaline was still pumping. Our senses were sharp. We smelled, we’d sweated, but we were slick and there was a thrill to mineral tongues touching, catching a lick of dirt and limey barn grip on the edge of each other’s mouths and fingers. The taste of each kiss had a where to it, a location and attendant chore signaled through our spit. And at that point, why care at all how you looked or felt under someone’s hands? There was no pretense. You took what you wanted, put her hand where you wanted it.

			We fucked on a downy stretch of clover, on the crushed heads of puffball mushrooms inoculating near the woodpile, with smoke from the furnace churning overhead. She pushed me onto my back, towed my hips and legs toward her, parted my knees. There was no point undressing. I pushed the crotch of my shorts and underwear to the side, and she licked and devoured, her tongue degrees hotter than the bake of the furnace and the sauna of my first hilltop summer. We fucked against trees, against the rusted side of the Blue Bird school bus, on the upholstered bench in the Windjammer, in the front seat of the buggy when it was working and the engine rumbled under us, but also when it was broken and the duct tape that held the bench together came unglued and stuck to her ass. It was rare to fuck cleanly, or in bed. We hardly touched at night. By night, we were touched out.

			I wasn’t sure yet if I loved her, or if such a thing was possible. I understood that she wasn’t why I’d come to Sourland in the first place, but I couldn’t be sure she wasn’t the reason I stayed. It was hard to separate sweat equity and sex from something deeper, which was where I assumed love resided, in a buried place. I had never been in love before. In the past, I had wanted certain things, like success, with a lunging desperation I assumed was like love, but I did not look at Sapphire or out along the tufted hillsides and sense that same desperation half-cocked within me. I needed nothing. Everywhere I looked, bounty was already brimming over.

			One evening, some number of days before my face-off with the mountain lion, Sapphire and I were out in the patch. We liked to walk the stalks together at the end of each day, on the lookout for russet mites, aphids, thrips, deer and rat droppings, snags in the drip system, but also to admire what we’d done, and to dream ahead to what it might become.

			If we were lucky, we would harvest fifty pounds of pot from that year’s crop and sell it wholesale, arranged by Pierre to one of his many contacts. Most of what we sold stayed in California or its neighboring states out West, but part of Pierre’s appeal was how broadly he was connected. The mystique of the Emerald Triangle traveled far. Potheads in Chicago, New York, Toronto, and Miami paid a premium for weed that was Humboldt grown, as if by lighting it up they too could ingest the place and its legacy, but from the comfort of their own shoebox studios and suburban basements. The profits would be enough to buy Sapphire out of Pierre’s pocket. We thought we might even get ahead, a little.

			Pistol the dog raced off into the woods after a gopher as Sapphire and I wandered the stalks. We spoke the way new parents did, obsessing over the minuscule milestones no one else perceived or cared about. “This one,” she said, pointing out one plant, six feet high. “Look at its stem. Strong. A good color.” She gently ruffled a few of its leaves and smiled proudly. “They’ve had a good little growth spurt. That can happen overnight sometimes, with the right weather.”

			We smoked throughout our days, so that the details of time and space arrived to me through pleasant, diaphanous layers of consciousness. Weed settled my nervous stomach and often made me feel brilliantly insightful or buoyant or sometimes mysteriously unsettled. Most of all, it tuned me in. I was learning to read the increments of the plants and animals around me. I understood the lashes of grass as they grew or stalled, the texture of mastitis in a teat, the lean of a dehydrated stem. Clues were everywhere, if you knew where to look. As these bit observations amassed into something like wisdom, I sensed a fresh fluency at my disposal, a new kind of wakefulness.

			I leaned against Sapphire and let my hand drift up the back of her shirt. The lower dip of her spine was slick, and I dragged a finger up toward her collar, the fabric of her shirt lifting. Light shafted through the treetops where we’d trimmed back the canopy. Swatches of pure blue overhead were like streak-free skylights, the patch a room we’d carved out, the world domed and waiting outside it. I turned her body toward me, sank onto my knees and flicked the button of her shorts, let them drop to her ankles. I tugged her underwear down, the elastic rolling over itself as she spread her legs a little, her fingers slipping through my ponytail and hanging on. Her head lolled as a breeze blew through the rows, and the tousled leaves made the sound of rushing water. I pulled her down beside me, into the dirt. We fucked eye to eye like we had never done before, quiet and with purpose. I remember feeling high, and we had smoked a little before, but it wasn’t that. I was outside my mind, further than I’d ever gone, mouth to mouth and sharing air in the garden, letting go. “I love you, I love you,” I said, tolling the same phrase over and over again like a password for entry. I hadn’t meant to say it, let alone say it first, but it was too late to take it back. Only when I said it aloud did I know for certain it was true. I could hear how much I meant it, how grateful I was to be possessed by someone other than myself.

			

			+ + +

			Around the autumn equinox, the air on the mountain emulsified with the odor of weed. Harvest was near. Everyone was busy, eager to survive the last dash without being pulled asunder by the Ripper Moon, when the robbers came.

			There were other dangers. Rain, a late-season mold, or the law paying an unwelcome visit to check for papers. Even the growers with a license to raise a medicinal crop tended to bend the rules when it came to the size of their canopy. There was the official, on-the-books crop as monitored and taxed by the state, and then there was the other crop, the secret one, tucked away in a hidden patch or greenhouse or indoor grow room, and it was that secret crop that supplemented the diminished gains of the legal crop. You had to jump through hoops for a license, but Sapphire didn’t bother. She did not wish to be registered with any authority. It was like giving the Feds a standing invitation to poke around your plot, she said, and when had that ever ended well?

			The mornings were thick with fog. It looked as if a foaming white river had broken its banks and gone surging through the trees, up the hillside, but by noon, it all burned away. As the season tipped, growers had to make hard decisions by feel. Mold spores could colonize a patch in hours. If rain was in the forecast and the buds were at their tipping point, some chose to pull their plants early out of caution. Sapphire preferred to gamble. She read the weather with her nose and by watching how the wind moved. In the last ten days before harvest, she starved the plants of water so that their last stores of nutrients emptied into the flowers in a final surge of potency. Their fan leaves would begin to go yellow with stress, but that’s what Sapphire wanted. The crop had shed its water, expressed its every bud to the fullest. The flowers she coaxed into being looked nothing like the grayish husks I’d seen passed around the city in crunched baggies like sad sacks of oregano. Her flowers were alien, complex as prisms. On a mild morning in October, Sapphire gave the signal and we harvested the crop. The next day, the rains came.

			Our crop was snug and secure in the drying shed as we tipped into the hill’s wet season, when the evening temperatures bellied out in the forties or lower. The end of October saw six straight days of downpour. It was essential the drying shed stay warm and water-tight to evade mold while the buds cured and took on the flavor and odor that separated a primo harvest from ditch weed, destined to become hash. In the old days, Sapphire said, they had used the Blue Bird school bus in the Pit as their drying shed, warming it with a couple of gas space heaters. The bus worked well enough when they were only raising a few plants for themselves and a minor profit. Now we had Bakersfield. That was what Sapphire nicknamed our Quonset hut reserved for drying the crop, so called for the way the heat cooked inside it, like an oven, and also like the real Bakersfield in the hot plate of the Central Valley.

			In our Bakersfield, the plants were suspended by their branches from a grid of rebar, which made a kind of upside-down forest you could walk through. Like everything, drying the buds was a balancing act. Too dry, and the buds turned to dust. Not dry enough, and the buds bittered, or mildewed, whiffing of the wrong kind of funk. Sapphire liked to keep Bakersfield upward of eighty degrees. We had a few secondhand orchard heaters we’d picked up cheap down in Visalia, though the drive had taken seven hours each way. The orchard heaters burned through twenty gallons of propane a day, but they were flamethrowers of heat and worked like a charm.

			Eventually, when the flowers had cured to Sapphire’s satisfaction, we sealed them in what she called body bags, the heavy-duty construction sacks used to abate asbestos. What had once been a living garden of green giants would soon be snipped and shaped into grindable little nuggets, prepared to be sold by the pound.

			That was the point in the season we had reached. The rebar ceiling had been cleared. Bakersfield was bereft. The body bags were stacked, and two trimmers were coming to help us with the last sticky legwork. The skeleton crew was made up of Gentle Travis and a known Humboldt entity named Dusty. Dusty had worked several grows but never the same harvest twice, a risk Sapphire understood even as she took it. Gentle Travis had only a year of rudimentary experience growing weed during his runaway days in L.A., where he met his mountain lion, but he was good-natured and his inexperience made him cheap. We found him hanging around the farm in Visalia where we’d picked up the orchard heaters. Back then he was a barefaced kid with too much time on his hands. He was polite, curious about the function of things, and a few years younger than me. He helped us load the heaters onto the truck and we took a liking to him.

			Still, I was suspicious of Dusty, and of Gentle Travis, too. In the morning, they would arrive on Sourland and take up residence in the Pit. They would share meals with us, work beside us, sleep a stone’s throw away. What was outside the gates was coming in. I knew how outsiders would relate Sapphire and me to each other. I would be the boss’s girlfriend, an incidental attachment. That was what the others would see, and they would be right. My worry was that someday, perhaps very soon, Sapphire would come to see me just the same, as something she had made instead of someone she had found. And what would become of me then?

			

			+ + +

			On our last night alone, Sapphire stoked a fire in the cottage hearth. Sometimes the flue blew shut and the room filled with smoke until we shimmed it open again, but there had been frost in the grass that morning, and the cottage had no heat. We were at the kitchen table with a bottle of red wine bought from the gas station. Sapphire nibbled on a square of cheese from a wheel gifted to us by her farmer friends near Carlotta, to whom we sold our cows’ milk. She was trying to make me laugh, describing the notes she tasted.

			“Onion grass,” she said. “Gasoline? Fermenting shit?”

			The hardest days were over and we had gone silly with our new freedom. We believed our shoestring labor would pay off imminently. We dreamed up a to-do list a mile long of the errands we would soon be able to afford. Bring in the farrier to trim the cows’ feet. Fix the buggy’s crooked steering. Mend the chicken coop so we could tow to each pasture once the cows were finished grazing. The cycle of feed, fertilize, harvest, repeat, would rejigger all that’d been holding on by a hairsbreadth, and the farm would begin to run itself like a wound clock, in perfect time. We would bring on more hands to help with the bigger harvest. More, that’s what we were after; more was what we had sowed. It was supposed to be a good time. We were drinking like it was a good time. Then I started to cry.

			“What’s happening?” Sapphire said, rubbing my hands worriedly. “What’s going on with your face?” Her palms were tender with rope burns from the sisal we used to tie off the body bags. I opened my mouth to answer but there was only the vise inside my chest; it had no name. Ever since I had walked away from the company, from my life in San Francisco and the ladder I had spent my life climbing, I’d hardly had a moment to catch my breath. I had traded one all-consuming pursuit for another. Soon we would enter the lonely winter season, and nothing but loose time was coming for me. I had not outrun anything after all. Even if I could’ve explained it to her, it was pointless, like wriggling in a web you are already caught in. You do not get free. It does the opposite. It cinches your fate.

			I was the one who needed assurances, but she was the one who suggested the wills.

			What was more intimate than to intertwine your endings? It was a gesture beyond the present, an attempt to make the future a safer place. If I wasn’t going to be a dancer, and if I had nothing to my name, no money or title or true friends or belongings of substance, here was proof, at least. There would always be a place for me, and a person waiting there.

			“I’m serious about it,” she said. “You see this place the way I see it. You can see how it should be. That’s everything. That’s all I need to know.” She said it with enough conviction for both of us. I only had to let myself be tipped over, toward belief.

			“We’ll get your name on everything,” she went on. “All the official stuff.” The words came so easily, I should have guessed she’d said them all before. I kept the words with me, repeated them to myself during the low days and nights when doubt almost drove me toward the freeway, toward anywhere but here. One of these days, we’ll file the paperwork in town. If something should happen, if the risks ever come home to roost, you would not be left with nothing, you would not be put out. This place is as good as our place. More tangible than faith, or God, you can put two feet on it. Count on this scalp of hilltop to stay right here with you, even when I am gone.

			“What can I give to you?” I asked. “It isn’t a fair trade. I haven’t got anything.” We were promising this life and its contents, but she was the one with the deed.

			Sapphire squeezed my hands tight in hers and our rope burns cracked together in a slow reopening. She said, “You’ve already given it.”

			

			+ + +

			The next day, the boys came for trimming.

			Dusty claimed the school bus. Gentle Travis took the yurt. They got to work right away. Once we made manageable heaps of the buds, we went through those with Fiskars sewing snips, paring away the sugar leaves caked with resin, shaping each bud into a petite nugget, a tiny Christmas tree, pebbles of fluff and flower, until we had bags and bags we weighed and reweighed to catalogue the haul.

			Two of us might go off on a project around the farm, but mostly we sat at the kitchen table in the cottage, trimming over plastic bins like the kind busboys use to collect dirty dishes. Whatever excess was snipped away fell into the bin, and we’d use those resinous scatterings for hash. You had to look closely at every flower as you shaped it, careful to leave the best parts intact. This accustomed you to their gallery of color, auburn hairs, gemstone tones, dusky purples. Vibrant shades of moss, all sticky, all clinging to the blades like grease to the walls of the Foxtrot Diner. Run your fingernail along its plane and a carpet of gunk rolled with it. Whatever you scraped from your blades, you kept.

			Gentle Travis got the hang of things quickly. He was grateful for the work and eager to learn. He was hardly twenty years old, but he had been trying to grow a beard since we met in Visalia. Patchy as his beard was, it disguised his soft jaw and made him look, on first glance, the part of a fledgling mountain man, though his belt was pulled so tight around his hips that it almost looped around again. Sapphire had taken a liking to him, though it was not the sort of liking she’d take to Fizz, later on. She was the one who gave Gentle Travis his nickname, because of his dulcet voice and the care with which he spoke, which was not often. He and Dusty were the only ones in the Pit, but after a few days snipping away together at the kitchen table, it was clear they had not struck up a bond. Gentle Travis gave Dusty a wide berth, and I tried to do the same.

			Dusty was a talker, the kind who didn’t care if you were listening so long as his voice held you hostage. Every morning, he exited the school bus pawing his crotch, staring down whoever was in staring distance. He had rescued a banjo from the camp dump and hammered out the same riff again and again, as if to poke at you. He contained all the qualities I most detested in men. He knew he was a shithead, and this afforded him the freedom of shamelessness. He burped and spit and scratched himself as he saw fit. He exhibited no curiosity. Everything and everyone were just confirmations of preconceptions he had already fashioned to blunt ends, and he held forth on these notions in nonsensical, conspiracy-laden diatribes about human cloning, Monsanto, or the problem with California. “The problem with California,” he said, “is its cities don’t talk to each other. They’re like bastard stepkids, strange and estranged.”

			“Los Angeles,” he said, “is like a girl who lifts her skirt up, but she’ll never let you touch. L.A. ain’t never going to fuck you. And of course, San Francisco is Fallujah, more or less.

			“Wildfires,” he said, “ain’t as bad as the BLM tells you. There’s always been fires, ask any Indian, the government just up and makes rules like you can’t touch the sticks on the ground or you’re thieving from public property. Same with the water. Now, that there is a misconception. There’s so much water under these hills, they can’t even fathom what. Drought? What drought? It rains all winter, don’t it? Get a shovel. Dig to China. See how much water you hit, then tell me about a drought.”

			Dusty often found his way to wherever I was. He liked to prattle on at the door of the milking parlor while I bent under the cows. “You don’t have a boyfriend somewhere?” he would ask, though he knew as well as Gentle Travis did that Sapphire and I were together.

			“You’re not my type, Dusty.”

			“And why’s that? Because I smell like a man?”

			“These cows smell better than you.”

			“Ha. Ha. Ha. See? That’s why we get along so good. We both like saying things that are true.”

			

			+ + +

			We measured out the buds and portioned a pound apiece into turkey-roasting bags. Then, we gathered those bags into two airtight barrels, which we’d stow in a hidden place until the buds were ready to be transported. Pierre was in Costa Rica for a month, but he would send for us when he was back in San Francisco. Sapphire said the transport was the easiest part. It was good to hose down your truck beforehand, so the coating of hill dust didn’t give you away to the law, who liked to park on the pull-offs along Alderpoint Road and stare. Sapphire would buy a pack of cigarettes on her way out of town, though she rarely smoked. If she was stopped, she’d light one for its camouflaging smell, since her truck often whiffed of weed. She said it was easiest to travel unbothered as a woman her age. No one believed she had a reason to lie.

			Sometimes around the trimming table, when the mood was peaceful and Dusty was too hungover to interrupt, Sapphire told stories about the early days, when the farm was still a functional commune and she was a bouncing hippie baby. They’d load up the Blue Bird school bus with homegrown vegetables, raw milk, cheeses, eggs, woven baskets, handmade jewelry, braided lanyards, and weed. They made the rounds of farmers’ markets tented in the little highway towns between Garberville and Eureka. Whatever they failed to sell, they traded to other farms for vegetables and layer hens and tinctures and falsa blankets. Weed was reserved for regulars and fellow vendors who knew what to ask for. More than a few times, undercover cops tried to buy a loose joint, but Sapphire saw through them. They had the same haircut, and they walked unevenly, like their utility belts were still buckled at their waists and they didn’t know where else to put their hands.

			Some of her stories were less bucolic. There were handsy nudist uncles, and sniveling toddlers who got accidentally high, or lockjawed with tetanus, or seared by the hot wall of the furnace. Folks were in and out of jail, love, and money. Shitbirds motored overhead in endless perambulations, while the ATF raids, the face-offs igniting in Ruby Ridge or Waco, ensured everyone on Sourland lived each day on high alert.

			“They come for you while you dream,” she was told. “That way, there’s no fighting it.”

			Her adolescence belonged to C.A.M.P. For years, the Campaign Against Marijuana Planting steamrolled into town during harvest season to bust as many grows as they could, making a big show of piling the plants in front of the TV cameras and setting the pile on fire. KMUD, the local radio station, would broadcast the Feds’ whereabouts live as they combed the hill; that way people stood a chance if the law went roaring up their driveway to uproot their gardens. It was all a sideshow for those tuning in beyond Humboldt. Whatever the Feds busted was only a fraction of what was out there in the trees. Gone were the days of selling ditch weed at farmers’ markets and festivals in Golden Gate Park. Gone too were the idealistic denizens who had pieced Sourland together board by board. Paranoia, infighting, aging children, and the threat of encroaching Feds had sent the holdouts scattering back to the middle class. Before the last hippies jumped ship, they burned a few of Sourland’s buildings—a bunkhouse, a bandstand shell, the makings of a schoolhouse. Spared were the cottage, the parlor, a few leaning pet projects, the bus with its dead motor, and Sapphire’s family, who had nowhere else to go.

			I liked Sapphire’s stories. She had not fallen far from where the apple tree dropped her, and it showed, for better or worse. It was good to put names and characters to the generations of labor sunk into a place I also had a hand in shaping. Their signatures were everywhere. When something splintered or went slack, someone of the past fashioned a fast solution, and improvisation became the rule. My favorite of these was a jagged rock the size and shape of a football that someone had bound with wire and let dangle off the back of a gate. As the rock swayed, its mineral deposits struck the light, shimmering their fool’s gold. It was just a simple weight to keep a gate open between pastures. It had one singular duty. But if you saw such a thing in a white-walled gallery with a placard below it, you might call it art, though only a handful of people on the farm would ever see it, and even fewer than that would care. I asked Sapphire who had set the rock that way and she shrugged. It had been there long before her, and now she was the last of her kind. It was only later, when the newness and the danger wore off, after Sapphire and I stopped peacocking as our best selves, that I could discern the weight of all that history, its detritus heaped around her and hedging her in. It was not Sapphire holding on to the farm so much as the farm holding on to her.

			

			+ + +

			Then came the annual tradition of the Cow Parade.

			It was time to celebrate another year of survival. The harvest was over, the milking season complete, and winter was on the verge. Cow Parade was a farm tradition imported from Europe, but it was also one of Sapphire’s favorite customs, held over from those hippie years. Over in the Alps, ruddy farmers adorned their Swiss cows with flower headdresses, hung brass bells around their necks, and marched their herd down from the chewed-up mountain pastures, back into the village for a hay-fed winter. Townsfolk gathered round and cheered as a cowpoke poked his cows through the cobblestone streets. It was a shorter march on Sourland. There were rolling hills and peaks in Humboldt but no Matterhorn, no villagers. We placed flower crowns upon the cows’ heavy heads and paraded them down the long pasture lane. The whole ordeal spooked the hell out of the cows, even if they were the guests of honor, but the spectacle was mostly for Sapphire, who only relaxed when the milestone of the parade had been reached. After the cows marched, the crew and a few vetted guests would feast on barbecue, get blackout drunk, and race around in ATVs, climb trees, bob for apples, or otherwise compete for bragging rights that lasted until the next Cow Parade came. The morning after the debauchery, the crew would take off for their wintering plans, and the cows would coast on the grass that grew long in the clement winter. Sapphire would sleep for two days straight and wake up a new person.

			My first Cow Parade was a miniature affair. We had sold some of the cows or sent them to auction, but we still had a sweet few we gussied up. Sapphire acquired a pony keg of beer in Redway. Dusty wore lederhosen and kept admiring the way his new outfit emphasized his package. A handful of friendly growers Sapphire knew around the hill came out to cheer as the cows scrambled nervously along their designated lane, bells clanging, flowers going lopsided on their horns before being trounced to petals underfoot. We clinked plastic cups of champagne. We played horseshoes and ate, and then we got to drinking seriously around the fire.

			Gentle Travis had bought a good bottle of mezcal for the occasion, and we passed it among the four of us. Sapphire and Dusty took turns speechifying on the crop, its virtues, the near-misses along the way, while Gentle Travis unrolled a grape cigarillo, resprinkled its innards with weed reserved from the harvest, and rolled it back up. I remember puffing, licking my lips for the sweetness, the flavor of purple. The weed could’ve used more curing—its freshness was almost too wet, too green—but I would never develop a true connoisseur’s palate. I didn’t have the patience, or the interest. A smoke either did the job or it didn’t. I just wanted to know how strong it was.

			Every Cow Parade, Sapphire quizzed that season’s trimmers on heaven and hell. She thought you could tell a lot about a person by what they thought was waiting for them on the other side, above as well as below.

			To Sapphire, heaven was a cold river on a hot day. To Gentle Travis, it was as the Catholic Church said, a beatific vision, and he didn’t need to speculate more than that. To Dusty, heaven was a party that never ended. And to me, it was life as it had been since I’d come to Sourland, but I would never say this out loud.

			Hell was always more interesting to hear about. Hell was revealing. My version of eternal damnation was an opening night that never ended for a performance in which you knew none of the steps. Gentle Travis said hell was hell. Being sent there proved you’d always been a piece of shit, and now you had eternity to feel guilty about it. When it was her turn, Sapphire stared into the fire a moment. Hell, she said, was other people.

			“Horseshit,” Dusty said. “You’re just acting dramatic. Don’t you know that Willie Nelson song? Willie always says it best. The real hell is to be permanently lonely.”

			“In that case,” Sapphire said, “I’ve got bad news for you, Dusty.”

			“Well fuck you, too,” Dusty said and turned up his nose. “You stay in your hell, and I’ll stay in mine.” He reached for the bottle of mezcal, but Sapphire snatched it up and took a long swig. She wasn’t finished with him yet.

			“You ever stop and think about why you’ve never worked the same grow twice?” she asked. “Then again, I suppose thinking isn’t in your nature, so let me be the one to tell you. The only way someone would spend a day with you willingly was if they needed a hole dug and the one-armed guy in town was busy.”

			Gentle Travis and I glanced at each other over the fire and tried to hold in our laughter. There really was a one-armed guy in town.

			Dusty said nothing. I almost felt sorry for him. I assumed he was immune to taunts, but his face was pinched with shame. He went for a piss and never came back.

			It was an hour from dawn before we quit. Sapphire and I left Gentle Travis asleep in the grass where he was spooning Pistol the dog. We went for the milking parlor. Sapphire had forgotten to close up a few things after the parade, but we distracted ourselves in the small office attached to the parlor, where we kept the milk notes and supplies. She was sitting in a metal rolling chair and I was in her lap, holding the back of her head with both hands, the chair creaking left or right on the uneven concrete floor. We swung wildly left and laughed into each other’s mouths as her hand slipped inside the front band of my jeans. That was my favorite touch, giving and receiving, the very first hint of fingertips threading over the softest curls. My eyes drifted and in the slat window of the office door I saw Dusty’s face.

			One eye, one nostril, the corner of his mouth hung open. His forehead was smudged against the glass. I stared at him, and he did not look away, not even when I stilled Sapphire’s hands. I was drunk and high, and the chair and the room were spinning in opposite directions. I climbed off Sapphire. She asked what was wrong, but at the window there was no one.

			The next morning, the Windjammer was trashed. Dusty was gone.

			

			+ + +

			Winter was a bore, even if the view was obscene with moorland beauty. Heathered hills, tube-brush pines piercing silver skies, stacks of mountain silhouettes in descending relief like a pop-up book. At night, you could spy the glowing windows of hidden outposts in the hills, their chimney smoke unribboning from plots I didn’t know existed. There were others out there, biding time until spring. It was all good to look at, and there was a lot of time to look.

			We hiked around. Hugged the redwoods. We walked the banks of the Eel River and saw the brown trout fighting their way upstream to spawn, a pursuit that seemed as foolhardy as the harvest. It was the sort of primordial phenomenon I’d heard about but never thought I’d see for myself. I wondered what the compulsion to return felt like inside their cold-blooded bodies, if the urge subsided upon arrival or was replaced, perhaps, by a sense of relief.

			Throughout the winter, we collected the rainwater in cisterns to use later in the high season when we would need it, but the creeks rose and the Trinity River broke its banks more than once. Farther up the hill, an inch of thin snow fell by night and dematerialized by noon, but the clean glimpse of white that morning made it feel like Christmas, even though it was January, and Christmas had passed without me realizing; so had the start of the New Year. We fucked far less than we had in the spring, summer, and fall, and this scarcity put me on edge. I told myself it was natural. When you were in love and weren’t going anywhere, there was no sense rushing, or so I’d heard. Urgency had dispersed to low-grade throbs to be efficiently mollified, or else put aside for later. Sometimes I’d catch Sapphire looking at me with a grimness set about her mouth, like she was resigning herself to administrative tedium. Along with the livestock and the compost, I was another thing to nurture, and she’d only be able to relax when I’d been given my daily ration of conversation, attention, and touch.

			On one weekend of heavy rain, we took a trip up to Eureka.

			The coast had solidified into a steel wall. Clouds, whitecaps, brooding shorelines, none were distinguishable from the other, but we hadn’t come for the weather. I liked the name of the place more than anything. For two nights in a row, we haunted the same coastal bar not far from the boggy KOA campground where we parked the truck and slept in the camper shell. The bar stunk like mildew and tequila, but there was a large picture window that floated above the water. The breakers looked like they’d bust through the glass.

			We got quarters from the bartender and fooled around with the jukebox. We talked about who in the bar we’d deign to fuck, and why. Sapphire always tried to guess who I was drawn to but she never could, I had no type, it was all about a reaction that did or did not commence when I set eyes on someone. Sapphire was more predictable.

			A woman walked in. She was younger, feminine, slender in a lazy way that remained full-chested, big-assed. She was someone who knew how to dress her body like an elaborate gift to be unwrapped. As we watched her, I sensed Sapphire’s desire shift from hypothetical to practical.

			“Do you want to fuck her?” I whispered. I sipped my Jack and Coke innocently as Sapphire stared straight ahead at the gift-wrapped femme, deciding how best to return my volley.

			“Sure,” she said. Simple enough.

			“Then why don’t you?”

			She scoffed. “Who says she’d fuck me?”

			I sucked down the rest of my drink and chewed the ice with my molars. “She’d fuck you. I just want to see what you’d say to her first.”

			Sapphire eyed me. Maybe it was me she wanted to fuck, now that she had glimpsed what I would let her get away with. “Go on.” I shrugged. “Go talk to her.”

			That was something I liked about Sapphire. She always took a dare.

			At a high-top table across the bar, the two got to flirting. They spoke closely, occasionally casting nods in my direction. I lifted my glass as if to toast them, and the gift-wrapped girl smothered her smile with one hand. She had long, powder-blue nails. I didn’t know what she could do with those, but she held them out for Sapphire to admire. I ordered another drink as they eyed each other’s mouths, attuned their hips. The breakers at the window reared up in the dark and dissolved again in their loop. Maybe it would become the three of us in the truck bed. You couldn’t sit up straight, but there was room enough to roll around. I didn’t find the woman especially attractive, nothing lit up when I looked at her, but I liked how Sapphire’s cheeks were flushed, how I could sense her slithering efforts from across the room.

			Eventually it got late. The girl’s friends came and were getting antsy at the bar as their flirtation stalled. In no pain and in no hurry, Sapphire made her way back to me while the gift-wrapped girl sipped her drink through a tiny red straw, stabbing ruefully at hunks of ice.

			“Let’s get out of here,” Sapphire said.

			“Why? What did you say to her?”

			“I’m not going to fuck her. I’m going to fuck you. Get your ass outside and in the truck.”

			The girl, according to Sapphire, would probably go for another girl, but if she did, it wasn’t going to be tonight. What mattered to Sapphire was that I’d be watching.

			Instead of driving back to the KOA campground, we pulled into a motel near Arcata Bay. We fucked on one queen bed, then the other queen bed, then on the long faux-mahogany executive’s desk with the miniature coffee maker and the Mormon Bible. Watching Sapphire go after someone else had unlocked a deeper level of intimacy between us. It was a different sort of lather—exposure, muddled with jealousy—which felt truthful and lewd in its own way, the way fucking in the dirt could be. Courting others, one-night dalliances, short-term conquests, these gave us something to aim at, a new objective.

			“I was pretending she was you,” Sapphire whispered to me that night. I moaned in response, and maybe what she said was true, but later I’d remember it differently. More than dirty talk, or a salve for the discomfitures of our new game, it was as if she was trying to convince herself she needed nothing more, nobody else. That even when she wasn’t, she was always thinking of me.

			

			+ + +

			It was the dead of night, dead winter, and the dog was barking.

			I pulled a pillow over my head. I never slept deeply in those days. There was not enough to do during the day to tire me out properly, and my mind patrolled the edges of my sleep.

			Pistol barked some more, thorough yawps of alert.

			Sapphire sat up straight.

			“Do you hear that?”

			“The dog,” I said. “Shut him up.”

			“Not the dog,” she said.

			I heard it then. The low chug of an engine, gravel under tires.

			The doggie door in the kitchen flapped as Pistol took off into the night, his bark shrinking behind him. I braced myself for the sweep of headlights through the window, but whoever had piloted the driveway without setting off the alarms also had the sense to kill their headlights.

			The barking stopped.

			“Get the bat,” Sapphire said.

			She was on her feet, halfway to the closet where she kept a shotgun buried under some quilts on a high shelf. I felt around under the bed for the softball bat and tried to hold it like I knew how to swing. The bat had dents I had never asked about.

			“What do we do?” I whispered. “Do we hide?”

			“No,” Sapphire said. “We don’t hide.”

			She was dressed in a calf-length tartan nightgown I always teased her about. She was barefoot, curls unhinged, holding the shotgun down and against her shoulder like she was ready to say pull. The bat in my hand felt too light to do damage, but it also felt too real. Unlike a gun and its bullet, there would be no mediating force at work. Just a blow to the skull, that was the proposition of a bat stashed under the bed. Did I trust myself to use it when it mattered? Until that night, the worst thing that had ever happened to me was my walk of shame offstage.

			“How come you get the gun, and I get the bat?” I asked.

			“Shut up,” Sapphire said and was on the move, into the front hall. I heard her shouting at someone to get the fuck out, and then the front door was kicked in.

			I was still in the bedroom. The bed was probably still warm. It was only the anticipation of future shame that made me go into the front hall after her, my bat held high.

			I stopped short before two drawn guns. Two men.

			“Go on and lay that down,” Dusty told Sapphire, nodding at her shotgun.

			Sapphire didn’t move.

			“Okay then,” he said, and trained his gun on me.

			The man next to Dusty was small, wiry with underfed muscle. I thought one of his eyebrows had been shaved away, but the hair was there, a colorless white, some kind of benign defect. His gun was pointed at Sapphire, but the weight of it seemed to be wearing on him. His aim bobbed as he remembered what he was holding and why.

			“Show us to the drums,” the man lisped.

			They had come for the rest of our crop, and whatever cash we had stowed away. I found I didn’t much care about our stockpile of weed, or money, or pride. I wanted these men to go away, and whichever route accomplished this quickest was the route I favored.

			I waited for Sapphire to put down her shotgun.

			“You’re not shooting anybody tonight,” she said.

			“How’s that?” said Dusty.

			“There’s a lot of land out there,” Sapphire said. “You won’t find what you’re looking for without me.”

			“Can’t you do math? I only need one of you.”

			I was still holding the baseball bat. “Let’s just take it easy,” I said. “Let’s calm down.”

			As a gesture, I dropped the bat onto the floor between us. As soon as it clanked on the hardwood, I understood the bat had only meant something to me.

			“Look at her,” Sapphire said. “She doesn’t know a thing.”

			“Lies and bullshit,” Dusty said. “Now, you got until the count of three to take us where we want to go. One—”

			Sapphire fired first. There were the sounds of wood splintering, glass bursting. The picture window of the front door had been blown through by her shot. The man with one eyebrow groaned and crumpled into the corner.

			There was a high-pitched keen swaying between my temples. I held my head and listened, as if from underwater, as Dusty shouted at the man to get off his ass, go, get her.

			I looked to Sapphire for orders, assurance, but she was no longer beside me. She had fired the shotgun to buy herself an out, and out the back door she’d gone.

			

			+ + +

			I was in a bathrobe. I wore no shoes. My bare feet stung with cold and from the bits of glass I’d stepped through in the foyer. The stray debris of rusty nails and twisted plastic poked up between my toes out in the camp dump, where Sapphire and I had buried the drums.

			I had led my captors right to the spot. Now the digging was taking too long, but that was the nature of digging. Dusty had his shovel wedged between a tire and a bag of Quikrete that had hardened into place. He grunted with effort, while the man with one eyebrow mewled from the passenger seat of a truck, the headlights pointed at the spot we were exhuming. The man went by Timbo, and Timbo could not stop crying.

			“This would go a hell of a lot faster if it was three digging instead of two,” Dusty called back to him.

			“I am bleeding,” Timbo said. He swigged passionately from a fifth of vodka. Getting plastered waylaid his pain, but the drinking did not help the crying. He hiccupped and said he could feel the life draining out of him. Dusty shook his head and kept digging.

			“Don’t listen to him,” he said to me loudly, as if Timbo was a third wheel he was undercutting. “It’s just a bleeder. Doesn’t mean it’s deep. Keep digging.”

			“You’re lucky you wasn’t standing where I was,” Timbo shouted back.

			“Smart is what you call lucky.”

			The chaos of the camp dump was a good place to camouflage the valuable among the forgotten. At the start of that winter, Sapphire had taken the backhoe and cleared one of the slopes of junk, clawing away a moldy love seat and a half-burnt chicken coop. Inside the hole she made, she nestled two drums of our harvested flower. She replaced the mound of rubbish, tossed a few old tires on top for good measure, then hid away the key to the backhoe.

			It had taken little prompting for me to divulge the whereabouts of the drums. Dusty had pressed the barrel of his rifle into my ribs and the words left me automatically. It was more spite than strategy that made me withhold the whereabouts of the buried cash. To lose the drums full of weed would be a loss, but cash was harder to come by. I pretended not to know where Sapphire had socked away the money, and I must’ve seemed pathetic enough to be believed. I was, after all, just the boss’s girlfriend. Still ringing in my ears was the blast of the shotgun and the pulverizing, fleshy thwack of Timbo catching stray buckshot in his side, but Sapphire’s words had not left me either. Look at her, she had said, but I did know a thing or two.

			My hope was that feeding Dusty the location of the drums would be enough to make his risk feel worthwhile, and that it might buy some time for my rescue, whatever or whoever that looked like. I knew the money was hidden deeper inside Sourland, in the pasture we called Narnia, with its shaggy overgrown Christmas trees and coyote dens. Even as I held the secret, I knew that if the right pressure was applied, I’d give it up. I did not know Dusty’s limits, but I knew mine. Dusty had always been wary of Sapphire, but not so wary that he wasn’t willing to rip her off. Maybe he thought she would be easier to steal from, but a woman could pull a trigger same as any man. You didn’t have to be special to be willing to fire.

			As Dusty and I continued to dig, I considered the shovel in my hands. One well-timed swing could knock him sideways and I might make it inside the tree line. Even if Timbo got a shot off, he was in no state to run me down. I would stay off the driveway and the obvious roads. I would follow the creek. Find help. Gentle Travis was supposed to be in Garberville. We muscled the moldy love seat out of the way and kept going. Night crawlers scattered as our shovels struck. The red eyes of rats watched us work, their radio frequency squeaks signaling their disturbance. I had lost all sense of time. There was only a heap of dirt growing steadily, and somewhere underneath us were the drums. Sapphire had found a buyer near Crescent City. It had been our plan to travel up there in the next few weeks, and after that, we planned to keep going. Sapphire had never been outside California. She wanted to see Oregon, where the Columbia River butted heads with the Pacific. She wanted to see the mongers chuck fish at Pike Place Market in Seattle; she didn’t care if it was overrated. She wanted to touch the bubblegum wall.

			Dusty raised his hand and I stopped digging.

			“Quiet,” he said. He pointed his flashlight into the trees and listened.

			“What is it?” Timbo shouted. “Who’s there?”

			The dark of the woods went deep, but the lowest branches were spare and skeletal where the sun could not reach them. If Sapphire was there, she did not let herself be seen.

			Dusty shook his head and started digging again. “I am not seeing things, and I will not be had,” he said. Sweat steamed from his head in a vaporous aura. He did not look at me or pause his digging, but he spoke in a low voice that only the two of us could hear.

			“You don’t have to worry about Timbo,” he whispered. “I won’t let him bother you.”

			“You don’t have to do this,” I said. “Your friend needs help.”

			“Help yourself,” Dusty said. “You don’t want to be a brave girl. You want to be a smart girl. Be a smart girl tonight, won’t you, Frankie? Do that for me.”

			As I dug beside him, I tried to signal a kind of openness through my silence, like I understood him, and that I too would do what he was doing, if only I were in his shoes. I thought of the gape in the front door where Sapphire’s shot had blown through it. She had disappeared herself in a puff of smoke, remote from trouble. I was alone, and who was I? Not a ripper, or a hill veteran, not some hard-ass capable of exacting pain. I was a ballerina who had learned to garden. As soon as I struck the first drum, I told myself I would be free. Though no one had given me this assurance, it kept me going. One stab into the soil after another, until the lip of my shovel bounced off the hard shell of a plastic drum.

			Dusty whooped. He drove his shovel harder, working at the edges of the drum. Timbo had unfolded himself from the truck. As he crossed the headlights, I saw the black patches of blood over his clothes and the wounded hinge with which he walked. I thrust my shovel half-heartedly at the ground and behaved as if I was too weak to go on. Now that their treasure was at hand, the two men started to bicker about what came next, what was in store for their cuts, and what they would do with me, but I already knew what I would do. I tested the heft of the shovel in my blistered hands. I counted off in my head, gathering my courage and priming myself to swing. First came the butt-end of Timbo’s gun, then the black.

			

			+ + +

			For a while, I was nowhere.

			It was if I’d been squeezed through a funnel and was stuck in the chute. My hair and face were gluey with drying blood. I blinked. I blinked again to clear the darkness, but as lucidity made landfall in my head, I understood my eyes were not the problem.

			I was pressed in from all angles. Contained.

			I shifted until blood flow needled back into my hands and feet. My grunts of effort were blunt, hot aired. There was the chemical reek of plastic off-gassing, the distant void of burial.

			I was inside a drum.

			Was I already in the ground?

			Rasps of cool air mingled with the humidity of my breath. There were cracks above me, in the lid of the drum. I squirmed until I could squint a sticky eye against one of the slits. Outside was the barely leavening light of the real world, not the world underground.

			If it was you in the drum, perhaps your thoughts would narrow to the scale of your confinement, or else to the yes/no proposition of survival. This was not the case for me. There came an immense simultaneity of awareness, of every point at which my body touched the rounded plastic walls, but also of every being and possibility beyond my confinement, a world oblivious to my condition. I saw the cows curled in the downy winter grass, their breath becoming the fog. I saw the weathered cottage, its warped cedar shingles and the blinking clock on the microwave that never told the right time. Wherever Sapphire was, I saw her, too. Gun over her shoulder, the stars aligning for her to be my deliverance, though there was no hint she would come. There was only the evidence of her departure. The evidence was me in the drum, fetal and jarred like a specimen preserved. I was one possible outcome; she was another.

			I heard murmurs. The purr of an engine. Gravel under boots. The drum and me were kicked flat onto our sides and rolled away in hard, rock-tumbling revolutions.

			With every rotation, my skull thunked against the walls. I was half-a-mind beyond consciousness already, slipping into the realm of the drum, which was not like death, not hell, not a coma, but an interminable holding place, a where without a there.

			The drum tipped upright again, and I sloshed into dizziness, nausea, and then, cool air.

			“Told you she’s fine,” said Timbo.

			I opened my eyes. Dusty and Timbo were looking down at me, at the pitiful creature they had trapped. Dusty frowned. “Poor thing is downright terrified. I told you this was over the top.”

			“She was ready to whack you in the head with a shovel. That’s over the top.”

			“Let me out,” I said.

			“Oh boy,” said Timbo. “Here we go.”

			I tried to stand but Dusty put a firm hand on my shoulder and shunted me back into the bottom of the drum. He shook his head, disappointed by my insolence. The whole season, Dusty had wanted something from me I wouldn’t give, if not sex, then affection, if not affection, then attention, and if not attention, then tolerance, and tolerance was a kind of respect. I had never respected him. None of us had, not really. I remembered his face at the window in the parlor, watching Sapphire and me after the Cow Parade, the ghost of his breath and his single wide eye.

			“Put the lid on her and let’s go,” Timbo said. “We got enough.”

			“Enough for who? We still got to do the other one,” Dusty said.

			“What for? Why?”

			“You let yourself get wrung out by an old lady, that’s why. Now she’s out here running around like a madwoman, ready to plug the both of us.”

			“Both these bitches are more trouble than they’re worth.” The longer it took to tie up their loose ends, the longer Timbo would go on bleeding. He waved a flippant hand in my direction. “If it was me, I’d leave her in the ground,” he said, and hobbled out of view.

			Dusty held the lid above me, but he did not yet force it down. I saw a perverse greed in his eyes. He leaned closer and his voice filled the drum.

			“I’ll come back for you,” he said. “I’ll bring you something to drink.”

			“Thank you, Dusty,” I whispered. “You’re not going to leave me here, are you? We’re going to get out of here. Right? Dusty?” The more I said his name, the more he might believe my opinion of him had shifted. I knew there was a kind of man who relished being needed. The kind of man who liked playing healer, savior, mender with a wrench. It confirmed what he wished to project. He didn’t have to go looking for a purpose, because the purpose was him—a purpose waiting to attach itself to a problem, and that problem was me.

			“Don’t you worry. I’m going to get us what we need,” he said, and the world went dark again.

			

			+ + +

			Time passed. Drum time. Not minutes or hours, but ticks of moon over sun, epochs the breadth of a second. After the truck rumbled off, there was quiet. The quiet was a syncopated, airless thump from underground, but it was just the blood in my ears, the reverb of the drum.

			I had stopped believing this was part of a grander plan. Sapphire would not march out of the trees and level the comers. There would be no praise for my bravery, no bringing me home. There was no plan but the one I’d make, and it had always been true. It would always be true.

			I ran my fingers over the plastic walls, searching for weak spots. If I got the drum on its side, I could angle my body so that my feet were in striking distance of the lid. I shifted and heard the clatter of something hard and tiny fall into the bottom of the drum with me. Loosed from the pocket of my robe, leftover from some night more innocent than this one, was a baby Bic lighter.

			I flicked the lighter and the world turned orange. The limits of my container felt even closer than before. When the heat of the flint wheel singed my thumb, the light went out again.

			I tried not to panic. I felt around for the seam where the wall of the drum met the lid. I flicked the lighter again and held the flame to the plastic until it began to soften. An acrid, fuming borehole appeared like a fingerprint in wax. I tried to pry a finger into the little dome of melt as the churn of burnt plastic filled the drum. I coughed, my eyes watering, but I pressed at the soft spot and rammed at the walls with what strength I had left, praying I would tip over, that I could burn my way out of trouble. With one final heave, the drum and I thudded hard onto our sides. I kicked and kicked until the deformed lid gave way. The fumes decanted and I crawled into the dawn.

			Outside, the sky was the color of empty television screens. It was still dark yet, but morning was on its way. I was still at the junkpile, though there was no sign of Dusty or Timbo, or Sapphire for that matter. Knots of baling twine tufted throughout the junkpile like bolting cabbage heads. Glowing rats’ eyes peepholed among the detritus, and it was their awareness of my awareness that returned me to myself.

			I didn’t know when Dusty would come back for me. I could flee up the driveway, to the cottage where Sapphire’s truck might be. Or else I could take to the woods, find my way off the farm toward someone, anyone. Before I could decide, there came the whine of worn bearings through the trees, an old truck on the move. I crouched behind the rotted hull of a rowboat and tried to come up with a plan.

			The truck pulled up, and Dusty got out from the driver’s seat. He made a limping beeline toward the drum I had vacated. He moved with a new haggardness, and in the scant light I saw blood on his hands. Dusty swore and wheeled around to the woods, shouted my name like I was a lost dog, dumb enough to wander and loyal enough to come back.

			I ducked lower behind the rowboat. I heard a hollow punt as Dusty kicked the empty drum, and then he went quiet. All around me was splintered pallet wood, rusty metal, broken glass, spent feedbags, chicken wire. To move in any direction was to give myself away.

			“I can hear you breathe,” he said.

			He called my name, his voice edging closer as he began to circle the junkpile. “That’s a great name, and you know it. How about this—I’ll take you as far as the border, and then you can decide how you want it to be between us. How’s that? I’m dreaming of black sand beaches. Bikinis and tiki drinks. Mex-i-co. Pretty as a picture.”

			I huddled between the rowboat and a precarious heap of propane tanks. The dawn was gathering its luster; any shield of darkness was draining away. Dusty rounded a run-aground wheelbarrow and stopped.

			There were only a few yards between us. I was certain he’d spotted me, fetal and pathetic among the ruins, but then he turned to face the woods. “I know you’re out there,” he shouted.

			I felt around for an object with weight to it, something I could wield. My fingers came upon a round hunk of metal. The proposition of blunt force no longer disturbed me, and it had taken only hours for this change of heart to occur. I was primed to bite, claw, hammer, or shoot. Put a bat in my hands and I’d swing.

			I leapt to my feet and went tearing toward Dusty. I swung at him with the hunk of metal, and just before its crimped ridges cracked against his skull, he fixed me with a look of utter surprise. Dusty staggered backward. He touched the wound, his eyes crossing as he beheld the blood on his fingertips. In my hand was the resonator of a banjo. It had no neck, its thin-skinned face was torn open, but the rim and the heel and crimped metal brackets of the resonator were intact, the chrome shining with blood.

			Dusty swayed on his feet. His eyes opened and shut deliberately, testing the levers in his head. His fingers twitched toward the resonator as I held it, as if he wanted a turn playing. I swung at him again, but this time Dusty caught my arm. We went staggering backward over the bramble and loose bricks of the junkpile until he was on top of me, his weight pinning me to the ground. He hit me hard across the face. Blood from his wound dripped onto my cheeks, mingled with the blood gushing from my broken nose.

			“Quit,” he said through his teeth. “Why won’t you quit?”

			He hands wrapped around my neck. Even as his thumbs pressed into my windpipe, he seemed to regret it. What a waste, his eyes said. We could’ve hightailed it to Mexico. Sipped coconuts and touched toes in the sand. He squeezed harder, trying to concentrate. I felt around for a loose brick, the resonator, anything. Sapphire would be so disappointed. That was the last and only thought, the notion arcing across my brain like a comet, going, gone.

			

			+ + +

			I knew about black sand beaches.

			I didn’t know if Mexico had any, but it seemed possible. I could hear the vacuum crash of waves on a loop, and so many birds, rabid parakeets trying to outdo one another as they swarmed tree to tree in a flurry of reconstituted feathers. I couldn’t see the trees, or the parakeets swarming, or the waves looping. I saw nothing, but at least the confinement of the drum was gone, and in its place, the balm of black sand, a convection of heat compounding through the skin. It felt good. Not like cooking, but defrosting. Someone told me to open my eyes, but I wasn’t ready to do that yet. I wanted to stay on the black sand beach, I wanted all sound to be the sound privileged by a seashell, which was the sound of your brain, they said, of your own blood. It was good to stay. I had never gone on vacation. There was a field trip to Santa Barbara to see one of the Spanish missions. California kept their missions pristine, with stucco so white it was blinding.

			“Open your eyes.”

			My eyes were open.

			Sometimes you wake up in the middle of someone else’s scene. Everyone’s done the living and destroying and it’s your job as latecomer to reverse engineer the order of events.

			I was in a moving vehicle. We were speeding fast and disorderly.

			So, we were not at the beginning. Not on that first drive to Sourland, when Sapphire and I were still working out the shape of each other’s names.

			Sunlight pooled in the cracks of the windshield. I unglued my bloody head from where it rested. So, there was sun. So, there were cracks in the windshield. One of impact, then the arterial webs in the glass. So, there was blood.

			I reached out and gripped a shoulder, the one tugging the steering wheel left and right.

			The shoulder shrugged me off impatiently. No matter. I was ready to start wrestling again. Round two or three, whatever round it was. Even if that meant wrestling the wheel and taking us both down, I would. Still, there were parakeets, waves vacuuming up the parakeets. The parakeets were the timing belt on the truck. The truck had seen better days. I detected the familiar bouquet of cow minerals, shit, and cigarettes. It was not Dusty in the driver’s seat cruising us to the border. I reentered my head, and Sapphire was at the wheel.

			Under the dirt, the sweat, and the tatters of her tartan nightgown, she looked all right. She looked better than me.

			The rear slider window was open. Someone groaned from the truck bed. A body was skidding back and forth with the veer of the truck, along with a shovel, a gas can, a cantilever Best Made toolbox wide open and thrashing loose nuts and bolts. It was Gentle Travis, walloping into the sides of the bed and cursing as a hailstorm of tools tumbled with him. He was balled up, arms helmeting his head. Blood coursed over his bushy eyebrows and his Roman nose, sponging into his beard. Three shots in a row hit the tailgate.

			“We need to get off the road,” Sapphire said.

			A truck was thundering after us. Its nose cleared the bend just as we cornered it. Every time we hit a straightaway, bullets flew. Sapphire gunned around another steep curve, the arch of the road our saving grace. I didn’t know where we were on the hill, before or after the gate to Sourland. A cavaliering wave of adrenaline climbed in my throat. There was more in the reserves, I just needed to tap into them. Sapphire told me to hang on.

			Washouts and potholes ate at the wheels as we climbed, the odometer breaching eighty on an uphill curve that put distance between us and the truck. Ahead, a narrow shoulder came into view. Sapphire hit the brakes and wrenched the wheel until we were pointed back downhill, the way we’d come. That was the direction Sapphire blasted toward, full throttle, and it was the pinch of time we needed.

			On the first bend, I laid eyes on Dusty in the driver’s seat of his truck, his face incredulous as we tore past him in the opposite lane. There was the break in the trees Sapphire was looking for. An abandoned driveway overrun with shrub. She reversed decisively into the slot and listened, dialed into the vibration of the road. When Dusty raced past us, Sapphire shot out of the driveway after him. Now she was the one on his tail.

			The stolen drums were ratchet-strapped into his truck’s bed, and I knew Dusty couldn’t get a clear view of us as Sapphire weaved behind him. She called back through the slider window to Gentle Travis and told him to hold on. With two hands on the wheel, she revved into Dusty’s bumper with a determined knock and sent him fishtailing. He veered onto the edge of the road, his wheels skipping over dirt and loose rock as his truck tipped into the woods, heading downhill, taillights disappearing like a ship gone under.

			

			+ + +

			We stood shoulder to shoulder, the three of us, and gazed down into the smoking wreckage.

			Dusty’s truck had crashed downhill some forty yards, into a ditch of rotted tree trunks. The truck was hobbled to half its size, crushed like a soda can. Black smoke chugged from the hood and underbelly. There was the scent of fire but there were no flames yet.

			I could see at least one of the drums was still ratchet-strapped into the back of the truck. The other drum could be nearby, or it might’ve kept rolling, arriving like a stray cannonball into someone’s backyard farther down the hill. The law could arrive any minute, but it was still dawn, hill traffic was nil, and the private ranch roads made moats around the off-grid farms to which they led. After everything, it seemed wrong that deputies should be the ones to seize our spoils. Gentle Travis wanted to leave the drums behind, but what do you expect from someone with a name like that? As for me, my reserves were churning. A world of adrenaline lived down deep, ready to be fracked and slurped to the surface. I agreed with Sapphire. It was worth the risk.

			“Travis and I will go down,” she decided.

			“I’m coming, too,” I said.

			“Frankie, look at your feet.”

			I was the only one without shoes. I marched past her and picked my way downhill with gumption until I was the first to the truck where it had wedged itself against a stand of pines. Below, the hill rambled down to the Eel River. Maybe the other drum was there. Trawl the river near Alderpoint, and who knows what the current would not carry away.

			Dusty was inert in the cab of his truck. He was out cold, maybe dead. I could not recall the particulars of wrestling with him, only the insistence of his hands around my neck, and that thunderstruck expression on his face when I’d first hit him, his eyes going mild like he was halfway to Mexico already. I felt sorry for him suddenly, slumped there with his cheek against the dash. He had gotten more than he bargained for, but I was glad it wasn’t me.

			We rolled the drum off the bed and let it bounce onto ferns full-bodied with winter rain. Even getting one drum back uphill was a logistical challenge we had not parsed before our descent, but I felt like I could lift the whole truck if I wanted, unaccordion its body. In a trio of six arms and six legs, we forced the stash uphill, one shove after another, until we arrived back on the high road and caught our breath. I was concussed, pissed off, and terrified. I was also standing on the right side of things, alive and in possession of what had been stolen, but even now a part of me is still inside the drum. When Sapphire and I wrote down our wills, I thought it was a romantic gesture, but I had been naïve. You wrote a will because the specter of death was near enough to make you wonder, and there was a reason Sapphire was always updating her paperwork, as I’d one day come to learn.

			“Let’s get out of here,” Gentle Travis said after our moment of silence began to drag.

			We piled into the truck, three across the front cab, but Sapphire did not close the driver’s door after her. She took a steadying breath and lifted her shotgun off the dash.

			“Stash the drum on the farm,” she told Gentle Travis. “Make things look presentable. I’ll come after.”

			I looked between them. “Come after?”

			“If I’m not back in a few hours, take my truck down to the swimming spot and wait. Frankie will show you where.”

			Gentle Travis had a gift for taking orders without asking questions. He shifted into the driver’s seat as Sapphire vacated it. Then she came around to the passenger window and locked onto me confidently, as if she’d snuck a look at the future and had seen how it all worked out. I had never known her less or loved her more.

			“I’ll be back,” she promised. “Okay? I won’t be far.”

			She retrieved a gas can from the bed of the truck and set off back down the hill, accelerant in one hand, shotgun in the other.

			

			+ + +

			I know that smell anywhere. Combustion, dirty fire, smoke so thorough it is the color of ash before the ash can settle. I didn’t have to see it to know what it was. Dusty was gone. The evidence he had been there at all was in flames.

			Back at the cottage, Gentle Travis and I were still waiting on Sapphire. I’d brought him a change of clothes but they were in an untouched pile when I returned to the porch with two cups of coffee. I did not like seeing him hurt, gentle as he was. Over an orchard heater in Visalia, his path had crossed with ours as arbitrarily as mine had with Sapphire’s. Not for the first time, or the last, Sapphire had pulled back the curtain on the obvious world and waved someone through. But this time, I had been there, and that made me just as responsible.

			We waited an hour, until the hour became two. How many nights had gone this way for Sapphire? It must have been grueling to submit your life to such a state of readiness, that someone might steal your life whenever the moon was right for it. To live like that, you had to keep your finger on the trigger all the time.

			My scars had not even set, and I was already beaten down from my first near-miss. It could’ve been a good finale, if that was what I wanted it to be. One year as an outlaw, like an immersive study abroad program, or a recurring dream. I wondered if Gentle Travis felt this way, but he was not looking inward, replaying the rite of passage we had barely survived. He was staring at me. Nestled inside his urge to protect, to fold me under his arm and nuzzle away the circling buzzards of hurt and worry, was a deeper worry he dared not speak aloud. Did I know what I was getting into? Sealed inside my drum, I had asked myself the same question.

			We were debating whether or not to head down to the river as instructed when Sapphire appeared over the back pastures. Pistol the dog was with her. It was as if she were coming in late from her chores, another scenic morning.

			She lumbered up the porch steps, the shotgun at her side a spent gesture. She moved in no hurry, no longer on the wrong end of a chase, and this told us the present had been mended, restored by her tool, her weapon. I opened my mouth to ask a million questions, but she waved a hand in my direction that meant later. Gentle Travis and I said nothing, to her or to each other. Sapphire opened up the broken front door and closed it behind her, its glass heart blown through.

			

			+ + +

			A day passed and then the law arrived at the gate.

			A pair of uniformed deputies, thick-chested from the bulletproof vests under their shirts, had come for a friendly chat. They raised their eyebrows at the bruises we had. The cut on my hairline from Timbo’s rifle had left a greenish pucker that would scar white in the sunburn of a coming season, but saying nothing to the deputies was straightforward. You gave them the void, that was all.

			For years after, even now, that night returns to me in smells and textures, in the slant flashes of what might be memory. Dusty’s weight as we wrestled, the buttons on his shirt nipping into my skin. His wound leaking over me as we both headed toward that other place beyond the mind. It was only a matter of who stayed put the longest. Mex-i-co. I mouthed the word to myself sometimes. It became a place that had nothing to do with the real thing, but I was sure it was a destination waiting for me. Dusty was already there.

			I did not ask Sapphire what she had done to the crumpled truck, or where she buried Timbo, whose body we found face down, not far off the driveway. I understood what had been done, and it was best not to make her say it out loud.

			Still, there was one thing I did want to know. After she fired her shotgun in the foyer and commenced her elaborate plan of retreat, recovery, rescue—while I was digging yards deep into the earth, entering the underworld of the drum—where had she gone?

			She kept useful stashes all over the farm and in the woods, a habit ingrained in her as an outlaw child. Ammo, an old revolver, a machete, a flare gun, lanterns, batteries, money, keys, records, photos, signal mirrors, hatchets. She socked away these little deliverances all over, in the least places, behind the good plates in the kitchen or in the hollow of a well-loved tree, just in case the moment came when she needed to reach out and be ready.

			From a dead stump on a back pasture she had grabbed a box of ammo, a flashlight. She crept through the woods she knew well, waiting on the lone side of Narnia, laid flat on a bed of needles. She figured I would tell them everything, and she knew they would come for the money first. She dialed Gentle Travis, told him where to meet her. By the time she realized she’d been wrong, I was already out cold, propped up in the passenger seat of Dusty’s truck like I was waiting for the light to change. They found Dusty staggering around the junkpile, trying to collect himself from semiconsciousness. Scratches striped the flesh of his face, his nose was muddled to meat. “You did good,” Sapphire told me. “You fought like hell.”

			They hauled me into Sapphire’s truck and clicked my seatbelt into place. When Dusty pulled a pistol, Gentle Travis leapt into the bed for cover, while Sapphire took to the driver’s seat, wheels spinning toward our getaway. The rest you already know. Somewhere off Alderpoint Road, I woke up believing I was on a black sand beach, that violence was a peculiar visitation from a life not my own. Real life was the one on the beach, where sun and birdsong flowed around me unfettered, and I lived in a loop of docile waves, not a care in the world.

			What was stopping me from going there? A plane ticket to Mexico, that’s all it would cost. That, and the will to make it so. Even if I had never wanted such a life, I wondered then and for years after: Why couldn’t I belong there?

		

	
		
			Fizz

			Before Sourland, before Sapphire’s disappearance and Frankie’s return, Fizz was just a college kid looking for piss.

			It was 2005 and he had left Garberville for Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, on a baseball scholarship. With clean piss, he would be able to bypass the monthly drug screenings required of student athletes. He knew people back in Humboldt who had perfected the piss belt technique. It meant the special order of a clear, lightweight strap-and-funnel system secured between the upper leg and pelvis, which cost $195, plus an international shipping fee. There was an add-on option to buy synthetic clean piss, but Fizz couldn’t be sure of its efficacy. What was in synthetic piss? Even a lowly lab tech could probably spot the difference between the real thing and cyborg urine. If you wanted clean piss that was actual human piss, it was your responsibility to find it. Once you did, you pre-filled the small, membrane-thin piss-bag that was attached to the belt. Nestled into the inner thigh, the piss stayed warm until you were ready to agitate the bag, gently, into a stream, aiming for the paper cup an assistant coach handed off to every ballplayer on the first Tuesday of every month.

			None of Fizz’s teammates bothered with these contraptions, which should’ve been a sign to him that he wouldn’t last. The others took themselves seriously as ballplayers, like they were in a branch of the military. They contented themselves blacking out can-by-can on Keystone Light, which was fine, but not exactly functional. Fizz had an irrational fear of vomit and avoided carbonation. He disliked the feeling of air or liquid bubbling up inside him, like a confession that could not be suppressed, and that was how he’d come by his nickname: Fizz. This left hard liquor and weed as his mind-benders of choice. He rolled perfect cones on demand. He hardly had to glance at the paper between his fingers while he did it. Like throwing a splitter, it was an action best done by feel.

			Though Fizz’s scholarship covered tuition, he was still broke. He couldn’t understand the never-ending supply of money so many of his teammates had, like a low-grade infusion always on the drip. They ate and drank and drove and did no math, while Fizz got a job in town at a car-detailing service. This helped finance the piss bag. For cash under the table, he squeegeed illegal window tints onto blacked-out Nissan Altimas, vacuuming up the hours that were supposed to be the best of his life.

			It was also how he met JJ.

			JJ was a few years older, a townie who reminded Fizz of people back home. To them, getting stoned was not a giddy clandestine event, but a prosthesis to everyday life. While they worked, they traded stories about growing up in their respective backwoods. Their irreverence made them kindred. JJ’s stories were animated by shoddy potato cannons, blown-off digits, and bowhunting gone wrong, but Fizz’s stories were even more terminal. Tragedy seemed to befall every third person in Garberville, smiting someone’s brother, ex-girlfriend, dentist. There were house fires, explosions involving propane tanks, reckless speeds dead-ending on the Avenue of the Giants, where the giants always won. People were hauled off to jail, or made to disappear, or otherwise subsisted on a never-ending tour of the bum towns of NorCal. Here today, gone tomorrow, never getting ahead.

			JJ’s favorite stories were the ones Fizz told of secret gardens. Massive grows feathered inside public land, a thousand or ten thousand plants deep, patrolled by cartels strapped with double Uzis. Fizz tried to tell him that most grows back home were smaller, tilled by hippies, burnouts, or run-of-the-mill assholes, not the imported Rambo-types with bazookas that JJ idolized. But if Fizz hammed it up a little, so what? He thought, wrongly, that JJ understood these were stories, just like the stories told by other college kids who got high and waxed poetic about the myths rampant in their own hometowns. As if no one had heard such legends before, as if their curses were one of a kind.

			

			+ + +

			One Saturday morning, squeegeeing side by side, JJ floated his big idea.

			He had heard that Nelson, British Columbia, was flush with weed. The picturesque town was just a few hours over the Canadian border, and weed was easy to sniff out and buy on the cheap. They could make the trip in half a day, go in on a pound together, and sell it at a premium to the local college kids in Coeur d’Alene.

			Fizz was impressed. He had not suspected that JJ, a rube of a different and lower order here in Idaho, was capable of concocting such a scheme, however obvious the scheme was. Buy low, sell high, and axe the middleman. He could appreciate its simple genius, and he was tired of smoking ditch weed bought from yokels who had no nose for what they sold, and no sense of how to spend their money well.

			They took a test-drive north to see how the border crossing felt. When they were waved over without fanfare, they did it again, this time with two pounds of B.C. Bud stashed in the false bottom of a toolbox. Later, Fizz would understand how idiotic this hiding spot was, but the first time and the dozen times after, it tripped no wires. Agents asked their questions, stomped their boots on the frozen asphalt between nations, and waved the boys home. It struck Fizz how long and unmanned the Canadian border was, how porous the woods between here and there. No walls. Not a spit of fence to speak of. He understood how easy it was to get lost and stay that way, how the wilderness could be a shield. Why funnel yourself through an official checkpoint when the terrain was wide open?

			

			+ + +

			In the warmer months, they took ATVs. In the winter, they took snowmobiles. They always traveled by dark.

			It was a nine-mile haul from their start point in British Columbia to the pickup location stateside, along Boundary Creek in far north Idaho. To their machines, they strapped hockey bags filled with fifty pounds of weed apiece.

			Fizz had heard about hollowed-out logs stuffed with weed and floated downriver with a tracker. Coasters in Washington used boats to tow loads underwater from Victoria into the states. If a patrol boat spotted them, the smugglers cut the line and the stash would drift to the ocean floor. But if border patrol were ever to catch Fizz or JJ cruising from Canada into Idaho with a hundred pounds of premium B.C. Bud belted to their snowmobiles, there was no line to cut, and nowhere to bail. If you bailed, you bailed into an ocean of snow, and you’d be easy to find, clad in black and marooned in white. Bad weather, though, was good for transit. That was another lesson Fizz’s father had taught him. Troopers didn’t like to get their uniforms wet.

			It was during one of those whiteout nights that the dangers of their enterprise became real. The border was still a mile out when JJ’s snowmobile died and had to be abandoned. Quickly, they transferred the hockey bags to Fizz’s mobile, and JJ climbed on back. The runners were waiting for them near Boundary Creek, and Fizz wasted no time piloting the mobile south. He had been shouting something to JJ over the din of the motor. Something like another day, another dollar, or love your job, love your life. They liked to trade water cooler aphorisms as an inside joke. A nod to the unexpected, extralegal route their lives had taken. Sometimes they had to pinch themselves. To want for nothing was like slowly being boiled alive. But when JJ didn’t laugh or reply with a cliché of his own, Fizz looked over his shoulder and realized he was alone. No hockey bags full of weed. No JJ.

			He brought the mobile to an idle and peered back into the gulf of the forest.

			Had JJ bailed, or had he fallen off, whacked out of his seat by some snow-laden tree branch? Fizz pressed his walkie-talkie to his ear and listened for an SOS signal. They had strict protocols for moments like these. It wasn’t exactly every man for himself, but courageousness was out of the question. Courageousness would get you busted.

			Three chirps and a double-ping came over the radio. The signal for patrol traffic near their route. Fizz told himself to stop thinking. He throttled decisively back into the woods, retracing his fuzzy tracks, on the hunt for JJ. He maneuvered carefully. Once, he had almost sunk his mobile in a tree well. The snowpack beneath the boughs of the biggest trees was deceptive, the powder there like quicksand, giving way to an icy abyss you would not see coming until you were in it, upside down and suffocating in the drifts.

			Fizz slowed his mobile near a heap of snow two stories high. The branches of the subalpine fir above him were bare. With his night-vision goggles, he made out a pair of black boots peeking from under the pile.

			He dug JJ out as quick as he could, but JJ was out cold, blue in the face. There was nothing left for Fizz to do but tip JJ’s chin, pinch his nostrils, share air. He put his mouth on JJ’s and JJ bolted upright, butting heads with Fizz as he sputtered back to life.

			“I think I pissed myself,” JJ muttered, and lay back down.

			

			+ + +

			Fizz bought a house, in cash.

			Fizz bought a second house. He thought about buying a boat, but he feared water. Or rather, it wasn’t just water, or even drowning, that he feared. It was thalassophobia, the fear of deep water, and what lies beneath.

			After the incident in the whiteout, Fizz stopped making border runs. Better to sit back in his lake house and conduct the business of marijuana from a professional distance. He delegated. He focused instead on finding new contacts west into Washington, or south to Boise, or east to Missoula. It was not unusual to pull fifty grand a week.

			But JJ did not stop running the border. He liked pretending he was in Mission: Impossible. He outfitted their new crew with Russian-issue night vision goggles, satellite GPS, extreme weather Gore-Tex gear, and an aerosol spray purchased on the dark web that supposedly deflected heat-detecting radar, though this was unproven. To Fizz, it smelled like WD-40.

			Fizz had assembled their crew with care. They had to be young and fit and the right degree of stupid. Dumb enough to risk, but smart enough to risk well, like the meaty center of a batting roster. He paid them six hundred bucks a run to accompany JJ and haul their own hockey bags. If Fizz was the so-called brains of the operation, then JJ was the roguish man on the ground, and the minutemen boys who sold eighths and zigzagged the border regarded JJ differently, with a fraternal kind of love. Though this produced the predictable twinge of jealousy, Fizz reminded himself it was better to be respected than adored. Running the business with JJ was not so different from a lesson he’d learned playing baseball. To be a true contender, you needed two types of pitches. A fastball and an off-speed. Executed well, two pitches were enough to keep the batter guessing, unsure which was coming down the line. In the flit of time it took the ball to reach the plate, the batter would have to decide what he was seeing and adjust accordingly. Fizz thought of JJ and himself in these terms. If JJ was all fastball—blazing intensity, decisiveness, impressive in an obvious way—then what did that make Fizz?

			The secondary pitch should appear like a fastball out of the hand. Then, as it reached the plate, the pitch would fall off the table entirely. What first presented as straight heat was actually a bait and switch. That was the trick.

			Fizz’s fastball was good, but it was his splitter that got him to Idaho on his scholarship, before he quit. He had even tried to show the other pitchers how he did it, his specific grip on the laces, but they could not replicate it with the same result. Off-speeds were all instinct, pure feel, and that had always been Fizz’s signature.

			“Do you ever miss playing ball?” JJ asked him once.

			They were out on the dock of the lake house. It was late. The two sat in camp chairs, smoking and drinking, observing the night clouds as they smudged over the water like the tarnish on an antique mirror. A few hours earlier, JJ had returned from another border run. Fizz had waited up until the hockey bags were transported safely to one of their stash houses, until JJ made it back to the lake house, where he usually crashed. Midnight runs made Fizz nostalgic, though it had only been two years since they’d gone into business together. The trajectory Fizz had abandoned—baseball, college, a vague whim to major in business and minor in something heady and serious, like religion—felt entirely foreign to him, and twee, like the nixed childhood ambition to become an astronaut, or a garbageman. Children saw only endgame, blind to the boring interludes it took to get there and the ugly realities embedded in those dreams—the stink of garbage, the weight of money.

			“It’s not playing I miss so much,” Fizz confessed, “but it did feel good to get on a hot streak once in a while. Playing for a team is different. Someone else is making the calls, saying when to show up and where, telling me when to sit my ass on the bench. That’s what I miss.”

			“You don’t miss that,” JJ said. “No way you miss that.”

			“I do miss that. It was nice not to think all the time. Do you ever miss detailing cars?”

			“Fuck no,” JJ scoffed. “And those are not the same, either. No one pays you to go to college because you’re good at tinting windows. I’ve never had anything like that.”

			“Technically, they didn’t pay me to go. They just didn’t charge.”

			JJ waved his hand. “Yeah, yeah. You’re so fucking tragic. You could wipe those tears with a hundred-dollar bill and you’d still be talking philosophy and staring at the moon.”

			Fizz laughed between pulls of his joint, the smoke doming over them, going nowhere.

			“I’m just like this when I’m high,” he said.

			“Trust me, you’re like this all the time.”

			“Hey, man, you don’t know me,” Fizz said, which was something they said to each other a lot. It worked as a joke because it was so patently false. The only way they could’ve known each other better was if they fucked.

			“You’re right.” JJ grinned. “I don’t know you at all.”

			He was a few years older than Fizz but there was something about JJ that would never not be sixteen. He wasn’t good-looking in the traditional sense, but this made his attractiveness all the more powerful. His smile made you smile back, like you were in on something together. Fizz never had that quality, the way of being that tipped love toward you like a petal to the sun.

			“Be honest,” JJ said. “Do you think you could’ve gone to the majors? If you really, really wanted to. If you actually tried and didn’t quit like an asshole.”

			“If I really, really wanted to?”

			“Yeah.”

			“I don’t know. If I got lucky, maybe.”

			“I’m not talking about luck. I’m asking. For real. Do you think you had it?”

			Fizz had asked himself this question before, when he had agreed to the scholarship in the first place, and again when he told his coach he was dropping out. Now here he was, weighing it once more on the dock of his tricked-out lake house, two years and a lifetime later. To call two years a lifetime was perhaps dramatic, or tragic, in the way JJ accused him of being, but a lifetime it was. “Maybe,” was all Fizz could say, and JJ let it go.

			JJ’s knee was bouncing with leftover adrenaline, and he was sucking down cans of beer like water. Even when he tilted his head up at the light of the stars, his gaze twitched, probing for patterns there, desperate to connect the dots. Soon, he’d crash for fourteen hours straight. Though there were plenty of guest rooms, it was often Fizz’s bed that JJ chose to pass out on. Fizz didn’t care. He nudged JJ over to the right side, while Fizz slept on the left. He was there when JJ woke up. Without speaking, they’d hop in his truck, get burritos from the Mexican drive-thru in town. They’d begin their rounds again, visiting the handful of stash houses they kept in Coeur d’Alene and beyond, each dwelling more anonymous than the last. Only later, looking back, could Fizz identify this era for what it was. The sweet spot. But even if things remained exactly as they were, under the same ratio of risk to reward, raking in the same dollar amount, running the same runs and dealing the same weight, time still shrunk the odds of getting out clean. There was no safe plateau, no sweet spot, not really. There was only the climb.

			

			
				
				+ + +
			

			Running the border kept JJ occupied, for a while.

			There was an encounter with a grizzly bear. An encounter with a lost cross-country skier.

			An encounter with a bull moose in hot pursuit, fields of white snow parting liquidly as he galloped. An encounter with the law but the law lost him.

			Then, JJ met a girl. A girl always marked the end of one thing and the start of another.

			Cassidy danced at the Torch, a club straddling Idaho and Washington. The club had a rain-jaundiced but still-glittering marquee, displaying the same message in perpetuity: We Have Ladies. Bring Your Hotrods.

			JJ had the cash to buy his own lake house. He could buy two lake houses, if he wanted. But JJ moved in with Cassidy, who had a propensity for lost causes and broken bones. She was always sporting a cast of some kind, sometimes two or more, mummifying her in unnatural poses, like a thumbs-up, sustained for six to twelve weeks at a time. This did not stop Cassidy from dancing. The casts and braces became part of her performance, a niche for which she was locally known. She was also known for her miniature pinscher, named James Gandolfini, who was on a strict regimen of Prozac. From the bevy of batshit women available in northern Idaho, JJ had chosen one of the oddest in the bunch, but that was JJ, and he loved her to death.

			JJ promptly vacated Fizz’s lake house and moved into the ranch-style Cassidy had inherited. Pots and milk jugs were stationed around the ranch house to catch leaks, which contributed to its persistent mold problem, and this in turn made JJ’s allergies flare. He was always blowing his nose into kitchen rags or pieces of dirty laundry, or hawking loogies out the window of Fizz’s truck, his mucus splattering onto the matte paint job like goose shit from on high. The ranch house gave JJ a kingdom of his own to tinker with, a place where he was not a guest but someone necessary, who kept the roof and everything else from caving in. All in all, Fizz thought, it was a shabby way to live. They had already grown up low-class. Hadn’t they paid that debt many times over? Sure, JJ had bought himself a nice truck to fix up, a decent stereo system to blast Sublime at peak volume, but he was craziest about Cassidy. He chose the ranch-style for who it contained.

			Without JJ to take care of, Fizz poured his time and attention into the business. The money was flowing. It perplexed Fizz that the cops and the government, so hell-bent on ticketing and taxing, hadn’t gotten in on the weed business, which meant it was only a matter of time. Rumors of busts grapevined the network of contacts Fizz maintained. In northeast Washington, someone had built a four-hundred-foot tunnel between a fallout shelter and free Canadian soil. Prop planes parachuted a pallet of weed down into a vineyard outside Yakima. In Nevada, some entrepreneurial idiots set up a pizza delivery drug ring. Their schtick was delivering a pizza and an eighth in thirty minutes or less, or the pizza was free. That is, until two rival pizza boys shot each other up at a mall. That was the end of the pizza drug ring; their bell was rung.

			Even one of Fizz’s small-time dealers got picked up by sheriff ’s deputies in Athol. The kid had been working the parking lots at Silverwood Theme Park, trying to offload twenty-buck pre-rolls before he got run down by park security’s golf cart and turned over to the local PD. But the kid was small-time, many degrees removed from Fizz and JJ and their operation. As far as Fizz could assess, their business was chugging away in working order. They stayed in their lane, and though it seemed improbable the cops were unaware of their dealings, the meth heads and neo-Nazis and violent tweakers elsewhere in the region ate up the attentions of the law.

			Then, JJ had his next big idea.

			Seemingly overnight, he was no longer interested in crossing the border with secondhand B.C. Bud for profitable and straightforward resale. He’d grown bored of the action movie antics, weary of the raw cold while snowmobiling. He missed Cassidy when he traveled. Now that JJ had mastered most every danger in the north, he was in search of a new hill to climb, a precipice he could summit alone, higher than Fizz could reach. He wanted to quit hauling over the border altogether. Gut the middleman, JJ said. Let’s get our hands dirty.

			JJ wanted to grow their own.

			

			+ + +

			That was how they ended up in Good Grief.

			It was a decent plot of land, undeveloped and off the grid. Fizz was hesitant to tweak their system, but it was also risky to go on as they were, treating the passage between Canada and Idaho like their personal runway.

			With the incongruous verve of an addict, JJ threw himself into growing. He consumed cultivation strategies, instructional videos, almanacs. Via a pseudonym, he began intensive email correspondences with growers he found in obscure online forums. He purchased a gleaming bullet of an Airstream trailer and parked it on the plot in Good Grief, holing up with Cassidy and James Gandolfini for weeks at a time as he embarked on his first self-taught growing season.

			Fizz thought this poisoning of the mind came from Cassidy, but who knew where JJ’s revelations came from. It was obvious to everyone that Cassidy and Fizz did not get along, though JJ tried to make his brute enthusiasm infectious by gathering them into frequent group hugs. Fizz didn’t want to rain on his parade. It seemed JJ had finally discovered the thing he was good at, a skill more tangible than his bravery and big talk. Whatever had eluded him in school or in social graces, JJ dug up in the greenhouses of Good Grief, and it worked.

			If Fizz thought they’d been in the money before, it was nothing compared to what JJ coaxed from the greenhouses in the two years that followed, their last as partners.

			A hundred grand a week poured in, another week saw a hundred and fifty. They sold wider. They sold wholesale. Huge swathes of cash appeared in overlooked places like lint. Once, speeding from Good Grief to Coeur d’Alene, Fizz was pulled over by a trooper. When he went for his registration in the glovebox, a thick wad of hundred-dollar bills, twenty thousand dollars, sat atop his paperwork like a lump of coal. Another time, the local dry cleaner pulled Fizz aside and palmed him a folded stack of hundreds. The money had been discovered in the pocket of the suede bomber jacket Fizz had dropped off a week earlier. It couldn’t have been more than three or four grand; it meant hardly anything to him. Fizz told the dry cleaner to keep it, and to let him know if something like it happened again. He had felt magnanimous, the benefactor of a small business, with which he felt a kinship. Once, Fizz had been small-time, too.

			

			+ + +

			On the increasingly rare occasions when JJ made the trip down to Coeur d’Alene, he turned every conversation toward biochemistry. Soil ratios, terpenes, the loopholes of hemp law, spitting lingo and inundating Fizz with trivia until his eyes glazed over, then JJ would sit back serenely, like he’d won by knockout.

			They had always been competitors. Fizz and JJ liked to race, shoot, bet on stupid odds just to see who came out on top. It turned life into a game with a running tally. It was just another harmless facet of their brotherhood, a way of playing, though there was little time for play anymore. When they’d met at the car-detailing gig, JJ had been all impish confidence, but at the end of the day he had always deferred to Fizz. After all, Fizz was the college student, the athlete, the import from the heart of California weed country. It was this sixty-forty dynamic that allowed them to prosper. Fifty-fifty splits appealed to equanimity, but proved caustic in the end, the grind of equal gears against each other, instead of the lesser, though still essential, gear submitting to the groove of the larger. The linchpin.

			Even if Cassidy was crass and fickle and had planted the seed of JJ’s new independent streak, it was JJ’s green thumb that made him unbearable. He learned to perform flute music to his crop, because he’d seen a video on aural stimulation. He played for hours, barefoot, wriggling Mother Earth between his toes. Moon phases guided him. The plants were to be interpreted like abstract art, their stature, shifting colors, and expressions telling JJ what they needed, how their destinies would unfold. My pretties, that’s what JJ called his flowers. The succulent spread of emerald fan leaves was erotic. Sticky colas on the verge of harvest were juicy. Blade leaves erect. The buds naughty. JJ panted over them all, he could not help but drool over the beauty and sex in fecundity. It made Fizz uncomfortable.

			“Now, if those bottom bits of stem get all corky on you? And you start getting into rust reds and yellows, like that? What you’ve got is a boron problem,” JJ would explain.

			“A what problem?” Fizz asked.

			“A boron problem.”

			A moron problem, that’s what Fizz thought.

			Fizz was the one from Humboldt. He’d grown up playing tag in renegade gardens, recited cultivars and their lineage the way some kids spat dinosaur facts. And hadn’t he worked on the crop alongside JJ? He had sowed. He had reaped. He too had a knack for it, as he had with most things, but he did not make it something it wasn’t. Even idiots in VW vans could grow pot wherever they were, however they landed, and manage to yield with little contemplation of phosphorous, potassium, or zinc. You could buy bags of soil that made these calculations for you. There was no point getting precious. The point was money.

			Around that time, there was increased chatter about spotter planes cruising the border for meth dens, weed gardens, and trafficking tunnels. A grow was busted in Cocolalla. There was a highway seizure on Route 2 at the crossing into Washington, a tractor trailer of hemp seized by state police, though it had been transporting unprocessed plants for rope and candlewicks, not even real weed for smoking. Still, they incinerated everything and brought the drivers up on federal trafficking charges. Fizz heard other rumblings, among the preppers and homesteaders in Boundary County, where the plot in Good Grief was practically spilling over. JJ had literal tons of premium fertilizer brought in. A dozen water cisterns were delivered. A five-hundred-gallon torpedo propane tank had to be lifted off a flatbed with a small crane. Off Craigslist, JJ acquired heavy-duty farming equipment and began tilling the earth at all hours in a quest to build the perfect outdoor plot. The bills were astronomical, but worse, there was no camouflaging to speak of, no attempt to blunt the far-ranging clamor of mechanical upheaval or to shield the patch from prying eyes. JJ was no longer content to stay within the bounds of the greenhouses or the long windowless hut with its canopy of lights and timers that blinked out cycles, triggering the plants through their gestational phases in double time. Weed year-round, he had it down pat. But JJ had grander ambitions for next year’s crop, their biggest ever.

			After everything they had accomplished, the miles they slogged, the cash they moved, the territory staked out sale by sale, JJ wanted to know if a limit existed. What could be done with pure sun and earth? What bounty could a specimen produce when left free to kiss the sky?

			

			+ + +

			If Fizz had to distill those final months into a single frame, he would choose the view from the wraparound landing on the second floor of the lake house, looking down into the sunken living room as it teemed with bodies.

			While JJ attempted to reach his version of nirvana in Good Grief, down in Coeur d’Alene Fizz was the face of the service, which was what he’d taken to calling their business. He threw untold parties, the lake house packed to the brim. In summer, no matter how high he cranked the AC, every surface perspired with human moisture, the globules of sweat bouncing with the bassline of music cranked to eleven. In winter, the condensation wet the windowsills to rot. Fights broke out on the lawn, the roof, the balcony, slow-motion in the deep end of the pool or the black pot of the lake. More than once, stray bullets went ripping through the walls, the carnage discovered only when the party died at dawn, though more often the parties did not die at all. People and music ebbed with the hour of the day, but the lake house never truly emptied.

			Familiar faces began to appear to Fizz from the crowd and sent his antennae twitching. He knew those faces but couldn’t always say from where. Theirs was a small town, a vacation place. Sometimes one of the faces turned out to be an old ballplayer from college, or one of Cassidy’s dancer friends who Fizz had fallen in love with for a weekend. There was the girl with a detailed Ouija board tattooed across her ass. He couldn’t believe he’d forgotten her face, but it had been the Ouija board, particularly the Yes and No inked on either cheek, that he’d been most fixated on. Lately, he could not place the faces at all. Whoever it was he made eye contact with would soon be reabsorbed by the horde, until another face subsumed the first.

			Was it someone he’d wronged? Someone who had tried to rob him? Someone prepared to rat once they acquired the proper string of proof?

			Was proof the reason they’d come?

			After a while, Fizz made fewer appearances at these blowouts. The original lake house became a party palace, while Fizz moved to a well-appointed chalet that had a view of the lake but was no longer on its rim.

			He kept a modest cache of firearms. Two handguns, two shotguns, a hunting rifle. In the early days, he and JJ had agreed to keep things small and peaceable, just as the hippies in British Columbia did. Their operation was too big for that now. Fizz couldn’t see its edges anymore, let alone control them. He spent good money on a home security system, swore off social media, changed his phone numbers regularly, and kept his circle small. He was aware that these choices were unique for someone of his age. He was no longer in touch with the version of himself that had come to Idaho. Remembering his plucky arrival made him cringe, but worse was the hopefulness implied in taking a baseball scholarship in the first place, his dream of making it big broadcasted to everyone he left behind in Humboldt. A dream so readily abandoned, once he’d found something easier.

			The idea for the Alibi Party, as Fizz began to think of it, came to him after a visit to Good Grief. He had tried all the diplomatic ways he could think of to contain JJ. He indulged JJ’s bloated budget and played nice with Cassidy, though it pained Fizz to humble himself before her, in the shadow of the Airstream trailer already rusting out after a few seasons on cinder blocks. When this chumminess didn’t play, Fizz laid out the facts to both of them: There was danger in getting too big. It drew attention, not just from the state or the Feds, but from competition, the rippers who wouldn’t bother posting a warrant before they stormed in.

			JJ shrugged and sent a sidelong grin to Cassidy. Look at their track record, JJ reasoned, consider all the good fortune that had heretofore guided their illicit travels and expansion. JJ did not burden himself with Fizz’s consternations, or how things might escalate. His gift was a singular attunement to the present, liberated from all subtext and history and consequences. The truth lay in whatever he saw.

			That was why the Alibi Party was meant to look and sound and pulsate like the hundreds of parties that came before, except in one purposeful way. While Fizz was hosting the party of the season, three rippers would be heading across the lake to JJ’s house.

			The trio would bust through a back window and make off with a host of JJ’s treasures. TVs, sound systems, whatever jewelry or loose cash or weed they found. They were instructed to leave behind the safe in the boathouse, and of the two cars JJ stored in the heated garage—a new Hummer and a beloved restored Bronco—they were only to lift the Hummer. They could bust the window of the Bronco to make their attempt look more believable, but Fizz was clear in his instructions. The damage on the property should be cosmetic. Enough to threaten, even injure, but not maim.

			All the while, JJ would be safely tucked away in Good Grief with Cassidy. They had declined Fizz’s party invitation, as he suspected they would. What mattered was that the danger should feel close to home, targeted and volatile. Whoever broke into JJ’s house would’ve known the party was raging across the lake, conceivably containing Fizz, JJ, and their crew, which left JJ’s nest vacant for the pillaging, and Fizz with an alibi.

			Fizz had arranged things with the rippers in such a way that the chain of communication was indirect and untraceable. When the job was done, he would receive an innocuous ping of a message, and that would be that.

			The party was stocked with the typical kegs, beer pong table, a Gran Turismo tournament throttling on the big screen upstairs. There were girls from the Torch, mingling. There were velvety, perfumed clouds of weed exhalations rising up through the open stairway, mushrooming at the ceiling. Fizz was in his usual spot. He watched from the second floor, leaning against the railing of the wraparound landing. He smoked and gazed down into the throb.

			Fizz kept checking his phone for word. It was two in the morning. Later than he’d hoped for the job to be done, but the party would rage hours more, and potheads were rarely prompt.

			He stubbed out his joint on the railing and let it flutter down into the crowd. Sometimes, he was sure he could feel the foundation of the lake house swaying under him. The mob downstairs was probably bowing the floorboards, or perhaps the subwoofer was playing tricks on him; maybe the weed was. It seemed just as probable though that the lake house was finally giving way, commencing its slow slide into cold water, like the top tier of a layer cake going soft. How might Fizz behave in such a crisis? All he could envision was the scrim of dark water above him, his displaced home blockading his route to the surface. He didn’t know how long he could hold his breath. When he was a kid, that sort of measurement seemed so vital, something always to be improved upon.

			The next morning, when word finally came, Fizz was sat on the dock, eyeing JJ’s lake house across the water as sunlight flared off its bank of windows. When the boys had broken in through JJ’s kitchen window, they had not come upon an empty house after all.

			JJ and Cassidy had been asleep in bed, a white noise machine gushing jungle rain and muffling the racket of the rippers’ trespass. According to the boys, JJ had lunged awake and drawn a gun from under his pillow. He got off a few shots into the walls before the boys tackled him. They strapped him to a chair, and Cassidy, still naked from sleep, was gagged, bound, and locked in a closet. The boys made off with the PlayStation but left the big-screen TV. The windows of the Hummer were bashed in but they didn’t lift it, and the Bronco was left immaculate in its spot. The staging was painfully, conspicuously wrong.

			Fizz hung up and watched a red plastic cup go drifting by, bobbing under the dock and failing to emerge on the other side. He braced himself for JJ’s call, but the call would not come.

			

			+ + +

			After twenty-four hours passed without word from JJ, Fizz decided to drive himself up to Good Grief to face the truth, whatever it was.

			The whole way, he rehearsed the facial expressions of surprise and horror and thirst for reprisal, but when he arrived, JJ greeted him with his usual bear hug, as if nothing was amiss.

			Fizz tried not to stare too hard at JJ’s face. His nose had been flattened and tweaked to the left. The skin of his face was puffed and wine dark. His eyelids were distended and the blood vessels in one eye had burst. When he looked at Fizz, it was if he was aiming two bright red orbs upon him, to make him see what he’d done.

			“You look like hell,” Fizz finally said.

			They were sitting in the couplet booth of the Airstream. A pot gurgled on the two-burner range. Cassidy was nowhere to be seen.

			“We got robbed,” JJ said with a shrug.

			Fizz looked around the Airstream purposefully.

			“Not here,” JJ clarified. “At the lake house.”

			“When? What the hell happened? Where’s Cassidy?”

			JJ winced and sipped from the long neck of his beer. “She’ll be back. She took the dog with her, and she took her things, but she’ll be back.”

			“Where did she go?”

			JJ’s red eyes looked elsewhere. “She said it was safer if I didn’t know, and she’s right. It gave her a shock, what happened. She can be a mean motherfucker, I know, but underneath all that, she’s real sensitive. It’s about time I built a proper house for us anyhow. You know, with all this space we could get some rescue animals and horses, and some dogs for running around. She’ll like that. She’s been talking about that since we met.” A smile tweaked JJ’s fat lip, and he winced again. “Sure is quieter up here without her though.”

			“Well,” Fizz pressed on, peeling the label from his own untouched beer, for JJ had forgotten his distaste for it when he set down two bottles between them. “What should we do?”

			“Do?” JJ asked. “About what?”

			“About safety. Your situation.”

			“I already sold the Bronco. Keep shit like that around and you’re asking to get jumped.”

			“You sold the Bronco?”

			“It’s like a sign. That’s how I see it. Those tweakers gave me a real reason to get out of Coeur d’Alene for good. Set up shop out here. Build something true.”

			“You mean metaphorically.”

			“I’ve never meant anything metaphorically in my life,” JJ said. “I already got the backhoes, don’t I? I’m going to dig a hole. Lay a foundation. I’m going to build a proper house and a proper farm up here. That’s what I decided. It’s time I got serious about going big up here. I got buddies who know how to do the laying, the security, the HVAC, what have you.”

			Fizz could think of a long list of issues he had with a pronouncement like that. Building required zoning, permits, real-life contactors, insurance, attention, and no one but him and JJ, and Cassidy incidentally, were supposed to know their exact location in Good Grief.

			Buddies, JJ had said, as if Fizz was not among them.

			“Shit, I almost forgot,” JJ said. Whatever was on the stove was foaming over. In the tin can of the Airstream, the vapor of bad cooking and the cold press of winter made a fecund sauna, fogging the pill-shaped windows and conjuring a haze Fizz could run his hands through. The meal JJ set out smelled not rancid, per se, but a viscous pudding-layer of oil was already sealing the edges of the bowls. JJ took his spoon in his fist like a caveman and broke through the layer of solidifying fat, scooping up a heap of riffraff, noodle, ground animal, something.

			Fizz picked up his spoon, then put it back down. “I guess I’m not hungry.”

			“Suit yourself,” JJ said, but made an offhand, unmissable face, like he’d known all along Fizz would not deign to eat at his table. Fizz could guess how JJ had begun to see him and their situation. Fizz was the elitist Californian import who wanted a dumb sidekick and not a real partner, no lug from Idaho. And JJ was the scrappy local with a green thumb and a heart of gold, with a stripper girlfriend who would no longer take his calls. Somewhere along the way, JJ had become convinced that Fizz needed him more than he needed Fizz.

			It had been a mistake to come to Good Grief, Fizz realized. Or, Good Grief had been the mistake. Or else, the mistake had been seeded from the very beginning, between them. Back then, their lives had moved in tandem as they passed joints back and forth throughout their days, ate the same foods, maintained muscle, and aimed themselves at the same bull’s-eye. Fizz had known from the moment they met that JJ would never be relegated to the dustheap of old friends or middling coworkers you laughed with during drudgery but otherwise had nothing in common with, nothing but on-the-clock air between you. What they had was different. They were two sides of the same coin. Now Fizz wondered if he had it all wrong. Maybe he and JJ had only existed in the same place, at the same time, and now that place was gone, that time was over, and there was nothing more to it than that.

			

			+ + +

			Then, one of their stash houses in Hayden was ripped off by a rival out of Spokane.

			It was not the first time Fizz had been robbed. By his count, he’d never lost less than eighty grand in a rip-off, not to mention the lost product. This time, however, he’d been taken for two hundred thousand dollars.

			An underling whose job it was to mind the stash house had been pistol-whipped a few times and left hog-tied in the bathtub for several hours. To Fizz, it was another sign that the terrain in northern Idaho was changing. To JJ, it was personal.

			Fizz was set to meet with the kid, to be sure his story was straight, when JJ decided to drive down and meet them at the stash house in Hayden. It was the first time Fizz had seen JJ in weeks. The electricity that usually flickered through him enticingly, in his mannerisms and his laugh, had amplified into a crackling agitation. JJ paced the living room of the stash house while the kid rambled through his version of the break-in.

			“Next thing I knew,” the kid said, “they were on me, going crazy. What the fuck was I supposed to do? They knew what they were looking for.” The couch had been slashed open, so the kid leaned against its armrest. He was no more than twenty, his face freshly tenderized from his beating.

			“So they knocked first, or they didn’t knock,” Fizz asked again. He didn’t think the kid was bright or brave enough to be in on the rip-off, but he wanted to hear the story for himself.

			“I don’t remember,” the kid said. “Or, they couldn’t have knocked. I wouldn’t have answered if they’d knocked. They must’ve busted through the door while I was asleep.”

			JJ was alternating between pacing the width of the room and scratching crud from one of its walls. The stash house was a modest double-wide, made to look permanent on its plot.

			“I have to sleep sometimes,” the kid said feebly. “There hadn’t been no problems before, so I—” He sniffed and touched his fingertips to his nose. It was dribbling blood again. His nose had been practically flattened. Fizz would pay for the doctor’s bills, at least some of them. It was better for the service to keep the kid close than to shut him out while he was vulnerable. Fizz almost felt guilty, but for what? The kid had known what could happen. More often, the worst did not come to pass, and everyone was paid and happy.

			“Go on,” Fizz said. “And then what?”

			The kid described the door being broken in, the noise like an explosion. He had been caught off guard. Masked rippers descended on him, beat him, and dragged him room to room as they pillaged what they could, and what they could not, they smashed with baseball bats.

			The kid began to cry. Blood continued to leak from his nose, a crimson snot bubble breaking onto what passed for his mustache.

			JJ stopped pacing. “You want us to believe that?”

			“I’m sorry,” the kid said. “I’m sorry—”

			JJ closed the distance and cut the kid off with an efficient backhand. He didn’t even look angry, though the strike had reopened the kid’s nose in earnest, and blood coursed down his neck, darkening the collar of his T-shirt.

			JJ told the kid to stop crying and waited patiently until he did. Only a few weeks ago, it had been JJ on the wrong side of a rip-off job. His bruises had grown fainter, but his nose was still crooked. “You’re worthless,” JJ said to the kid. “You are in the negative.”

			“I know,” the kid said. “I know.”

			“Hey,” JJ said affably. “It ain’t about the money, man. It is not about the money.”

			“I’m going to pay you back,” the kid said, his voice cracking from pain, fear, youth. He looked to Fizz for confirmation that this would all blow over, but Fizz was no longer sure.

			JJ produced a handgun from his waistband. “Relax,” he said with a goofy smile. “I’m not going to shoot anybody. I’m going to show you how to be brave.”

			In one efficient movement, he brought the butt of the gun down on the kid’s nose.

			The kid fell back onto the shredded couch, trying to contain the spew at the center of his face. He kept saying oh my god, oh my god, and Fizz found himself paralyzed where he stood, frightened as a child.

			“This is good,” JJ said and gave Fizz a reassuring nod. Through the blood on his face, the kid looked up at the two of them and began to beg.

			“No, no,” JJ said to the kid. “See, now you’ve gotten your face pistol-whipped twice, right? Now you know without a doubt what it feels like. You know what’s coming. That means that next time, you won’t be scared. Right? Next time, you’ll be ready.”

			

			+ + +

			It was not about the money. That’s what JJ had said, but if it was not about the money, then what was it about?

			It was true, the stolen cash was replaceable in a week or less. And the kid was alive. He would recover, eventually. It had always been Fizz’s belief that the money, once enough was accumulated, would lead him somewhere else. Money would give life its shape. Money would pad the beaten tracks and prop up the inklings of other dreams, but what were the other dreams exactly? And had this belief belonged to him and JJ both, or to him alone?

			There was a world in which weed was not a matter of life and death, but Fizz had never lived in that world. That world was as real to him as a place he’d heard of but had no means to visit. Weed was supposed to chill you out. Make you cruise for fast food or wax poetic about guitar solos, or else put some cash in your pocket. Now, their business worked the way the UV lights in JJ’s greenhouses did. Set and forget, like a clock that ticked forward acquisitively, with or without Fizz at the helm.

			

			+ + +

			After the botched robbery at the lake house, and the rip-off in Hayden, JJ became more reclusive, but no less unhinged. Cassidy had not come home, no matter the alterations JJ made to the plot in Good Grief. He hoarded cash and gasoline and rarely took calls. When Fizz sent runners to the property to move product, JJ fired high-powered rounds over their heads. Another time, he greeted the crew with a tripwire-detonated display of fireworks, a high-octane, eighty-shot barrage that culminated in a smiley face blasting through the night sky. It was a wonder they weren’t busted or killed. Once, Fizz decided to make the journey himself. He was headed up the long driveway when he saw a peculiar shimmer in the trees. Soft flits of light, like flint-wheel sparks. When he got out to inspect, he made it only a few feet before he came face-to-face with a booby trap. All around, fishhooks dangled at eye level, glinting, swaying, waiting for their catch.

			That was the last time Fizz paid a visit to Good Grief.

			

			+ + +

			Making a ceremonial run over the Canadian border was Fizz’s idea.

			It had been a long time since he and JJ had ventured out on snowmobiles through the wilds of British Columbia and Idaho. And that was the point, Fizz explained to JJ. To stoke up some adventure, to imbue themselves with the lucid power of beginnings. They needed to remember why they’d done all this in the first place, and why it still mattered. Women came and went, houses were bought and sold, product moved, but after everything, it was still the two of them. Partners.

			Fizz thought JJ agreed to the snowmobiling mission to get him off his back. Though he had the greenhouses in Good Grief down to a science, with bells and whistles and Arduino-coded timers meting out plant sustenance and tracking humidity levels, JJ had not delivered new product since Cassidy left. He had been dodging Fizz’s calls and requests, but at the mention of snowmobiles, he finally relented.

			Now it was dead February. They were cruising through moonlight, breathless and alert. Fizz’s snowsuit hardly fit him anymore. He’d had to wrangle the zipper while lying down and sucking in. JJ zoomed ahead, steering around the trunks and secret wells of trees, the high-lumen lights on his mobile and his helmet wobbling onto the blank route ahead like projector footage. Fizz opened the throttle until he was side by side with JJ in a narrow pass. Their headlights united and cast the forest in stark relief, as if it were a scene underseas. The trees were snow-stippled in white, like bleached coral, and the murk between trunks was the endless, darkly inhabited ocean. Fizz got JJ’s attention and pointed ahead, revving his challenge. A race.

			Off they plunged through the blackout night. Their mobiles sent up drifts, wafting like sea foam. On the GPS maps affixed to their mobiles, the route glowed, but the passage was lean. There were boulders, dips, webs of buried roots, switchback curves to navigate at speed, the sort of moment-to-moment maneuvering done by feel.

			To say the race was neck and neck would be generous. JJ had mastered this and several other routes over the years, while Fizz had retired early. On one hairpin curve, JJ cut ahead decisively. Fizz could not see the smug grin blaring from inside JJ’s helmet, but he knew it was there. JJ banked left to right languidly as he savored the flat stretch and Fizz’s place behind him. Fizz recalled the engine clamor, and the grunts of his breath fish-bowling inside his helmet. It was the backdrop he’d forgotten. How unfettered this section of the world was. On all sides, deep in the forest, bears hibernated and moose caught snow in their antlers, while border agents slept on the job or struck out to make a name for themselves, official perhaps, but still small, small as Fizz and JJ were, like forager ants pioneering new routes.

			JJ looked back at him, the black dome of his helmet like the head of one such forager ant. He revved twice at Fizz but did not put more distance between them.

			Snow came down in a vast carpet of ghostly blue. A mild front was moving in across the northwest. Fresh powder covered their tracks and produced an innocent twinkle as it floated through their headlights. Fizz had never told JJ, or anyone in Idaho, about his days lost in the woods of Humboldt as a kid, but it occurred to him now that if he had, JJ might’ve asked all the best questions. He would’ve understood the radical impulse that had taken hold of Fizz when he’d hidden from the search party. Danger was not always a perilous fate in which you were trapped, but an abundance of possibility. A land of no straight lines. JJ understood this.

			That was what they had always shared, Fizz realized. The purest strain of freedom could only be found outside the lines.

			He could never tell JJ any of this, nor could he go back and do things differently. Still, it was almost enough to make Fizz regret sabotaging the fuel tank on JJ’s mobile. It was almost enough to change his mind.

			Luckily, Fizz reminded himself, regrets weren’t real. They were not actual things. Not like the house on the lake, or the lake itself. Not like money, which could be counted down to the dollar. Not like the walls of prison, not even like the present as they coasted through it.

			JJ’s fuel tank wouldn’t hold out for much longer.

			Ahead, his ruby taillights were on the glow. He was waiting for Fizz to catch up. Fizz could not see his eyes, and JJ could not see his, though their heads were pointed at each other. For a split second, Fizz thought it was all over. Perhaps JJ had seen through him and knew precisely why they were coasting down memory lane, isolated yet exposed on the borderland.

			Perhaps JJ had only agreed to the ride so he could turn the tables.

			Fizz itched for the pistol holstered at his ankle. It would be an easy grab from his mount on the mobile, and he was a good shot. Not as good a shot as JJ, but good enough to aim true when it mattered. What was the difference if he did him now, or if he let the fuel tank blow first, and did him then? He knew the answer. Fizz did not want to look his friend in the eyes when he did it. He hadn’t even been sure, when they pushed off on the Canadian side of the border, if he would go through with his plan at all, but the way forward had narrowed, and would not permit both of them to pass through cleanly.

			JJ flipped up his visor and let Fizz’s light blind him as he waggled his eyebrows. A goof, another friendly dare. He motioned ahead toward the brackish forest, the only way home.

			Fizz took the lead. The apex of their route wasn’t far, and Fizz knew what would happen once they reached it. Looking down into the steep decline of a valley, they idled their mobiles. The tradition was to pass a flask and spark a joint as they took in the view from the top. Then, they’d descend, sailing miles more over the snow, before the border and the final buzz into Idaho. Hovering at the top of the pass, Fizz knew the leak in JJ’s fuel tank would begin to flow, its contents dribbling freely into the vent on the clutch side of the mobile. The pressure in the tank would build. It had happened once to one of their riders, and the kid had to ditch his seized-up mobile in the woods. The kid might’ve been stranded out there, helpless, if they hadn’t made it a rule to ride in pairs.

			JJ was already good and sloshed when he tried his mobile and it would not start. Fizz watched him fumble. He said nothing as JJ tried and failed to get the machine going.

			It would be like putting down a rabid dog, Fizz reasoned. He would take no pleasure in hurting JJ. He would make it quick and painless. He had planned for everything, and everything was going according to his plan. But now that they were out there, the two of them in the thick of the woods, like the old days, all Fizz wanted was time.

			With more time, they might come to see each other as they had in the beginning. What if he gave JJ another chance? Fizz wanted to try.

			“Just ride with me,” he said rapturously, and told JJ to climb on back of his mobile. They could go the rest of the way together. “Get on. Let’s boogie.”

			Fizz could absolve himself of all the things he’d orchestrated to steer them to this exact precipice. The Alibi Party, scaring Cassidy away. It wasn’t Fizz’s fault that their business had swallowed everything. In the beginning, all they’d wanted was to buy themselves enough freedom to be good. Already, he was feeling lighter.

			But JJ sneered at this. “Fuck off,” he said, as if the suggestion was an insult. He no longer deigned to be seated second.

			Fizz tried to laugh it off, to preserve the moment, but JJ wasn’t laughing.

			“You serious?” Fizz said.

			“You sit in back. I’ll drive.”

			“Come on.”

			“You come on, asshole. The whole ride was your idea. You take the bitch seat for once.”

			JJ’s helmet was off. Hot air steamed from his head as the snow fell around them in fat tufts like goose feathers. Whatever fleeting sense of possibility Fizz had felt gusted away with the wind. He smiled weakly. “Whatever,” he said. “Just give me a second. I got to take a piss.”

			JJ rolled his eyes and turned away to fiddle with the controls on the mobile.

			Fizz turned away too, whistling a tune as he pretended to unzip his snowsuit. Instead, he reached for the pistol at his ankle.

			JJ’s back was to him. His skull was exposed. If Fizz did it right, it would only take one shot. He blinked away tears. If JJ saw him cry, he’d never hear the end of it. So tragic, always staring at the moon—that’s how JJ thought of him, but what he thought didn’t matter anymore.

			He raised his pistol and JJ’s back straightened. In an instant, he turned and lunged at Fizz, knocking him flat into the snow.

			JJ was pummeling him, his gloved fists landing blow after blow on Fizz’s open face, but the pistol was still in Fizz’s hand. He struck JJ in the chin with the butt of the gun. The blood was instant, its black spew jarring against the blue snow, blue for the moonlight caked atop everything. There was pain and confusion in JJ’s eyes, but he was twice as mad. He scrabbled away on his hands and knees, spitting blood. He grabbed one of their discarded helmets and walloped the hard dome into Fizz’s temple, the stars crashing down over them.

			The pistol was not in Fizz’s hand anymore. JJ was on top of him, screaming into his face, blood drizzling into his eyes and mouth. They turned over each other, tussling in the drifts, their blows dampened by their snowsuits and gloves, the angle of the downhill making them clumsy. Fizz tried to get ahold of his pocketknife. It was a keepsake more than anything. The blade was always going dull. JJ was stronger; he fought meaner. Dimly, Fizz flicked the pocketknife from its keep. He pointed the blade, cried out, and swiped at the air between them.

			The wind whistled. High on the pass, the din was sheer. The sound of the storm flattened against Fizz’s ears and now the sound was of choking.

			JJ clutched his neck. The gash across his throat was jagged and flowing. Not so deep that it would kill him quickly, but deep enough that JJ staggered and clutched his throat, gurgling wetly. The dull blade had done worse than a clean slice. It had torn the skin and sinew raggedly, and this gave Fizz the chance he needed.

			Fizz got onto his feet. He put his boot to JJ’s chest and flattened his friend into the snow. JJ tried to push him off, but if he released his throat, the blood bubbled forth again. Fizz grabbed JJ by the scruff of his snowsuit and began to heave him deeper into the woods.

			He knew to tread carefully. The fresh powder veiled the tree wells forming beneath those colossal pines. The thinnest scrim of snow could hide the dangerous hollows at the base of the trunks, giving way to a frosty chasm that was difficult to detect until you had dropped into it. A dam of adrenaline had burst in Fizz. An elusive tier of energy and strength became available to him as he shucked JJ toward a bank of trees and began to roll him like a log.

			JJ flailed to keep a hand over his throat, his blood ruining the snow in erratic tracks of flat color, a seep that melted through the uppermost crust.

			Fizz was single-minded. The light in his head burned.

			He towed JJ toward a copse of mammoth evergreens and rolled him toward the base of a white pine ten stories high. As if the tree had been waiting for the offering, the snow at its base began to give way. JJ was disappearing headfirst into the depth of the well, and Fizz was half in himself. He straddled the surrounding hardpack and tried to stay afloat. He should’ve used the pistol when he had the chance. The snow dissolved like sand beneath them, and he could hardly see JJ anymore. Fizz clenched his core, his legs; he spread his arms and edged himself away from the brink. His last glimpse of JJ was faceless. It was as if JJ’s body was an arrow, struck headfirst into the frozen earth.

			Fizz’s snowmobile was where he left it. His gloves were lost somewhere. He buried his hands in his suit, under his armpits, as he caught his breath. He looked back into the woods where JJ was wedged into the tree well, but Fizz could not detect which tree it was anymore; their tracks were already disappearing. He would not journey here again.

			Fizz set off on his mobile, rehearsing the story he’d tell, though hardly anyone would ask after JJ, not even the runners who had idolized him, and not Cassidy, who was long gone. He and JJ had been separated by a storm. Whiteout conditions, Fizz would report, though white was not what he remembered at all. He would remember the blood steaming, and the hard black plastic and shining chrome of their mobiles, and blue. Blue in all directions, above and below. Blue, all the way into Idaho.
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			Frankie

			In spring, the hills were emerald. Finnicky creeks and their fair-weather waterfalls gorged to life with rain and stayed gorged. The summer could not touch them. Heat was waiting in the wings. For a while, I was happy.

			It had been a few years since my time in the drum. Winters still dragged in the worst ways, and unlike some growers on the hill, Sapphire and I did not venture to far-flung islands of paradise during the low months. Our animals kept us close, and Sapphire, as I had come to learn, liked to talk about travel but never actually went anywhere.

			At first, I assumed it was diligence, or pride, that kept her within a few hours’ drive of the hill, but it was neither. She was spoiled by her dominion, and sheltered, in her way. Even if the only shelter she had known was the off-grid extreme of Sourland, sheltered she was. As for me, I had nowhere else I wished to go. In the evenings, I sat on the porch and watched as the same shimmering outposts flared to life over the hillside, secreted in summer but now glinting with warmth again. They were a straight shot across the mountain, but there was no obvious way for me to reach them. No known roads led directly to where they were hidden, to who had lit their hearths. I took myself to bed early. I didn’t sleep, but I read by headlamp, stretched, or listened to what was outside. The jabber of rain was regular on the tin roof; even a drizzle hammered like hail. Every so often, when I detected the sound of a truck nosing up the ranch road, I thought of Dusty, but I was not the same as I had been. I knew better than to lay my weapon down at anyone’s feet. I told myself it had been a long time since I’d been so vulnerable, and then, in late April, Fizz arrived on Sourland and moved into the Windjammer.

			

			+ + +

			Sapphire had driven to Garberville to buy out all the rotisserie chickens at Ray’s Food Place. The Pit had been filling up with new trimmers arrived for planting. She had been wheeling down the liquor aisle in her raincoat and boots when she crossed paths with Fizz.

			He was sopping wet. In one hand he held a bottle of tequila, in the other a new flashlight in its packaging. He was dressed head to toe in sweats, a sad shade of beige. It was Fizz who did the recognizing. To Sapphire, the only thing notable about the wet man in the liquor aisle was the squeak of his fancy sneakers as he pulled selections from the bottom shelf.

			“Like a kid,” Sapphire described him to me. “Not so different from the kid I picked up on Redwood Drive all those years ago. Still looking for someone, anyone, to tell him what to do.”

			I knew all about the Lost Boy of Garberville, but I never believed he’d been lost at all. My theory was that he’d hidden out in the woods close to town, a wannabe runaway who’d gone yellow-bellied and turned up in Sapphire’s headlights. Sapphire waved this off. I knew there was something in her story she could not translate, a throughline she insisted was there but could not make me feel. The hippie in her was always on the lookout for signs, and that’s what she and Fizz were to each other. First at the crossroads in Garberville, then years later in the liquor aisle. Two townies, both strung up by the place they were from. Now Fizz was lost all over again, this time a grown man with a duffel bag of dwindling cash. His father had died and he had inherited the family cabin by the gravel mill in town, but he couldn’t stay there. Instead, he was living out of his Ford Ranger, parked illegally in Richardson Grove State Park among the redwoods.

			“The smell,” she said. “His absolute reek. I know he’s telling the truth when he says he’s got no place to go. You don’t smell like that by choice unless you’re crazy, and he’s not crazy.”

			“Why can’t he just go home? He has a whole cabin. We don’t have a cabin.”

			“Obviously, he’s in trouble.”

			It was the morning after their run-in at Ray’s Food Place. The planting season was here, and Sapphire and I had been up since dawn, out on a perimeter check of the property. We were warming up to our best time of the year, when our wills yoked together and we fucked and kissed and touched all about it. In the pantheon of her many paramours, it was my unflagging admiration for Sourland and its minutiae, my belief in its potential, that twinned with Sapphire. In this way, I understood her better than anyone.

			She sat down heavily on an old stump and told me to go on ahead. I waited and passed her my water bottle. It took time to build up to the pace of summer, but she’d been slower lately. Sleeping in, forgetting things, letting more chores pass into my domain.

			“Tired?” I asked gently.

			Sapphire blushed. She pushed herself off the stump and kept marching.

			“He can help us, that’s what I’m saying,” she forged on breathlessly. “I know I promised he’d only stay for a night, but I have to be honest. This is something bigger. And if we play it right, it could be a mutually beneficial arrangement.”

			“Mutually beneficial how? We have enough people in the Pit. They’re doubled up in the school bus already.”

			Sapphire groaned. “He’s not a Pit person. He would be more like a consultant. Somebody coming in who already knows their shit without having to get taught the basics. Oh, look. Here’s the problem.” A downed tree limb had fallen onto the electrified border fence, siphoning the amperage. Sapphire grabbed one end of the limb and I grabbed the other. We chanted one, two, three, and heaved. I used to marvel at Sapphire’s nonchalance as she carried a fifty-pound feedbag over each shoulder and tamped down fences or booted the Muses away to lay down feed. That was nothing to me now, no great feat.

			“Sounds like you’ve already decided,” I said, “and you’re just filling me in to be polite.”

			“You know that’s not how it works.”

			“If I said no, would you send him packing?”

			She sighed and put her hands on her hips. A bead of sweat rolled over her eyebrow and she swiped it away. “You’re right,” she said. “I really am tired.”

			“That’s okay. I can finish up, if you want.”

			“No, I mean really tired,” she said. Spring’s first flies zipped around our heads. This was the closest she had ever gotten to asking for help.

			The night before, when Sapphire returned with eight rotisserie chickens and her latest human acquisition, Fizz did not look like a consultant or some secret weapon. He was musty, shell-shocked, eager for a hot meal and conversation. I had let him sleep within earshot, in the guest room, because he was Sapphire’s pity case. I assumed that, like so many of the trimmers seeking a payday and a place to park themselves awhile, he was only passing through.

			“Fine,” I said. “All right. Maybe he can help.”

			Fifty yards along the fenceline, more tree limbs had come down. I pointed them out to Sapphire and she gave me a proud wink. Off we went, suctioning into the spring mud, tripping out of our boots, laughing together, pulling each other free.

			

			+ + +

			By deep summer, Fizz had distinguished himself among the trimmers. He had moved into the Windjammer and woke at dawn every day to work the plants. He traded his matching sweatsuits and fancy sneakers for cargo shorts and rubber boots. It was clear he was trying to prove himself to Sapphire, but she didn’t need convincing. She did not treat him like the others, whose input she took with a grain of salt. She and Fizz were locals, industry vets. I felt his eyes on us as Sapphire and I sat shoulder to shoulder at the communal table for meals. His gaze wasn’t jealous or resentful, but inquisitive. He was trying to work out the recipe that kept Sapphire and me together, which might explain my persistent presence where I did not naturally belong. I let him wonder. The harvest would come and Sapphire’s use for him would be nullified. I had seen so many iterations of Fizz come and go. Young men animated by sex and money, convinced they were the first of their kind. They all moved on eventually, in search of their next great conquest, and so would he.

			One hazy day in August, after a morning of milking, and staking out pastures, and cranking the wood splitter, and being plowed into the shit-mud by the overeager Muses, I headed back to the cottage for a shower before lunch.

			On the porch, I kicked off my soggy boots and chucked my work gloves into the sun to dry. I stopped short when I heard voices piping through the screen door. Gentle Travis and Sapphire were in the kitchen, arguing.

			“He’s not bothering anybody,” Sapphire was saying. “There’s plenty of room in the Pit, and since when do people complain about having an extra set of hands around here? He’s working for room and board. That’s a steal in my book.”

			“If he’s such a steal, what’s he doing here instead of back where he came from?”

			“He’s a Garberville boy. Where he came from is here.”

			“You’re being obtuse.”

			“Obtuse,” Sapphire mimicked. “Did we learn a new word today?”

			He should’ve told her to fuck off, but instead the conversation flatlined. Gentle Travis rounded into the front hall and saw me. For a moment, his indignation melted. He squeezed my shoulder as he passed, as if to transfer his ire. He knew what would happen to me before I did.

			In the kitchen, Sapphire was banging around the cupboards. She had been on a wellness kick the last few months, downing loose-leaf brews multiple times a day, each concoction aimed at a desired state. Relaxation. Focus. Fertility. I knew enough to stay mum, though I had noticed a shadow catching up to her, a fatigue she couldn’t sleep off.

			“Do you remember what he used to be like?” she said as she poured the kettle. A hot waft of spearmint and loam suffused the room. “I swear that man used to be sweet.”

			“Who?” I asked innocently.

			She gave me a look. “I saw you through the window, walking back from the Muses.”

			“He was always more gentle than sweet,” I said. “Timid, really.”

			“I remember when he was just a string bean with ratty clothes and decent manners, that’s what I remember.” She clanked her mug onto the counter and closed her eyes. “It’s not that I don’t trust him anymore, if that’s what he thinks. I do trust him. It’s that he’s pushing me not to. It’s like he’s trying to make me think twice about him—but for what? It’s all so macho and tedious. Men are happiest when you’re afraid of them. It’s like paying them the ultimate, most specific attention. What’s there to be afraid of? I’m not afraid of that little gopher.”

			“Maybe that little gopher thinks you don’t respect him.”

			“He’s been with me for every single growing season since we met. That’s respect.”

			“That’s business.”

			“Who paid his bus ticket out of fuck-all Central Valley? I taught him everything I know. That’s more than business to me.”

			The shit-mud I’d been bowled into by the Muses was beginning to cement to my skin.

			Through the kitchen window, Sapphire eyed the Pit. A few trimmers were setting the communal table for lunch, their laughter and the tinny sound of a portable speaker reaching us.

			“Has he said anything to you?” she asked.

			“Who? Gentle Travis?”

			Sapphire shrugged and peered into the middle distance where all her suspicions were lurking. “Discontent is contagious. Don’t let him under your skin.” With this final warning, she turned and gave me a good once-over. She laughed. “Go down pretty hard, did you?”

			“You should see the other guy.”

			“Ha,” she said, and smiled her old smile. “Can I pour you some tea? Can I give you a shoulder rub?”

			“I have time for a shower,” I said. “How about you?”

			

			+ + +

			We were drying off in our bedroom, each in a towel, when Fizz knocked politely on the doorframe.

			He kept his eyes out in the hallway, but they flicked into the bedroom every few words he spoke. I was on the edge of the bed, red from the hot water and the extra exertion, and was too dazed to care what he saw or why he was there.

			“Sorry to bother you,” he said, “but I was talking to Travis and I just wanted to see where we’re at with the fertilizer bin and the tractor.”

			“The manure spreader,” I said, “and which tractor?”

			Fizz looked from Sapphire to me. “The smaller one?”

			“The Kubota,” I said.

			“You’ll catch on,” Sapphire said encouragingly. She dropped her towel and leaned into her dresser to produce a pair of shorts, underwear, a sports bra, and a T-shirt that read I Swam Alcatraz. She had never been a shy woman, and she drifted in and out of androgyny in such a way that the boundaries of permissible nudity tended to blur. She was muscled, unadorned, and unafraid to show the object of her body to anyone curious enough to look. More than a few trimmers had found her nude on a back pasture, sunbathing, when the weather was good. I was going to tease her for embarrassing our guest, but Sapphire’s eyes darted away from mine.

			She dressed in no hurry, chatting about this and that machine part, the clutch on the tractor. Fizz did not move a muscle, let alone avert his gaze. His knuckles were white against the doorframe. Sweat dewed over Sapphire’s upper lip and I wondered if Fizz had seen her this way before. Anywhere on the farm, they might’ve found a lone corner to strip down for each other and touch, but Fizz had come to our bedroom, and Sapphire had kept him planted there with her chatter, while I sat on the bed between them, their audience of one.

			All of a sudden, their attunement blared so obviously. While I’d been busy absorbing the extra chores, Fizz and Sapphire had hours together on the books.

			I looked Fizz over, trying to see him anew, to rewrite the summary I’d made of him. He was no longer the sad sack who’d arrived that spring. The depressive puff of his face was gone, along with the dredge of unkempt facial hair. No whiff of car upholstery followed him. He did not skulk around with that protective hunch anymore, but walked tall, in confident appraisal, conscious of being appraised himself. Unlike the trimmers Sapphire had flirted with in past seasons, or the girl in the bar in Eureka, the many girls in bars all over the Bay, she and Fizz shared more than proximity, more than bodies. They had history.

			“Is that all?” I heard myself cut in.

			I hadn’t realized I was about to speak until I had. Fizz turned red. He stuttered some apology, turned on his heel, and left.

			Sapphire cleared her throat and continued assessing herself in the mirror above the dresser. She was half-dressed, old bruises on her shins. I dropped my towel to change, and she did not watch me in the reflection. It was just the two of us again.

			

			+ + +

			The theme of the Cow Parade that season was high-highs and low-lows. Eat off-brand potato chips dolloped with caviar. Decant a case of champagne into a Gatorade cooler and drizzle the bubbles into plastic cups, play champagne pong. Melt farmer’s cheese on rib eyes. Suck down cans of craft beer and go cross-eyed on grape-flavored blunts stuffed to the brim like cannoli. That season had come to a close without the usual upheavals. No mold. No rippers. No trimmers dropping out or breaking bones. Fizz’s push for extra plantings had panned out. By Sapphire’s estimate, we had harvested almost double the pounds of the year previous. Five years on Sourland and we’d never yielded so much; we never would again.

			Gentle Travis and I were at the communal table in the Pit, preparing for the festivities, while that season’s unmemorable batch of trimmers fucked around, smoking and drinking and enjoying the spoils of a job good and done. Sapphire and Fizz were due back from Fortuna any minute. They’d driven an hour to the good grocery store. I had resolved to let all jealousies flow around me and away. Cow Parade marked the end of the harvest, and the rainy season would soon arrive to clear the hill. The trimmers would disperse. The farm would belong to Sapphire and me again.

			We were making wreaths for the cows. With baling twine, we braided long belts and interwove them with big-headed flowers, herbs gone to seed, and shiny brass bells. Later, when the cows came jostling down the lane, the whole parade would jingle, a caravan without their sleigh. I held up my wreath-in-progress.

			“You’re an old pro,” Gentle Travis said approvingly.

			I enjoyed the task, but I was not artful. “Yours is much more elegant.”

			A blush crept up Gentle Travis’s freckled neck. “Sure. Elegant. That’s what they’re always saying about me.”

			“I can see that,” I said. “Right here.” I framed out an invisible mustache and beard on my own face, twirling the ends between my fingers. “You’re like a Russian novelist.”

			“Name one Russian novelist.”

			“You name one.”

			“Gogol. Pushkin. Tolstoy.”

			“You can show off all you want, but I have no idea what any of those men really look like. I just imagine them like you.”

			It wasn’t that his good looks were lost on me. I admired his dark eyes, bright and small, waning when he laughed or grimaced. His hair curled in those graceful looplets that do not assume their grace but pile up and extrude in excess. There was elegance in the line of his shoulders, in the way his belt pinned his jeans low on his hips. He had grown into an Italianate model of an American cowboy. Good angles. A good Gentle Travis. He just wasn’t good for me.

			“Maybe that’s what I was in a past life, a novelist,” he said, adding another finished wreath to the pile. With his pocketknife, he cut a loop of baling twine into thirds and began to braid. I’d never had to show him how.

			“What about the life before your past life?” I asked. “Before the beard.”

			“Let’s see. Before I popped up in Russia, maybe I did a tour in Europe?”

			“A painter,” I offered.

			“A sculptor.”

			“Even better.”

			“And before that—”

			“How far back do you go?”

			“Me? I go all the way back,” he said, and tied off another perfect braid.

			It was happening, that lightning in the belly. Sometimes it was doubly pleasurable to flirt with someone you knew well already. It was like finding a secret room.

			I heard Sapphire’s truck before I saw it. After you passed through the front gate of the driveway, you had to climb a steep hill that broadcasted your engine noise over the pastures. Sapphire wheeled into view and reversed until the truck bed, loaded with boxes of groceries and booze, backed up to the communal table.

			“Help me with these, will you?” she called before her feet hit the ground.

			Gentle Travis was already unlatching the tailgate. Usually, the camp cook made grocery runs, but he’d cashed out early to go to graduate school in Rhode Island. Sapphire had fumed at this, but what was there to do? There was no such thing as two weeks’ notice.

			“Wouldn’t you describe Gentle Travis as elegant?” I asked Sapphire. “He doesn’t believe me, but it’s the beard. It’s a Russian novelist’s beard.”

			Sapphire brushed past me. “What are you saying?”

			“Elegant,” I said again. “I told him he—”

			“Maybe talk and unload at the same time, huh?” Sapphire set a box of liquor bottles on the table, crushing the wreath Gentle Travis had just finished.

			“Hey,” I said. “Careful where you’re putting that.”

			“Make room then,” she said. “Do something.”

			She heaved two thirty-racks of beer onto the box of bottles and Fizz breezed by with his arms full.

			“I offered to go,” I said. “I asked you this morning.”

			“Well, I didn’t need it to be an all-day kind of errand, so I decided Fizz and I would just get it done.”

			“You were only gone two hours.”

			“Thanks so much for keeping track. If you’re counting, I was up hours before that, too. Just because harvest is over doesn’t mean everything else around here screeches to a halt.”

			“Obviously I know that.”

			“I wouldn’t mind sitting around all day like the belle of the ball, making arts and crafts with my friends, but that’s not my role, I guess. I guess my role is something else.”

			“Who’s talking about roles?”

			“The crew’s role is to complain about their bad backs and count cash in their sleep,” Sapphire went on. “Pretty straightforward.” At that, a few tenders skittered to life, moving double time to unload the truck bed. “And Gentle Travis has a role too, of course. He makes sure everybody is feeling safe and warm and appreciated. Well, not everybody, but some of us get his special attention. He’s like our little one-man HR department, right, Travis?”

			Gentle Travis was better than most at ignoring Sapphire’s outbursts, which had become increasingly frequent as the season dragged on. His jaw worked on words he would never say. He cleared his throat, set down the box of lobster tails, and walked off toward the pastures.

			“And what do you suppose your role is, Frankie?” Sapphire said, snapping the tailgate shut. I didn’t know how to answer her, or if I was even meant to. I tried not to look at Fizz as he slipped a beer from the case and pretended to mind his own business. Everyone took a turn in Sapphire’s storm, but lately her criticisms of me circled a central theme. I was too dependent. I asked too many questions. I waited around too long for answers I already knew. She didn’t need to weigh in on the grazing plan, or sign off on feed orders, or confirm the sex of a plant for the twentieth time. Trust yourself, she insisted, first encouragingly, then with more desperation, as if she were corralling one of the cows that was too dumb to save itself. Let go, let go, that’s all I heard. Each season I stayed, the more our window of harmony was shrinking, but our mind meld was still real. It was not just a matter of need. We still wanted each other as much as we needed each other. Our desire still blew everything else away.

			Before I could come up with an answer, the trimmers swarmed the communal table. They began picking through their assortment of vices, staking claims on beer and shellfish. What did they care if Sapphire threw another fit? Their pockets were full already. They were halfway out the door.

			“Here come the vultures,” Sapphire said, waving her arms at the crew. “Shoo, shoo. I’ll drop the carcasses around back. Just get out of my hair for a minute.”

			One of the trimmers, a Yukon Canadian we called Sir Gerhardt, flicked his long blond mane over his shoulder. “Vultures,” he said, “are noble beasts.”

			“My ass,” Sapphire said, “is a noble beast.”

			“Hey,” Fizz piped up from the rear of the pack. “I’m a vulture, too. A proud bottom-feeder, all the way. It’s a crucial part of our ecosystem.”

			Sapphire rolled her eyes, but now she was smiling. It was a classic joke among people on the hill. To label yourself a bottom-feeder, burnout, hippie scum was to claim first and proudly what those on the straight and narrow suspected of all of us living in the woods with our hash and cash. That you could not hack it in the real world. That you’d landed stoned and dumb in the tie-dye realm, not by choice but by natural selection. Even if it was true, it was not the whole truth.

			As the trimmers dug their grubby hands into snack bags, popped tabs, and laughed, Fizz and Sapphire moved off to one end of the communal table, just the two of them. They were admiring the lobster tails they’d acquired in Fortuna. Fizz nodded vigorously, her chosen pupil, while Sapphire described the art of pinching the shell and slipping out its tender meat.

			

			+ + +

			After milking, dressing the cows, and marching them down the lane to raucous cheers, we set them loose for grazing. We played an intense game of horseshoes. Someone knew a thing or two about archery, so we all took turns firing arrows at an old valley oak with a fat trunk. Someone else had the idea to throw hatchets, so we did that too, but it was harder than it looked. Only Sapphire nailed it on the first try. She showed Fizz how to mirror her movements, to throw the hatchet straight and true.

			She brushed by me on her way to the champagne. She let her hand slip along the small of my back, just inside the waistband of my jeans, her favorite spot. I could tell she was happy again. She liked me best if there was more than just me to aim at.

			“All better?” she said into my ear.

			“Fine,” I said. “Good.”

			Her eyes were already drifting past me, assessing the trimmers around the fire, Fizz among them. They were playing another game, holding numbers up to their foreheads and laughing. We had already played our round of Heaven and Hell. My answers hadn’t changed, and neither had Sapphire’s, but she had listened closely as Fizz shared his. To Fizz, heaven was throwing a no-hitter and then fucking on a beach. His idea of hell was a tie between boredom and vengeful ghosts.

			“Go have fun,” I said, and nudged Sapphire toward the party.

			“You, too. Try,” she said, and slipped away.

			

			+ + +

			I walked out to Lobotomy Downs, where the cows were. This was what we called the pasture with the inexplicably hot fence. The electric charge could warp its way through the tiniest hole in your boot and bend you over with its lightning, resetting your nervous system like shock therapy.

			Gentle Travis was there. He was unfastening the wreaths from the cows’ necks, collecting each loop onto his arm.

			“I’d have gotten those in the morning,” I said.

			Gentle Travis jumped at my voice. “You walked up quieter than a mouse.”

			“You thought I was a mouse. I thought you were a cow.”

			He put a hand out toward Yeats, that season’s newest mother cow. “Oh, I was just thinking, I guess.”

			Yeats let him rub the hairy ridge on her forehead where cockleburs were tangled. Carefully, he picked a few from her hair and flicked them into the grass. Yeats was one in a long line of outcasts. Like her mother, and her mother before her, she preferred to sleep far off from the herd and trailed in last for milking. Lineage worked like that, with the plants and animals both. Dominant traits marched decisively through the generations, leaving less and less to chance. I told him he was good with her, that she liked him, and how rare that was.

			Gentle Travis turned to me with a hard look.

			“Why do you let her treat you like that?” he asked.

			“Who?”

			“You know who.”

			The sun was almost set, and I hoped the darkness hid the shame on my face. It would’ve been easy to evade him. I had done it for years, but all night I had been wondering myself.

			“I don’t know why,” I said. “It’s just how it is.”

			I reached for Yeats and she bucked her head away from me.

			“That’s an awful reason to do something,” Gentle Travis said.

			“What am I doing? I’m not doing anything.”

			He stepped closer until the rubber tips of our boots were touching in the grass. He took my shoulders and lowered his gaze to mine. “You don’t need her,” he said.

			“What if I do?” I said. “I might.”

			“You know what I think? I think we could go in on something ourselves, you and me. And we’d do it better too, and treat people better. It could be something totally new.”

			“Like starting over,” I said. It sounded exhausting.

			“Yes.” His hands smoothed down my arms as he held me firm. “We could have the cows and the chickens and a patch and we’d know how to fix things already and the land here is cheap. I’ve got the savings for it. I could get a loan. We could go anywhere. We could go farther north, if we wanted.”

			“North,” I said. “To where?”

			“Or south, then. Maybe down to Mendocino, it wouldn’t matter what town. Between the two of us, we got what we need, don’t we?”

			“What would happen to everything here? What about the animals?”

			“The animals would be fine. It would go on just like it was before we got here, and it would keep going on even if we left.”

			“Sapphire would never forgive me. She’d hate me forever.” I pictured her waking up in the empty cottage, searching every outbuilding and pasture, but I would already be gone.

			“And what’s so different about the way she treated you today, just now?”

			“She doesn’t hate me.”

			“No. She doesn’t hate you.”

			“But she doesn’t love me, either. That’s what you’re saying. That I’m embarrassing myself.”

			He released an exasperated puff of air and I caught the whiff of booze, bourbon maybe. I reminded myself that we’d been drinking all day, and how little he might mean of what he said, but Gentle Travis was done with words.

			He slipped his hands around the base of my skull and tipped my mouth up to his, pressed his kiss against my bottom lip.

			I had almost forgotten that scratch, the texture of a man. It was a different, bitter taste. I pushed him away and the hurt was all over him, pulsing in waves that sent Yeats and the rest of the cows skipping farther out into the pasture, away from our human chaos.

			“Why did you do that?” I said. “You’re my best friend.”

			Both of us could see the miscalculation he had made, its presence there with us like a snake in the grass. I wasn’t crying yet, but my throat had that cinch to it, and I knew the tears weren’t far. I said I was sorry and walked away.

			It was not the kiss that had done it, but the glimpse into some other future that could be mine, if I wanted. My head was heavy with booze and weed and I wasn’t paying attention. I went to tamp down the fenceline with my boot and the live wire slipped out from my heel, zapped its lightning into my inner thigh. I screamed involuntarily and tumbled to my knees on the other side of the fence. Gentle Travis did not come after me. He did not call out to see if I was all right. He was any silhouette in the darkness, cow or man, pointed at the place I fell, wondering what I’d done to myself this time.

			The next morning, Gentle Travis took off for Costa Rica. The trimmers scattered. Some hitched out of town, others piled into a Honda Civic bound for San Francisco, Death Valley, Joshua Tree, Tijuana. By the time they made it to Baja, they’d have to turn around and drive back, but this assumed their return would be welcomed. Sapphire had other plans she was hatching, with Fizz, the only one who had stayed behind.

			

			+ + +

			Christmas came and the hills were snarled with blackened Scotch broom and cheatgrass, the usual invasives that flared to life in summer only to crack open their pods and fling their germs like dirty bombs over the hillsides. The three of us were in Eureka, getting hammered.

			As a rare treat, Sapphire, Fizz, and I were staying at the Hotel Ivanhoe, a boutique lodge owned by a grower Sapphire knew from Trinity County. The grower used the hotel as a venue through which to wash his cash, and he gave Sapphire a good discount. She and I were in one room, and Fizz was in another down the hall. I was trying to be optimistic, to prove how very adaptable I was. When the fog cleared from the Port of Eureka, you could glimpse the aperture between the South Spit and Samoa Dunes, the parting lips of barrier isthmuses shielding Humboldt Bay. The weekend had the air of gleeful opportunity, as if we were on a work retreat, with a chance to bond. There was a decent bar on the ground level called the Perfect Ten, and a Jacuzzi on the roof. We laughed, pointed at the blinking lights on the jetties, and sipped Manhattans. We were above it all. That was the mood we were in when we made our bet.

			Each of us would try to find a date for the night. No interference, no crossover, just a friendly competition to see who could make their charms pay out.

			I’d been flirting with an extra-long lesbian, six feet high with clean fingernails. Fizz was still waiting for his date to show. Both of us had fast-tracked our odds by using apps on our phones to find prospects. Fizz showed Sapphire and me a picture of a nondescript blonde he matched with who did not look a day over eighteen. Sapphire had decided to wing it and see who was in the bar. This was a gamble, since it was Eureka, a Gold Rush city gone itinerant and insular. She was chatting here and there, and I took my usual pleasure in watching her work a room. I watched Fizz, too. I was curious to see what he’d make of Sapphire on her rounds, flirting out of her mind, if the same thrill would stir in him when he saw her in action.

			Meanwhile, my date was bored, and I didn’t care. Any intimations I made at fast-forwarding through our milquetoast banter and on to the bedroom had been archly ignored. I had come to Eureka to strike at something and see what sparked. I realized now she was not the flint; she was only in my way.

			“What do you think of that guy over there?” I asked her.

			My date sighed and followed my gaze. Fizz was sitting at the bar under a drooping spool of holly. He looked at his phone, the door, then at Sapphire chatting in the corner.

			“What guy?”

			“Him.” I aimed my chin in his vicinity. “The buzzcut.”

			“Which buzzcut?”

			“Whatever,” I said. “It doesn’t matter.”

			“He seems normal, I guess? Is he someone to you?”

			My date had impeccable hair. One of those slick pompadours like a doo-wop singer. She was just missing the white tuxedo. Not in a million years would I sleep with her, I decided, or maybe this was the exact reason I would.

			“What about her?”

			This time I gestured to Sapphire with my glass, which sloshed over a little. It had been a long day of drinking, and something about the overcast in Eureka smoothed time, made every hour feel like happy hour.

			“Old,” said my date. “Tired.”

			“Wow.”

			“Sorry, do you know her?”

			“No, no. I just didn’t think of her as old. There are so many other words I would’ve picked first. Huh.”

			“Not old as in ancient. Old as in, you know, weathered. Older, I should say. As in, why are we talking about that older woman, instead of talking about us?”

			“Us?”

			“You and me.”

			“Ah,” I said. “We.”

			My date touched one wall of her pompadour. She was wearing a leather jacket with no creases. The jacket looked like a scroll of black trash bags. It squeaked at the elbows.

			“We,” segued my date, “should get out of here?”

			She was finally getting it, but now I didn’t want it anymore. I asked if she had ever been with an older woman.

			“I thought you were twenty-five.”

			“I don’t mean me. I mean her. Or someone like her.”

			At that moment, Sapphire looked over at us. She licked the grin off her lips and lifted her glass daringly in our direction. I could not stifle my laugh as it dangled in my date’s face.

			“Okay,” said the pompadour, “I’m not sure I’m into whatever you’re doing right now. That’s kind of my thing, actually. I’m, like, a nice person.”

			“I’m sorry. This drink is very strong.”

			She launched into a story about a bad date she’d been on recently, or a girl that was bad for her, but the date had been good, or vice versa, something that explained her apprehension in pairing her thing—niceness—with my thing, which was presumably the opposite.

			“You seem kind of intense,” she hedged.

			I had heard this descriptor a hundred times. From the constrictive circles of ballet to farm life on the hill, intense was how others earmarked me, but intensity had never helped me, not in the way I needed. Intense was not a positional quality, not conditional either, not a knob I turned up or down, or even a quality per se. In the end it came down to need, and everyone has one. Mine lived closer to the surface. To believe in something, to prove it was real, I needed to see it for myself. Intensity was just a kind of hunger, plain and animal. I couldn’t soften it if I tried.

			I had reached the liquid number that released me from propriety, and my date ended quickly after that. It turned out Sapphire had fared no better. We reconvened at the bar. Fizz’s date never showed. No one had won, and our shared failure was the root of what happened next.

			In the mirrored bar back, I watched as Sapphire and Fizz eyed each other. I ordered another drink. What lay behind this curtain, I wondered. And what about the curtain after? And what about the next?

			

			+ + +

			“You have good feet,” I said to Fizz.

			We were on the roof. Fizz’s ankles were crossed over the ledge of the hot tub, his big toe pointed at the moon. “You don’t have a foot thing, do you?” he asked.

			“It’s the arches,” I said. “Point your foot like this.”

			I lifted my leg out of the hundred-degree churn and pointed, the arch of my foot curving like Cupid’s bow.

			“I’m not doing that,” he said. “That looks like it hurts.”

			“Do it,” said Sapphire.

			He did it, splashing around ungracefully until his foot arched into a Cupid’s bow.

			“See?” I said. “You should’ve become a danseur.”

			He snorted. “Yeah. A dancer. Why didn’t I think of that?”

			“Sapphire has the flattest feet I’ve ever seen. Have you ever looked in her shoes?”

			“Why would I look in her shoes?”

			“Every single one of her shoes has this elaborate padded orthopedic insert contraption thing. It’s a whole process. I can’t believe you’ve never noticed.”

			“They don’t make them how I like them,” Sapphire said.

			“Not ballerina material. She has no rhythm.” I floated a little closer and saw Fizz’s hands twitch on the surface of the water. “It’s those creaking bones of hers,” I said in a loud whisper. “I heard it can happen with age.”

			Fizz grinned at Sapphire. “I think she’s making fun of you.”

			Sapphire held up her hands. She had nothing to hide. “I am an older woman,” she said. “It is no secret. And it doesn’t seem to hurt my odds, considering I’m naked in a hot tub with you two.”

			“Yeah, how’d you manage that?” I asked.

			“What’s to manage? You’re the ones who found me.”

			I floated over to Sapphire next. I pinched her earlobe lightly then glided a wet finger down the dune of her neck, the curve of her shoulder, and inland, over the dip of her collarbone.

			“Here,” I said. “This line. This is grace.”

			“Do that again,” she said.

			I floated into her lap. She held me by the waist as I traced the line over again, slower this time, aware of Fizz’s stillness, our nakedness, control at the tip of my finger.

			How easy it would be to beckon the evening’s underside nearer, and it was mine to beckon. I was no longer the one on the edge, observing. I was the one in the center.

			Sapphire’s eyes had gone hooded. Our faces were close, and I liked how her breath quivered the droplets of water on my cheeks. My hands drifted lower, suctioning down through the water, between her legs, into her, my smile growing as her mouth opened a fraction and her breath puffed out in a shallow moan. I was drunk and wanting. When I felt the heat of Fizz’s body at my back, I said yes out loud, but nothing happened.

			Sapphire’s gaze drifted over my shoulder to Fizz, and his heat collapsed against me so that I was parenthesized by the slide of both their bodies. Who else was on the rooftop? No one, I thought. If there had been, surely we wouldn’t have skinny-dipped in the first place, or begun the relay that continued toward dawn as we absconded from the hot tub to grab our swimsuits, our robes, tiptoeing down the cold corridors of the Hotel Ivanhoe. Later, it would strike me that we went directly to Fizz’s room, as if we were guests in his orbit, and not the other way around.

			In the hot tub, out on the open rooftop, I had been the one in the center. Back in Fizz’s room, the scales shifted.

			The trouble was the vacuum seal. The fire-safe door, the windows that did not open. There was noise from the bay. No traffic rush from the 101 freeway belting through town. There was harsh lamplight, the cold and the quiet. I shivered under my robe. Already Fizz and Sapphire were touching each other. They were on their knees, interlocking at the center of the bed like statuettes blown together, mid-melt. “Come, Frankie,” Sapphire murmured to me. “Come here.”

			She touched Fizz’s neck, and then touched mine. Her hand slipped under my robe and slid down to the terry-cloth knot at my waist. She tugged inquiringly. Fizz’s throat bobbed.

			He had never looked more like a boy, eager to please and out of his depth. I had slept with men before, but the gap between then and now was not just a matter of time, but also of practice. I’d thrown all that knowledge overboard. I hadn’t needed it, didn’t want to carry it anymore.

			“Is this all right?” Fizz asked, and laid his large, warm hand on my hip. His thumb drifted lower. I didn’t answer.

			“Frankie?” Sapphire moved Fizz’s hand away. “We can stop. Let’s stop.”

			“No, no,” I heard myself say.

			“No what?” asked Sapphire.

			I picked up her hand, those blunt yet artful paws, light and leathered and calloused at the fingertips. “Don’t stop,” I said, and picked up Fizz’s hand, too. His was heavier, his nails were longer, dark hair crept past his wrist. He snatched his hand away.

			He did not want to be observed, or to be handled gently. However hard he’d been on the roof, he’d lost it. He touched himself idly, trying to stroke some confidence back to life. I put both their hands on me. I said it again, this time for myself, as a reminder to be brave. Yes.

			Saying it almost felt like meaning it, as if the sound of my voice could plaster over the gap in belief. If you were brave, then regret was impossible. That’s what it meant to let go.

			

			
				
				+ + +
			

			Once was enough to break the seal. Before, when Sapphire blissed out with trimmers, or caroused in bars and hunted for trysts and weekend dalliances, it was never a matter of giving or withholding my approval. Nothing official was needed for romances so ephemeral, because she always came back to Sourland, where I was waiting for her. But in Eureka, when I put my hands on Fizz, I had passed something on to him unknowingly, and whatever it was, it was between them now. Fizz and Sapphire. It took six months more before I worked up the courage to leave the farm, and when I did, I was certain I would never return.

			Over the years, I had taken note whenever someone left Humboldt for one reason or another. Often, they’d go jobbing north or east to grows in Oregon or Colorado, or they’d funnel south to San Francisco, to bus the glass compartments of medical pot shops. Down from the mountain with your emerald thumb, you brought hill credibility to those faux apothecaries, and that was the route I chose. My time on Sourland had expired, and I was light on legitimate job experience. I cast the farm far from my mind. I reentered the city on my own.

			If Sourland had its DIY rat-trap deterrents, its hot fences, the silent alarm that even Dusty could sidestep, then the med shops in San Francisco abided by their own illusions of security. Bricked-over windows, stash rooms made bulletproof, bored security guards dragging their feet around well-lit check-in vestibules. There were sloppy operations, and those were ripped constantly. All it took was someone who had the cash-out schedule and the time to hang around, then they’d jack the runner in a back alley. Anyone with a will to rob could get it done; they only had to read the signage on the building. And if you lost a few thousand in the line of duty, who was there to call? Gray areas were good for making money, and bad for enforcing rules.

			I did my stints in those tiny, fragrant vaults. Weed and fresh paint, that was the wave that hit you when you were buzzed in the door of a dispensary. For cash under the table, I portioned eighths and quarters, ran the pre-roll machine, and smoothed labels onto glass jars or pop-top plastic tubes, the kind that rolls of film are cased in. When red-eyed patrons probed me on the attributes of sativa, indica, hybrid, I played apothecary. Somewhere, a stoner with a chemist’s heart had surmised which cultivars pressed which buttons in the brain and body, which terpenes made you giggle or chat or create or sleep with your eyes wide open. With a straight face, I recommended God’s Pussy or Cheetah Piss or Murder Scene, depending on the patient’s aim or ailment, from total obliteration to single-minded focus and everywhere in between.

			I took all the hours I could and was still overwhelmed with the idle ones remaining. There was no ballet corps, no harvest, no structured time to lean against like the walls in a maze, hemming you left and right and ahead. Even in the low season on Sourland, there were eggs to collect and garbage to burn. When I was a dancer, the body required its own strict regimens, its watering schedule and turnout. In the city, I yielded myself to newly viscous time. Not organized by hour, but by oozing, overlapping segments of daylight and darkness.

			Med shop owners liked keeping a girl around. They thought it said something about the kind of operation they were running. Any day now, California was going legal. Sapphire had never let such talk sway her. She was content to let the Bay roil with its rent hikes and implanted grayscale commuter cities off the 5 freeway. No one dared to dig so far north as Garberville or the other lewd and crude outposts with their off-grid plots full of outlaws. Sapphire always believed she was safer up north. Even if interfering Feds made trouble, the drama of it all fixed the crop price high. She liked to remind the crew that in the eighties, the price per pound of weed exceeded that of gold.

			The truth was, medical weed was already putting serious dents in profit margins, and there was no plugging the hole now. The sooner you jumped ship, the quicker you’d get to shore. This was an approach popular among the disruptors, the bushy-tailed entrepreneurial replicants San Francisco was lousy with. They wanted to open weed spas, weed-tasting rooms. Buy land up north for a lux agritourism resort and cash in on the county’s green name. After all, Humboldt was the Napa Valley of cannabis, said one asshole, with all the clean coin and dignity that came with it. It was called appellation, the way real deal Champagne only comes from Champagne, which is a real deal place, in real deal France. Not everyone cared for such labels, but those who did had deep pockets and long noses to look down.

			I didn’t see what was so great about flipping eighths like six-packs, or worse, pretending some buds were meant only for high-rolling connoisseurs, when all buds grew by the same basic rules. A kingpin and a CEO were the same; the difference was in the nameplate. I liked to smoke, but I got suspicious when people tried to make it complicated. The point of smoking was to make things uncomplicated.

			In the five years I’d been on the farm, San Francisco had eaten itself. It was not the same city because I was not the same person, but it had also been rebranded the way weed had been, for an optimized future. On the streets, the hipped topography of roof and cornice had been sheared into blunt geometric screens. Revamped interiors were clad in a pearlescent, shadowless white, every fixture done in cheap-plated brass. The insides of med shops were the same. I could’ve been anywhere, any city in the world, so long as the trappings met the two benchmarks that seemed to matter: the sterility of white and the status of gold.

			I did not keep up with anyone back on the hill in Humboldt, though bits of industry gossip occasionally flowed south. Most of the dancers I had known had given up or aged out. They taught toddlers to plié, sold condos, or nannied. Some married, others took their chances in New York. I no longer thought of myself as a dancer, or a farmer, though there was something increasingly familiar about my body now that my muscles were going soft. To counter this, I did calisthenics in the dark of my rented room and felt my strength shift from the ruggedly practical to the contrivance of intervals and sets. I lived a visitor’s life. I kept my few clothes folded neatly on the floor and slept on an air mattress that deflated by morning. Each day, in the leaky purple light that transomed my room, I dressed and set out again, trying to stay alert. I was waiting to come upon the next curtain, behind which my new purpose, my new life, would make itself obvious. Only then would I know what to wear, when to sleep, how to behave inside my hours. I would be able to put myself to proper use, and I wouldn’t think of Sapphire again.

			

			+ + +

			When the news finally reached me, she had been missing for almost two months. Fizz was already planning Sapphire’s memorial, and through the grapevine I pieced together what I could. Sapphire’s truck in flames along Alderpoint Road, the ongoing mystery of her whereabouts. Rumor had it she robbed someone outside of Redding. Another rumor said she was shacked up with cyberpunks in a warehouse in Oakland. I knew the rumors were not true, but somehow I was willing to believe she was really gone. I just hadn’t decided if gone meant by force or by choice. Perhaps she’d finally had her fill of outlaw life and bought her way north, where she had always dreamed of going. Or perhaps her luck had finally run out, and she’d been felled by some trimmer-turned-ripper, another Dusty. I pictured Sapphire’s body stuffed into a drum, tossed into the woods, a ravine, a furnace, a hole. All were possible, probable even, but no version felt true.

			I cried for a night in my rented room, writhing in agony on my air mattress and thinking of Sapphire, how I would never be able to speak to her again. When I had walked off the farm without a word, I told myself it was the most dignified way to depart, but I had also relished the shock it must have been for Sapphire when she realized I was no longer within her domain. She’d been wrong. She could not keep Fizz while keeping me as consolation. It all seemed so petty now. My bravery in leaving had been purchased on credit. A part of me always believed that Sapphire would come back to get me, that she would call my bluff and bring me home.

			My self-exile in San Francisco had proven useless. I had worked the business of weed from both ends, the growing and the selling, and I could see it now for what it was. It was a business, and a job. I stopped crying then. With determination, I shrugged off my grief and looked past the mystery of Sapphire’s whereabouts, past all that had been left unsaid and undone between us. Even if she was gone, Sourland was not. It was only five hours north. It was still there; the ground was still good for something. I knew at once what I would do.

			

			+ + +

			After the memorial, with its shotguns and bagpiping and Fizz in his too-tight suit, Gentle Travis drove me into Garberville for new clothes. I bought Dollar General blue jeans and a five-pack of undershirts. I had spotted my old boots in the front hall of the cottage and was pleased. Actually, I’d seen my face everywhere. I had assumed all evidence of my time on the farm would have been neutralized the moment I left, hauled to the junkpile like the relics from all the rest, but there I was. Frozen in time, young and full of sun. It was a kind of confirmation from beyond the grave, if that’s where Sapphire was. Perhaps my return was inevitable to her, even if I was too late for her to see it.

			Gentle Travis and I were drinking at the Brass Rail in Redway. There was a piled stone fireplace at the far end of the bar, like the hearth of an old hunting lodge. Bills of all stripes were tacked to the ceiling above us. I’d drunk in the Brass Rail more times than I could remember, but it felt novel to be there again. The plastic bags full of my new, cheap clothes were bunched at my feet, and I was happy to kill time before I was returned to Sourland without Gentle Travis.

			He was working a new grow. It was a high-tech, entirely indoor operation run on sequenced light deprivation that goaded the plants bigger, faster, and year-round. The operation had been financed by an out-of-state grower who was trying to break into the California market. The grow would make a killing, Gentle Travis said, if the crew didn’t implode first. His new guys were Australian, and they had a penchant for getting hammered and punching one another in the face for fun. Gentle Travis had aged in double time since I’d seen him last. His dark eyes were duller, with a drained flatness that looked right through me. Still, he had more to say than usual, though he pursed his lips impatiently while others spoke. He appeared glad to see me, but when I asked why he hadn’t called when Sapphire’s truck was found, he scowled.

			“I didn’t know if you’d want to hear from me,” he said. I thought of Lobotomy Downs, his offer of a new life together.

			“That was cowardly, not to call,” I said.

			He stared into his pint glass.

			“And why aren’t you back on Sourland? How come?”

			“I don’t know,” he said. “Too much history.”

			I laughed. “You sound like an old-timer. You sound like you’ve seen it all.”

			He narrowed his eyes. “You sure got a lot of opinions for someone who’s been gone so long. You’re the one who left. I’m still here.”

			“Tell me the real reason you didn’t go back. What did she do to make you quit?”

			“Sapphire?”

			“Who else?”

			He hesitated. Gentle Travis’s features had a way of shrinking inside his beard. His mop of hair was compressed by his hat, fluffed up by his collar. He had a lion-like look about him that was new. “Do you want me to say the farm wasn’t the same after you left? It wasn’t.”

			“You’re trying to make me feel better,” I said.

			“Hey, I was sticking around for the company more than anything. If you ask me, though nobody ever does, Sapphire’s whole system was more trouble than it was worth. There’s a reason her way of doing things went out of style. It’s hard enough to get a garden going—never mind the cows and the chicken shit and those big fat pigs that are there for what? Because they’re too big to get rid of? She kept trying to make everything fit perfect, but in the process, everything fell apart, or worse.”

			“I always thought that was the point.”

			“The point of what?”

			“If you get everything to fit, then everything will take care of itself. That’s the harmony. At least, in theory.”

			“Yeah, in theory.”

			“You think she was foolish.”

			He ran his hand over his face. “What do I know? It was kind of a philosophical way to live, pushing the rock uphill forever. There are worse things to have than an ideal, I guess. It’s one way to go.”

			He gave a sweet shrug and pushed his empty toward the bartender, who replaced it with another. There were only a few people in the Brass Rail before noon. Regulars hugged the end of the bar, gnawed chicken bones, and watched TV. A few stools down, an itchy-looking drinker reached over the bar and copped the TV remote. He caught me watching him and winked.

			“Do you really think she’s dead?” I asked Gentle Travis, and the word startled us both.

			He let out a long sour breath and I could tell he’d been preparing himself for this question. “Personally,” he said, “I think you’ve got feathers for brains if you believe she’s out there somewhere, haunting the woods like the Unabomber. I’m not saying she didn’t have plenty of reasons to stick around. There’s lots of land and history and money she’d be walking away from if this was all just a scam to disappear to Mexico. Disappearing is a hard way to go for someone who never went farther south than Fresno. Maybe I’m being too simple, but I don’t like to linger on it. People get hurt doing what she did for a living. And you know how she could be.”

			“Like how?” I asked. I wanted to hear someone else describe her, to see if their impression overlaid mine. Gentle Travis rubbed his eyes with the heels of his palms.

			“I don’t know, Frankie. What do you want me to say? She could paint a pretty picture, but the doing is the thing. She had her inconsistencies. And you never knew when she was going to take a hard line on something, or if you were the hard line, or on the wrong side of the line.” He was working himself up, but just as suddenly he deflated. “I always wanted to be like that. Like her, so convinced of herself. I wish I’d done things different.”

			I thought it was Sapphire who had made me feel that way—convinced of myself. But it was not her precisely, it was what we had made together. When I was on the farm, I mattered, and so it was that the farm mattered to me. I thanked him.

			“You’re really going back?” he asked. “With that asshole in charge?”

			I had hoped the memorial, or whatever Fizz wanted to call it, would tell me how I felt. Did I really believe Sapphire was gone? I couldn’t be certain. The only certainty I had was that there was more to be done, and that Sourland was the place to do it. Watching Fizz weep at the head of a crowd, I found myself more resolved than ever. I wanted him gone.

			“It’s where I need to be right now,” I said. “That’s all I know.”

			“You’ll need a plan,” Gentle Travis said.

			“I know.”

			“He’s not going to hand you the reins just because. He’s an asshole, but not strictly an idiot.”

			“I said I know.”

			Gentle Travis gave up and sighed. “Well, he’ll be lucky to have you, before you have him.”

			It was Gentle Travis I was lucky to have. I had little money and no car, but he’d carted me around on errands, pulling out his wallet without a word. There was something threadbare about his spirit, a weariness I assigned to woes with his new boss and the Australians.

			“Pardon,” said the man holding the TV remote.

			He waggled the remote in our direction until we looked over at him. “Pardon, but do you know how to work this thing? I can’t get it to go, and I’m trying to see some baseball.”

			“Who said you could have that?” snapped the bartender.

			“You hear how she talks to me?”

			The man was looking at me now. He was trying to turn on the charm, but it seemed to take some effort. He sat up a little straighter and smiled. On second glance, he was not as old as I’d thought. There was a burnish to his skin from too much time outdoors, but this wasn’t unique around Garberville. “I come here every day,” he said, “put my money on the bar same as everyone, but I can never win her over. Believe me, I have tried. I don’t even care if it’s baseball, I just want to see something live, and nothing’s live unless it’s a game.”

			Gentle Travis chuckled uncomfortably and the bartender frowned. “Please do not humor him,” she said. “JJ will talk your ear off until you’re paying his bill.”

			The man called JJ scratched at some overgrowth on his neck. I glimpsed the white of a scar. He caught me looking and tipped his chin back so I could see it better.

			“You can look,” he said.

			The scar was thick, flat in color, and jagged at the edges. He put the remote down and ran a finger along the seam where the scar’s borders flared indelicately. “Here’s where I almost went to pieces,” he said. “A decent story, if you want to hear, but I’ll warn you. It’ll clear your guts.”

			I looked at Gentle Travis for an exit, but he made no move to leave. He stared into the bottles behind the bar, his back rigid. He was pretending not to, but he was listening.

			JJ scooted down a few stools and tossed a wad of bills between us.

			“Another round over here,” he said to the bartender, “for me and my friends.”

			

			+ + +

			There was no good name for what we set out to do. It was a rip-off job, like any other. Once, I had been the sitting duck stowed away in the cottage, roosting on sums of cash, scores of weed.

			What would it take to be the ripper, to be the one who broke down the door?

			When I met him that first afternoon at the Brass Rail, I took JJ for any Garberville barfly, dead from the neck up. Somehow, I did not wonder why Gentle Travis had brought me to a bar in Redway, one town over. It wasn’t until we ran into JJ again, and again, posted up on the same bar stool, his hat pulled low as he beamed at the sight of us, that I began to do the math. I was being put in the way of opportunity, desensitized to a plan before I even understood what it would mean.

			JJ was the owner of the grow Gentle Travis was running. He’d bought his way into California and knew just where to set down roots, in famous Humboldt, which he knew everything about on paper, but little about in practice. But neither smarts, trust, nor respect is necessary to stage a rip-off on the hill. What bound us together was what we stood to gain, and everyone stood to gain the thing they wanted most. I wanted the farm, and Gentle Travis said he wanted it, too. JJ would get richer, and gain a proper foothold in California, while getting even with his old business partner. The Australians would get paid. Each of us would come out the other side a little better for their risk, except for Fizz.

			I understood there were certain unpleasantries involved in farming. Ugly tasks, like putting animals out of their misery, or raising a living thing from seed, only to have it culled. But when I said yes to robbing Fizz, it meant saying yes to all that came with it. To JJ and the Australians, to the cosmic burdens of subterfuge, but also to Sourland, a plot that was mine.

			Our plan was this: In a single night, the Australians would sweep the crop where we hung it to dry in our Bakersfield. They’d haul it back to the abandoned acreage where JJ had spent the season squatting in his Airstream, a silver bullet gleaming in the pines. JJ had buyers in Idaho and Canada, eager to buy the stolen crop for a decent figure, no questions asked. After that, Fizz would have no choice but to welch on all his over-leveraged debts, and JJ would have him on the run, penniless and exposed. Gentle Travis and I would move in to fill the vacuum. We would claim Sourland for ourselves.

			I didn’t need to know the particulars of why JJ wanted payback. Betrayal was the same in California as it was in the Idaho panhandle. Even if I didn’t think Fizz had it in him to make Sapphire disappear, I couldn’t say what he was capable of. I knew he was the reason for the scar on JJ’s neck, but that was between Fizz and JJ. Sourland was between Fizz and me.

			All I had to do was draw up a map. I’d mark an X where that season’s patch was planted. I’d tell JJ and the Australians how best to navigate their way onto the farm from the forest road. There were one hundred acres to contend with, and I’d be the one to show JJ and the Australians where to look and how to move. I would keep them clued in to the harvest schedule. I would give the signal once the plants were hung and ready for looting.

			In the meantime, back on the farm, I struck up my temporary truce with Fizz. I worked the animals and the patch. I turned up for meals at the communal table. I listened, if half-heartedly, as Fizz detailed his plans for what we would do with the money the crop would fetch, how pleased Sapphire would be by our progress. At night, I slept in the office of the milking parlor, on a cot so low to the ground my body brushed the concrete. No matter how tired I was, the half-life of my vigilance radiated uselessly into the dark, and I dreamed of Sapphire. There was no one watching from the woods anymore. No one with a master plan who could pry me from danger and burn down the rest. Grief surpassed me, like one vehicle overtaking another, and I was grateful to feel anything at all.

		

	
		
			Fizz

			Fizz is inching past Marin City, drumming AC/DC on the steering wheel of his Ranger, when his throat begins to close.

			He had hoped for an efficient five hours down and five hours back. Sourland to San Francisco. He was supposed to meet with Pierre, to show some face for the funds he’s borrowed, and to maybe borrow some more.

			Fizz coughs a few times. It’s just some spit down the wrong tube. Maybe an allergen blowing in through the open windows to fiddle with his sinuses. Blindly, he feels around the backseat for something to drink and fumbles over the plate of magic brownies he brought along for the drive. Mariah had been working on a recipe for weeks, and she left her latest batch for him on the porch that morning. He’s always liked getting stoned on long drives. It made the passage feel wrinkle-free, and interesting. Music sounded better, like the lyrics were reaching out to him. He sniffs the goods and winces. The brownies were only supposed to be laced with weed, but it’s the itty-bitty shards of walnuts that are the real trouble. Little slivers Fizz hadn’t paid any mind to when he shoveled two squares of fudge down his throat.

			Surely he’s mentioned his allergy before. Mariah is dim-witted, so perhaps this is all an unfortunate accident. Or maybe it’s part of her brilliant long game.

			After Frankie returned to the farm, Fizz had given Mariah to her as an apprentice of sorts. He framed it as a show of good faith, so that Frankie didn’t have to labor alone with the animals. If it also kept the blonde out of his hair, then that was a bonus, though half the time Frankie pushes Mariah onto Kaia in the camp kitchen. Mariah wants so badly to be patted on the head, to be told she is doing a good job. It would cost Fizz nothing to give that much to her, but he can’t bring himself to do it.

			The walls of Fizz’s throat grow thicker, tighter. He breathes against the rabbit-quick race of his heartbeat as a cold sweat creeps up his neck. He imagines Mariah sprinkling her secret ingredient into the batch of brownies. If she hadn’t done it on purpose, then perhaps someone else forced her hand.

			Humboldt is four hours behind him, and the stash house on Beaver Street is a little less than an hour ahead, beyond the bumper-to-bumper traffic, over the Golden Gate Bridge, through a zigzag of lanes that lead to the Castro.

			He starts to wheeze. There is no fighting it. It is too late for exits. The bridge looms. Bright light has burnt away the morning fog and he squints against the Bay’s punitive glare. He can’t breathe and he can’t see and the tendrils of a full-body high begin to curl around him and squeeze. He fumbles with his phone. After several failed attempts to get Pierre on the line, he reaches Gu. He explains to Gu what is going to happen. He will cross the Golden Gate Bridge and then stop breathing. He will try to find a store, a fuck-ton of Benadryl, dose himself, and—if all goes according to plan—he will arrive at the Victorian on Beaver Street, where Gu will be waiting curbside with an EpiPen.

			“Where the fuck am I supposed to get an EpiPen?” Gu asks.

			Fizz snorts air up his nose. It’s like sucking pudding through a straw.

			The end of the bridge is nearing, the Bay blinding. He thinks of Mariah and Frankie rolling the cellophane over the plate of brownies, giggling to themselves. He tries to wheeze out more instructions for Gu, but he can’t gather enough air to form the words.

			“Oh, man,” Gu says. “You’re not going to die, are you?”

			

			+ + +

			Is it yesterday, or the day after?

			There is a swift shuffle of consciousness, like a deck of cards fanning from one hand to the other. Fizz wakes up in a room tarped over.

			His chest is heavy. A mythic dog has his front paws on his sternum, pinning him where he’s down, and where is here exactly? On a mattress, on the floor, in a room unknown.

			“Off,” Fizz says.

			The dog yawps in his face, a romp of hot, beefy air.

			Fizz shoves the dog aside, noting the weakness in his limbs. He pats around his pockets and finds no phone, no keys, no wallet. He is dressed, at least. The same clothes he wore on the drive down, Sourland to San Francisco. There is a modest collection of cannabis plants clustered in the far corner. Their stalks are only a few feet high and have been topped to stay bushy so they won’t outgrow the limits of their room. The UV lamp is set so bright, Fizz can’t believe he slept through it, though there is a tautness to his skin that means he’s been under the lights awhile.

			He locks the dog in the bedroom and wobbles downstairs. When Pierre moves from one stash house to another, nothing moves with him. Only his money and product travel, in suitcases or backpacks, any vessel that can be strapped on or wheeled place to place. Fizz has visited at least four of the stash houses Pierre rents around the city. The loft near Civic Center. The duplex off Divisadero. The bungalow in the Sunset.

			Fizz has woken up in the Victorian on Beaver Street, in the Castro. He made it, after all.

			The first floor is empty, so Fizz descends a level deeper, to the garage. Below, the crew is rotating in slow motion. The garage in the Victorian is replete with a huge rotating disc built into the floor. A car can pull inside, turnstile like a TV dinner, and point its nose back toward the street for an easy exit. Pierre loves this feature, though Fizz has never seen him drive. Where a car is supposed to go, a gaggle of folding tables have been assembled in hexagonal formation, like circled wagons. At first, no one notices Fizz. There is a flat-screen TV looping a video of Steely Dan, saxophoning at earsplitting volume. Only when Fizz flips a switch and the turntable goes still does Gu stand up and begin to applaud. “You’re alive!”

			

			
				
				+ + +
			

			The excess of Benadryl knocked him out for thirty hours, Gu informs him. That, along with some weedy tinctures offered up by someone in the garage with an opinion on anaphylaxis.

			“We figured you’d bounce back,” Gu says, “and you did. I mean, you really did. We had a whole party last night. I thought you’d be knocked out for it, but you came down around two and gave everybody a big hug. It was sweet. Mostly. I mean, when you fell asleep on the kitchen floor and started crying a little, we brought you back upstairs for safekeeping. Now look at you.”

			It occurs to Fizz that no one on Sourland knows what’s kept him so long.

			“What day is it?” he asks. “Where’s Pierre? Where’s all my shit?”

			“You saw Pierre last night, remember? You’re crashing in his room. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. He’ll be back any minute. Probably.”

			“I want my shit. I want to get the fuck out of here.”

			“Should you really be driving in your condition?”

			“Gu.”

			“He’ll be here,” Gu says. “Okay? Pierre has what you need.” For all his bluster, there is little Fizz can do but wait. In protest, he leaves the lackeys in the garage and finds his truck parked on the hill. He sits on the tailgate to brood.

			Frankie had offered to make the drive down with him, but the thought of a road trip, just the two of them, made him nervous. So far they have managed to stake out their own corners of the farm. He runs the plants, and she runs the animals. Where their efforts intersect, they play nice. She is never warm, but her relative docility has surprised and impressed Fizz. He had been right. He did need her. Not just the extra set of experienced hands, but also her personal brand of know-how, her sixth sense about Sourland and its peccadilloes. The crew likes her. He can’t help but like her, too. He isn’t the only one whose eyes linger on the dirt and sweat smudged over Frankie’s neck, the ledge above her tank top, her thighs. Plus, Pierre likes Frankie more than him, which would only undercut his authority when he asks Pierre for another loan. She and Pierre have a longer history, and she’s a woman. Even if Pierre sees her as less than equal, Frankie’s presence is a net-positive, like she spruces up the place just by stepping foot inside. At the end of the day, it is Fizz’s job to do the haggling. The crop is his business, and Pierre is just another middleman he’s dealt with before. You can visit any corner in California and buy a med card, purchase all the weed you want to smoke, vape, or eat at your leisure. Pierre has his regional service, his connects, his hobbyist’s garden, but the heyday of black-market middlemanning is over. Even JJ had seen that writing on the wall.

			In the months after he’d left JJ for dead on that Canadian mountain pass, the crop in Good Grief was ripped off, two of the stash houses were robbed, and the runs they started making again over the border, to offset their loss in supply, were setting off new alarm bells. Fizz had heard of death spirals playing out like this in Garberville. Real trouble, the existential kind, occurred when you were so desperate to right the sinking ship that you swamped it in the process. Fizz decided he would go somewhere warm for a while, away from rivals and the encroaching law. He had a contact in Baja, Mexico, who owned a grow and had a good in with U.S. Customs. It would be a different gambit than the one in Coeur d’Alene, but Coeur d’Alene had been different from Humboldt, in the beginning. Fizz would regroup in Baja with the few friends he had left, if friends they were. Now he can’t recall what they ever talked about.

			On Fizz’s last morning in Idaho, he and a trusted few were supposed to meet at the lake house. At first light, they would pack up into their caravan of trucks and leave the state indefinitely. But no one was ready by first light. That was the trouble with stoners. Their trucks weren’t fueled, or even cleared of their recreational debris, the snowboards and the fishing rods and the fast-food bags. The boys were still sleeping. Fizz was the only one ready. The light in his head blinked at him purposefully, like morse code. S-O-S. The light always knew what was going on. Fizz figured the others would catch up, once they got their shit together. He took ten thousand dollars with him, but knew better than to drive around with more. If you were pulled over with stacks of cash, you were going to jail; that was a fact. He would return soon enough for the rest. This was only an intermission, a judicious pause. Of course, no one made it to Mexico, not even Fizz.

			As he drove through rural Nevada with its parched lake beds and clapboard ghost towns, he got the call. The lake house had been busted. Moments after first light, as Fizz was wheeling out of Coeur d’Alene, local and state police descended, seizing the highest turret in Fizz’s empire. They’d frozen his accounts, confiscated his boat, his cars. He couldn’t even get his crooked lawyer or his crooked accountant on the phone anymore. Fizz thought he would be sick.

			He pulled over, somewhere near Elko, and slipped the SIM card from his phone, stomped it to pieces, chucked the phone into a gulch, and rerouted to Northern California by way of Reno, over snowy Donner Pass. Humboldt was a place where he could disappear. There was plenty of room to do it, and no one talked to the law. To his chagrin, becoming nobody again was easy. He returned to Garberville in possession of exactly what he’d left with. It was as if everything he’d made for himself in those years of excess had been on loan, though there were certain items Fizz had acquired that made him feel as though the high would go on forever. Tank of piranhas. Fleet of dirt bikes. A catalogue of stash houses, through which millions in cash passed serenely. He could stay in whichever house he liked. Could choose from one of many front doors. On twelve-burner ranges, he prepared T-bones and lobster tails for his mutinous friends, and into the morning hours they lit firecrackers off the roof. Someone else would come to sweep away the shells and ash. It was a good living while it lasted. While it lasted, it was the apex. Then, like too many endings, he arrived in California.

			If he had known the collapse of their empire was near, maybe Fizz wouldn’t have put JJ down as he had. Or maybe their empire had collapsed precisely because of JJ, in which case, he’d waited too long to take action.

			For a few hours, Fizz waits for Pierre, but eventually he falls asleep on the tailgate with his arms over his chest. Benadryl and THC tinctures are still glugging through his system like grease in the pipes, and it is sometime after dark when he wakes to the sound of his name.

			Pierre is walking toward him, a woman at his side. The woman shouts at him, and Fizz lifts his hand in a weak wave before realizing who it is. It’s Frankie, arm in arm with the man of the hour, as Mariah trails dutifully behind them.

			

			+ + +

			“I can’t believe it’s your first time in San Francisco,” Pierre says, pouring from a bottle of red and seeing to it that his glass is filled first and highest.

			It is going on midnight, far beyond the dinner hour, but Pierre has managed to talk some high-end spot into a last-minute table and now they are several courses in. They are the only ones left on the floor. The restaurant closed an hour ago. It’s an open kitchen, and Fizz avoids eye contact with the skeleton crew of cooks and waitstaff selected to stay late.

			Pierre pours for Mariah next, and she blushes. “How’d you even get up north without coming through the city first?” he asks. “It’s like paying dues.”

			“Don’t listen to him,” Frankie says. “There are other places than San Francisco.”

			“I don’t believe that for a second.” Pierre winks at Fizz as though they’re in cahoots.

			Frankie is sitting close beside Pierre, looking anywhere but at Fizz. Throughout their meal, he’s tried to catch her eye, but it’s like he’s a hanger-on, crashing their party. Over the last few months, he had believed the two of them had come to a brokered peace, or at least a stalemate. Instead, Frankie seems to have sensed her window of opportunity. She seized upon his moment of weakness and used it to slide strategically between him and Pierre, who has not yet returned Fizz’s wallet or phone, and who announced at the start of their meal that the keys come with the truck, and the truck he plans to keep as collateral for Fizz’s mounting debt.

			“I had $321 left,” Mariah says, recounting the story of how she came to California. “I remember that number because of 3-2-1, like a countdown to going broke. For some reason, I thought moving from Florida to California would be easy, but it’s not as warm here, and it’s actually worse the closer you get to the water. I got to L.A. last summer during June Gloom. It was cool, and kind of depressing—the people, and the weather. Anyway, I took a Greyhound. I had Sacramento in mind, I don’t know why. I put too much faith in capital cities. On the Greyhound I met this older, very elegant, very classy woman, who was Basque, and she had the most amazing stories about textiles, fibers. Sheep fibers, I think. The craft of it all. I wish I’d taken a picture of the sweater she was wearing, but it wouldn’t have done it justice. We talked the whole ride up and she basically invited me to Dublin. The Dublin outside San Francisco, that is, where she lives with her other daughter. I say other daughter because she has two daughters. The first daughter she had left behind in Los Angeles, on bad terms apparently, relating to the fibers. And then there was the second daughter, up in Dublin. I think about that a lot. Places with the names of other places. They’re connected, I think, and not just by name. There’s Moscow, Idaho. Paris, New Hampshire. Krakow, Wisconsin. Believe it or not, I have been to Krakow, Wisconsin. I actually got violently ill in the bathroom of the Cenex gas station in Krakow, Wisconsin. Dublin, though, was a bust. You can see how fibers become irritating after a while. And her daughter’s place was so small, I knew it was time to go. So, north was the answer. That’s always the answer, isn’t it? North for possibility. South for a getaway.”

			“Are you high?” Pierre asks Mariah.

			“No. Not as high as before. Why?”

			“No reason.” Pierre wags his eyebrows at Frankie. “Where’d you pick this one up?”

			“She’s one of Sapphire’s,” Frankie says.

			Pierre shrugs. “Aren’t they all?”

			Mariah sighs and stares off wistfully. “I can’t stop thinking about her.”

			“Who?” Pierre asks.

			Under the table, Fizz’s knee bounces rapid-fire and the tabletop rattles faintly. Frankie casts him a fleeting look of concern, but just as swiftly, her eyes flit away.

			“Sapphire,” Mariah says. “I think about her all the time, and about what happened. Is there anything worse than not knowing?”

			“Probably,” Pierre says. “You know, there’s a certain kind of person who is tortured by uncertainty, and I am not one of them.”

			“Didn’t you know her for a very long time?” Mariah asks Pierre.

			“Oh, she was a fixture,” Pierre says. For the first time that evening, Fizz detects the faintest overcast in Pierre’s tone. “You might not see her for months and then she’d show up at the bar, tell some crazy story, pile everybody into the back of her truck and haul us down to the waterfront to skinny-dip even if it was fucking freezing or fucking disgusting. One time we drove out to the casino in the middle of the night. Sometimes it would just be us getting stoned and talking. I did know her a long time, not that any of us really knew her.” A devilish grin overtakes him then. “That slippery old rascal. That was the whole, what is it, the je ne sais quoi of Sapphire.” Pierre leans over the table to Mariah and whispers, “That’s French for ‘the unnameable thing that makes somebody the shit.’ ”

			“She was the shit, wasn’t she?” Mariah says.

			Pierre guffaws and sends Frankie another obvious look, but Frankie is finally looking at Fizz. He hasn’t seen her in real clothes maybe ever. She is wearing clean blue jeans, a white lived-in oxford half-tucked into her waistband. She looks more and more like Sapphire every day, her tan, the flyaway hair, the clothes, but there is a reserve in Frankie that Sapphire never had, a cold furtiveness. Crossed arms, crossed legs. An unwillingness to fill in the gaps.

			Pierre is watching the two of them. His nose twitches and he redirects his efforts to Mariah, who is all ears. As he regales her with more memories of Sapphire, he idly pats the luggage on wheels that’s parked next to him. Fizz had noticed when Pierre rolled the suitcase into the restaurant with no explanation.

			“Is that an earthquake, or are you just wagging your tail under there?” Pierre says.

			Fizz quits bouncing his knee. The table goes still.

			“I’d like my keys back,” Fizz says. “I’d like to get the fuck out of here.”

			“Speaking of people who aren’t around…” Pierre carries on brightly, as he gives the suitcase another pat. “It’s been crickets from my guy, Fizz. No leads on Sapphire. Has your P.I. turned up anything? I know Frankie here may have given up the hunt, but I’m guessing you wouldn’t fold so easy, loyal pup that you are.”

			At that, Frankie signals for the waiter, but the waiters don’t budge unless it’s Pierre who does the summoning.

			“No,” Mariah says, looking back and forth from Frankie to Fizz. “You wouldn’t give up. You wouldn’t.”

			“My theory,” Pierre says, “is that Sapphire is actually on a beach somewhere, living large and wooing the locals. A few American dollars buys a whole lot of coconuts.”

			“Do you really believe that?” Mariah asks.

			“Boatloads of coconuts.”

			“There have to be clues, or a trail somewhere,” Mariah says. “There should be signs.”

			Pierre plucks a tube of pasta from the platter and chews it squeakily between his teeth. “I love your imagination. What kind of signs should we be looking for?”

			“Don’t be an ass,” Frankie says. “Why would you get her going like that?”

			“Because he can’t help himself,” Fizz says.

			Finally, Pierre makes a signal for the waiter, only to order more of something they’ve already had. The waiter reminds him the dish takes twenty minutes to prepare, but Pierre is in no rush. “I have an errand for you two anyway,” he says, and toes the suitcase out from under the table. He turns to Mariah like she’s the next course. “While we wait, I can get to know Mariah a little better, and you”—he throws a scrap of a glance at Fizz—“can start earning your keep.”

			

			+ + +

			As always, it’s a long walk uphill.

			Vague instructions were given about a house at the top of the street, the delivery of sensitive cargo. Frankie is two paces behind Fizz as he yanks the rolling suitcase over a broken slab of sidewalk. It’s been a long time since he played runner. Now it’s someone else’s money he’s chauffeuring, to someone else’s stash house.

			He’s always underestimated Pierre, but Pierre understood the precise errand to send Fizz on in order to maximize his humiliation.

			“This seems like a one-person job,” Frankie huffs behind him. Somehow the street seems steeper the farther they climb. Fizz leans forward into the angle. He wants to get this over with.

			“Why are you walking so fast?” Frankie asks.

			“Why can’t you keep up?”

			Every few paces, he catches a glimpse of the city by night where it twinkles in the scant gaps between houses. It reminds him how high up they really are, and how many people are out there. It makes his skin crawl.

			“Are you waiting for me to guess what’s wrong with you, or will you just put me out of my misery already?” Frankie asks, and widens her stride until she’s keeping pace with him.

			“You don’t look miserable to me.”

			“Fine,” Frankie says. “I won’t ask again.”

			Fizz jerks the suitcase over another rut in the sidewalk and its handle comes off in his fist.

			They both pause and look at it. Fizz chucks the handle clear across the street, where it lands in a bougainvillea. Without a word, he heaves the suitcase onto his shoulder and keeps marching.

			“I know she did it on purpose,” Fizz says. “I don’t know for sure whose idea it was, but I have my suspicions. You’re lucky I didn’t asphyxiate.”

			“This is about the brownies?” Frankie starts to laugh. “Oh my god. You think we tried to poison you. With magic brownies? You think that’s our big play? Death by chocolate.”

			“Explain what you’re really doing here.”

			“Pierre called me. He said you were passed out. Sick. He didn’t even say what was wrong with you, just that you were sleeping it off upstairs. I thought I was helping. Why else would we drive all the way down here? I had to borrow Gentle Travis’s truck.”

			Fizz’s legs pump harder in an effort to outpace her. The suitcase is heavier than he realized. Despite the wet wind off the Bay, sweat breaks out over his neck and back. “I think you never really wanted to work together. I think you were just waiting for the right moment to cut me out. When I gave you a job, that was a gesture. It meant something. Like we were even.”

			“You think you gave me a job? You needed me more than I needed you.”

			“Oh, horseshit.”

			She takes two big strides ahead and stops him in his tracks.

			“What have I ever done to make you think so little of me?” she asks. “Really? You want me to prove something to you, but you’re the one who should be proving something to me.”

			They have come to a dead end. At the summit of the street, a petite bungalow peekaboos from behind an impenetrable wall of boxwood hedges. Fizz can’t find the gate, if there is a gate, if this is even the house to which he’s supposed to bring Pierre’s suitcase full of cash. It’s moments like these that make Fizz long for his old life. In Idaho, discord was a one-way communication. And women were interludes, vacations you took. It wasn’t that Fizz believed that women, and his relationships with them, were incapable of becoming something more. It had been a conscious decision he made, to compartmentalize them, as if into a tiny, tiny deposit box, one that could be locked up tight, and was too small to allow anything to grow. It was for his own good, and for theirs, too. That was a lesson JJ had been too bullheaded to learn.

			“When we get back,” Fizz says, still patting around the boxwood hedges for an entrance, “you should get the fuck off my farm. If you really think you’re the one doing me a favor, then go. I don’t need favors. See you never.”

			“Fine,” Frankie says. “You can find your own ride back. I’ll drive home tonight. I can be gone by the morning.”

			“That would not surprise me at all.”

			He can’t believe he ever fucked Frankie, or that he’d been wanting to fuck her again. What had all his newfound earthy sensitivity gotten him? If his past self were watching, as Fizz felt around the bushes of someone else’s stash house, hauling someone else’s fortune, being screeched at by a woman who supposedly wanted nothing to do with him while simultaneously demanding he prove himself to her—his past self would probably kill his future self, and he would be grateful.

			“What is this, some kind of fucking fortress?” Frankie says, arm-deep in the boxwoods.

			He sets down the suitcase and jumps a few times to try to get a glimpse over the hedges. A floodlight blinks on.

			“Mariah may be dumb as rocks,” he says, “and Pierre is a shithead psychopath, but they’re right, you know. You did give up on her. Whatever my thing is, that’s your thing.”

			Frankie rakes her fingers through her hair and shouts skyward, like she’s talking to God.

			“Of course! This is about Sapphire. It’s always about Sapphire. What do you want me to do, sit around and speculate where her body was dumped? Go and find it yourself. Be a Boy Scout. Prove how heartless I am. I don’t need to see a body. I don’t want to.”

			Fizz straightens to his full height and stands over her, blotting out the floodlight. The shadow of his body cuts across her face. “Somehow, everyone was surprised when you walked out. Sapphire never saw it coming. But what did she expect? We all know about your meltdown onstage in San Francisco. Everyone knows that story. And everyone knows how you got your hooks into Sapphire and her life. You strut around the farm like you’re still somebody important, like you ever were—but there’s no stage here for you, Frankie. Nobody’s watching. No one cares if you’re on the farm, or in Mexico, or wherever the hell you went last year. No one even cared when you left, not really. And no one cares that you came back. You’re just another trimmer girl looking for a job, and I’m the one handing them out.”

			“Will you two shut the fuck up out here?”

			It’s Gu, who has materialized from the boxwoods.

			Past the bushy orifice in the hedges, the front door of the bungalow is wide open, emitting a warm glow. There’s a glimpse of hardwood, antique furniture, vast abstract canvases. A whole place with a human touch, not another dummy stash house.

			“Who lives here?” Fizz asks.

			“I do,” says Gu. “Where’s his stuff?”

			Fizz looks around for the suitcase, but it’s no longer next to him. “What did you do with it?” he asks Frankie accusingly, but she has withdrawn from the beam of the floodlight, into the gloom of the street.

			Gu whistles. “Pierre will not be pleased if you lost his luggage.”

			Fizz pokes around the hedges, in case the suitcase has somehow been absorbed. How many thousands of dollars did it contain? Or perhaps it was filled with product, a different kind of cargo. “You idiots,” Gu says and points downhill.

			The suitcase must’ve rolled away when Fizz wasn’t looking. It is wedged between some trash cans and a limp mattress on the curb, far below them. Fizz jogs down after it, retrieves the suitcase with a groan, and jogs back up. “How much is in this thing?” he asks breathlessly.

			Gu gives the suitcase a perfunctory once-over and shrugs. “He’s only supposed to be gone for a weekend, but Pierre tends to overpack.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“This isn’t a drop?” Fizz asks.

			Gu laughs. “What? No. This is just Pierre’s shit. Clothes and sandals or whatever. He’s going to Cabo San Lucas in the morning. He’s making me drive him to the airport later.”

			At that, Frankie turns on her heel and heads back downhill.

			“Unbelievable,” Fizz says.

			“Bye,” Gu calls after Frankie, and gives Fizz a look. “What’s her problem?”

			“I want the keys to my truck,” Fizz says.

			“Everybody wants something around here,” Gu says and shuts the gate in the hedges.

			

			+ + +

			One night, naked in the bunk of the Windjammer, having fucked twice in secret after their winter weekend in Eureka, Sapphire told Fizz the true story of Frankie’s arrival on Sourland. It was a story even Frankie did not know.

			The sheets were kicked around their feet, sweat and pleather suctioning them into one. How easily his arms contained Sapphire, like they could slither twice around if he held her close enough.

			“She thinks I don’t know, and you’re never going to tell her otherwise,” Sapphire was saying to him.

			“Why would I say anything? How would that even come up?”

			Sapphire’s breath fanned over his nipple, and his leg twitched where it was intertwined with hers.

			“I know when storm clouds are brewing. It’s not if, but when with you two.”

			“She has to know about us by now. She’s not blind.”

			“She knows we fucked when it was the three of us in Eureka. I don’t know what she knows now. She probably thinks it’s all part of our game.”

			“I don’t get it.”

			“I’m talking about you.”

			“That’s what you two call me? A game?”

			Sapphire sighed. “Seeing other people, fucking around, staying entertained or satisfied. Not bored. We don’t call it anything. Whatever it is we do, the point is not to name it. Just do it, so you can come home and be together. Being together is the thing with the name.”

			Fizz ran a hand over his face. “Sounds complicated.”

			“Well, it’s not for you to understand.”

			She drew a finger down his chest, but he sensed her remoteness, and with it the rupture of their postcoital bubble. His elbow was falling asleep underneath her.

			“If we tell her about us,” he said, “maybe there won’t actually be a blowout. She might even appreciate the honesty.”

			“Would you appreciate the honesty?”

			He hesitated. “This wasn’t part of some evil plan. I mean, did you ever really think something would happen between you and me?” He craned his neck to read her face.

			“No,” she said, hardly missing a beat. “Never.”

			“Oh.” He had always wanted to ask her that but didn’t want to risk further inflating her ego. He was already at her mercy, and she knew it. Such a dynamic could be fun, and sexy, when paired with their age gap and the forbidden nature of their trysts, but it was not a dynamic he could see himself abiding by indefinitely.

			“Why?” Sapphire asked. “Did you?”

			Above them, on the bunk’s ceiling, a past resident of the Windjammer had affixed glow-in-the-dark stars in an explosion of galaxies, and someone, maybe the same person, had drawn doodles in permanent marker, hieroglyphs of dogs, pigs, clouds. There were plastic scabs from old burn marks. Fizz reached his long arm up to rub a thumb along the scars. So many people had come and gone before him. His place in Sapphire’s life, let alone on her farm, was not written in stone. But this was not the story he told himself. Between them was history, a superseding story larger than the both of them. When he was in her presence, the light in his head ebbed to a warm, contented glow, awake but unbothered, like a dog who recognizes the guest at the door.

			“Yes,” he confessed, deciding on the spot to be as honest as he felt like. “The moment I saw you again, I wanted you. I didn’t know if you’d want me like that, in the same way, but there’s a secret you should know about me.”

			Sapphire placed her chin on his chest and looked up at him. “I’m listening.”

			Fizz pretended to scan the Windjammer for eavesdroppers, then he clutched her close, nose to nose. “My secret,” he whispered against her lips, “is that once I picture something—once I really see it, and decide that I want it? It comes true.”

			“No.”

			“Yes.”

			“That’s why we’re naked? Because you pictured us naked?”

			“That’s right.”

			“I’m so impressed.”

			“It’s impressive.”

			“You love to impress me.”

			“No, I live to impress you.”

			Sapphire grinned at that. He could not hide his devotion and Sapphire was greedy for it.

			“What else do you picture?” she asked. “Tell me.”

			He didn’t dare. His visions were too elaborate. He dreamed of registering the farm with the state, running a legitimate business. There would be a rebrand, and a renovation of the cottage, the addition of an in-ground pool, and sex they’d have twice daily, forever. His children would be born of that sex—even though Sapphire was older, he sometimes forgot, and maybe the children would have to come from someplace else. In his vision, the children were there, a brood of them running amok. And where was everyone else? The Pit would be empty. Frankie would be vanquished, gone from the farm from which she drew her strength—fortified not only by her proximity to Sapphire, but by everything underfoot that yielded to her, the confidence with which she moved through the hills and low places, while the trees and voles and negative space leered at Fizz, a local, as though he were the intruder.

			“I picture lots of things,” Fizz said. “All kinds of things. One day, I’ll tell you.”

			“That’s good,” Sapphire said. “You cherish your mystery, and I’ll cherish mine.”

			They chatted and kissed and tried to fuck again, though Fizz was spent and turned instead to pleasing Sapphire, letting her guide his mouth where she wanted, how she wanted it, until she came another time and finally settled, exhausted and dreamy. Fizz did not want to waste their hours together by sleeping. He tried to rouse her but she was turning to mumbles.

			“Why don’t you want her to know?” he whispered, having come to the end of all else he could say. “Why pretend the two of you met by chance? How could it matter after all this time?”

			He knew he was breaking the rules of convenience by forcing her to think of Frankie while she was in his arms. Sapphire frowned, and he regretted asking. Why aim her mind in Frankie’s direction, when all he wanted was to be the one Sapphire thought of? The only one.

			“You don’t know what it was like,” Sapphire said. “Seeing someone in a state of total surrender like that. It’s awful to look at, and awful how you can’t look away, either. If Frankie knew I’d been there the night it happened, if she knew that I had seen her—she would never have come with me.”

			“So what?”

			“Fizz, I don’t regret my time with Frankie.”

			“I know that.”

			“I don’t regret that she’s here. I want her here. She belongs here.”

			“I’m just trying to understand.”

			“Haven’t you ever done something shameful?”

			He thought of Idaho, JJ’s blood on the snow, leaving his only real friend for dead. Sometimes he let himself remember JJ, and it wasn’t their last violent encounter he recalled. Fizz liked to picture JJ’s rugged face, how he cried laughing sometimes when he was too stoned. He thought of afternoons on the lake together in summer, JJ’s farmer’s tan and his backflips off the dock. He remembered JJ’s impression of Jim Carrey’s eyebrows, or his sweetness when he scooped Cassidy up in a hug and swung her around like a rag doll. There were things Fizz had done he wished to forget, but they were sown into him, and he was never alone. Was that how Frankie felt? Even if it had been her dream, ballet was a luxury pursuit. In the end, she’d only hurt herself. He could pity Frankie in her moment of humiliation, but shame was different. Not something that happened, but something you carried with you.

			The night of Frankie’s catastrophe at the opera house, Sapphire had been in the audience. Actually, she’d been on a date, with a dalliance from Berkeley who had always been impressed by ballet’s linear discipline, its Soviet chill. Sapphire could take or leave the whole thing. But after Frankie walked offstage, and the house lights came up, Sapphire could hardly believe the rift wasn’t part of the act. She had seen performances go awry before. Once, she saw an actor run offstage mid-vomit, but the actor had run behind the curtain. Frankie didn’t just shatter the fourth wall, she walked right through it, over the rubble, out of the theater, obliterating the path of return. Even after the performance’s abrupt ending, and after Sapphire and her date returned to fuck predictably in her motel room, all Sapphire could think of was Frankie, walking down the aisle. That was why Sapphire went back to the opera house the next night, this time alone. She needed to see how it ended. Not the ballet, but Frankie’s retreat.

			She wanted to know if the ballerina would be back on the bill to try again.

			And Sapphire had been disappointed. She didn’t know Frankie but somehow thought better of her. By intermission, she was no longer interested in The Four Temperaments. She was disgusted by San Francisco, by the infestation of people vying for a life on the Bay’s leaky margins, clamoring so pathetically, so unjustly, just to pay their way to tomorrow. It was a good reminder why Sapphire liked where and how she lived, on her own terms, why she never really had an inkling to leave. Or else, the inkling always evaporated once she came to the city and saw what else there was. All the same familiar desperation, only dressed in fancier clothes. She was content to do her travel through the people who came to the farm. The people she loved took her to other places just by being themselves. Sapphire had been ready to split and head back to the motel when she spotted Frankie drifting around the columns of the lobby, during intermission. She almost didn’t recognize the ballerina in her street clothes, but she’d done a double take at the woman’s expression, which Sapphire recognized from the night before. It was an expression as recognizable in strangers as in confidants, and one Sapphire seemed to have a knack for identifying. Frankie looked lost.

			

			+ + +

			Eventually, the restaurant closes. Everything closes.

			Pierre summons one of his worker bees by phone and a cheap coupe arrives in no time. Pierre takes the front seat and puts Mariah on his lap, while Fizz and Frankie squish into the back. They make a pit stop at the Victorian on Beaver Street for more booze and weed and a little pouch of uppers. Then they head for the water. The man in charge wants to see the sunrise.

			They are dropped off along Sea Cliff Avenue and the worker bee drives away. As a foursome, they hoof down to China Beach, where the wind whips rough and wet in the rotunda of the cove. Sleeping houses roost on the rocks above them. The beach is closed, but the Golden Gate Bridge is lit in blood hues, strung out in the distance like a phosphorescent vein. Fizz assumes they’ll admire the landmark a few minutes, smoke, and leave, but then Pierre starts stripping off his clothes. Mariah laughs ecstatically, delighted, and begins to strip, too.

			“Frankie, my love,” Pierre says, “will you join us for a swim?”

			“Not a chance. Not even a little one.”

			“Come on,” Pierre says. “Not even in Sapphire’s honor? You don’t find a night swim even a little bit romantic?”

			“Ask Fizz if he finds it romantic.”

			Pierre looks Fizz up and down. “Fizz, do you find it romantic?”

			“You go ahead,” Fizz says. “I’ll be right behind you.”

			“He’s lying,” Mariah says as she slips off her bra and underwear, revealing a considerable blond bush. Fizz looks away. “He’s lying, isn’t he, Frankie?”

			Frankie shrugs. “I don’t know what he’ll do.”

			Pierre throws his boots over his shoulder and chases Mariah into the freezing water. From the beach, all Fizz can make out is moonglow on pasty skin. His eyes tear up as he stares into the wind. Every time he blinks, the black current licks at the horizon line and he loses sight of Pierre and Mariah, but at least he can still hear them laughing. They haven’t a care in the world.

			“Jesus, he smells like shit,” Frankie mutters. She is turning out the pockets of Pierre’s pants. She pats around his discarded jacket and comes away with a wallet.

			“That’s mine,” Fizz says, but she is already tossing it to him. A few hundred dollars has been pilfered from the wallet.

			“That may be all you get,” Frankie says. “I don’t see a phone, and I’m guessing these don’t belong to you?” She dangles a ring of keys off one finger, heavy as a janitor’s set. Pierre is in possession of many houses, many keys. Fizz remembers the weight of his own key ring back in Coeur d’Alene. He never labeled which key went where, in case he ever misplaced them. He would show up at the lake house, or the second lake house, or the ranch house in Athol, or the retro chalet near English Point and fumble with the locks, forgetting which key went with which deadbolt, which life he was renting month-to-month.

			There’s a shriek from the water. Pierre and Mariah, splashing and flirting.

			Fizz almost blushes. He and Frankie are like chaperones, pretending not to see what they are seeing. “They must be freezing,” he says. “Idiots.”

			“What they are is wasted.” Frankie pushes some hair off her face, and the wind pushes it right back. Suddenly it is hard to remember why Fizz is so angry with her. Does he really believe she would poison him? If she wanted to oust him, she could’ve left him marooned in San Francisco. He could apologize, or at least smooth over their argument somehow. That would be the professional thing to do,

			“So,” he tries. “What did you think of Mexico?”

			She gives him a puzzled look. “Oh, right. Mexico. It was good. It was nice.”

			“Do you speak any Spanish now?”

			“Yeah,” she says. “I speak Spanish.”

			He waits, thinking she’ll say something to demonstrate. “I know somebody in Baja,” he says, “but I never found a way to get there.”

			Frankie stares out over the black water. “You should go.”

			“Yeah,” he says. “Maybe someday.”

			A scream shoots up over the water like a flare.

			Immediately, Fizz starts scanning the water.

			“I don’t see them,” he says. “Do you see them?”

			Frankie points beyond the parentheses of rock enclosing the cove. “There.”

			Mariah is swimming hard against the current but gaining no distance. Pierre is nowhere he can see.

			Frankie shouts for Mariah. The sound is blown back onto the shore. Fizz kicks off his boots and most of his clothes. They’ll only weigh him down.

			“Stay here,” he tells Frankie. She is already dashing past him, tripping through the surf in her good clothes and launching into a dive.

			Fizz goes in after her. It takes no time before he’s broken even with Frankie, who is thrashing clumsily through the frigid water. He tries to keep his eyes on Mariah, and on Frankie too, who is fading away from him. The dark of the water and the dark of the sky fuse into one, becoming a void Fizz swims through. Only the red flicker of the bridge and the vague slash of the shore orient him.

			“I’ve got them. Go back,” he shouts at Frankie, but she only swims harder.

			“Do you see her?” Frankie chokes. “Where is she?”

			Mariah bobs in the distance, drifting farther out to sea. Blink, and he’ll lose her. Blink, and he’ll lose the both of them. If he does not act, then surely, they will all be lost. Fizz does not let himself think of the endless ocean underneath him, holding him up and sucking him down. Instead, he puts as much air in his chest as he can stand. He plunges headlong into open water.
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			Frankie

			All summer, we battled the drought. We bled the creek until it ran dry. Fizz decided leaving tracks was worth the risk, and we used the tractor to ferry a 275-gallon water tote out to the patch and back, while the plants climbed thirteen feet high. Thirteen is a portentous number. Thirteen means working together, realizing harmony.

			To fortify the stalks as they grew, we strung the tops of the plants into a great networked web, suspended in the trees. We cut deeper into the canopy. Ropes of clarified sun touched down and toasted every pistil on every bud until they all glittered like crystals. Walking through the patch left runaway resin clinging to your arms, your clothes, your hair. On a random, singular day of heavy rain, we went out with thick ropes. With one person on either end, we swung the ropes gently against the base of the plants to bat loose rainwater where it gathered in the buds, hoping to keep the mold at bay, and it worked. Now it was the end of September, a punishing ninety degrees. The buds were riding out the last weeks of their sweetening. Harvest was not a precise date pinned on the calendar, but a window in time to be sniffed out. The stench of weed diffused with the morning fog, surfing the breeze down to Garberville and mooning in the faces of the sheriffs who knew precisely what time of year it was. By the autumn equinox, the hill was ripe with flowers fit to be plucked. But like Sapphire, Fizz was superstitious about pulling the plants too soon.

			I had come to anticipate the seasonal stink of it all, not just of weed at large, but of one strain in particular. Greyhound Buddha had been Sapphire’s pet cultivar, a potent hybrid she spent years crisscrossing and cloning, toying with in small batches, bending its traits to suit her tastes. It wasn’t about reinventing the wheel, but perfecting its curves. We had sampled it often. On the inhale, Greyhound Buddha tasted of pine and diesel, the classic flavors, but there was a leavening twist of orange blossom too, and a blooming buttercream sweetness you could sniff when the buds were ground up for packing into a bowl or rolling into a joint. Its smoke was smooth as velvet, and the high it produced was just the same, like pulling taut the folds in a tablecloth, just so.

			Buyers wanted it, and we had plenty to sell. Fizz was looking at good prices per pound on Sapphire’s signature strain, and for everything else, too. Two-thirds of the crop was already spoken for, and for the final third, Fizz had a long cure planned. He’d release the reserved batches to high-end shops in L.A. and San Francisco at a premium.

			The crew was already counting their money. Once we harvested, the drying shed would be stuffed to the gills and the trimmers up to their elbows in flower to shape and cash in per pound. It was all they could talk about. Feasts and full pockets, an offseason spent flush. I knew there were still unknowns between here and there. The plants were still in the ground, and there were weather fronts, mold spores, rip-offs. Tomorrow could level us all.

			After my usual morning chores with the animals, I went out to the patch to work. Swiss and Emilio were trimming back any yellowing fan leaves so that more light could pass through to the lower-hanging buds. Kaia was working on dinner in the Pit. We had put together a few more ad hoc drying sheds to account for the extra crop, and they still needed reinforcing. There were pruning snips to sharpen. Someone needed to make a run into town so that propane was on hand for the orchard heaters. The list was long, but we were working through it, Fizz and I.

			Eventually, when the long afternoon was over, I set aside my utility belt and tramped back through the pastures to the cottage. Fizz had spent the afternoon with her, and now it was my turn with Mariah.

			

			
				
				+ + +
			

			People go a little sideways after drowning. Water is a threshold between here and somewhere else. It wavers, like a tipping point. Once you tip, you can’t get back what tips out with you.

			Mariah was propped up in Sapphire’s bed, just as I had left her that morning.

			The cottage ran hot this time of year, but if I tried to tie her hair back from her face, she mewled in protest, so we kept a fan pointed at her. Mostly, I sat with her. Fizz and I took turns spooning her meals, but I was in charge of bathing her and changing her clothes. Awake but not alert, Mariah had the dream-drunk gaze of those at sea. What was out there? Pierre maybe, going under. Perhaps it was not who she saw, but how it felt. Sometimes she gripped the sheets like she might capsize, her fist clenching so tight for so long that her fingers swelled until I had to unfasten them knuckle by knuckle. Fizz and I agreed. It was company Mariah needed more than anything. A reminder of those remaining on the shore.

			In the afternoons, I lay beside her and read aloud from the book she’d been working through before our trip down to San Francisco two months earlier. I had read the same book years before, chosen from a high shelf in Sapphire’s den during the winter slog.

			“That’s the book of numbers,” Sapphire told me then.

			“Numbers of what?” I asked.

			“Not what,” she said. “Who.”

			To be born under a certain number inscribed your fate. Every day of the year was accompanied by a detailed reading. Some chapters deconstructed numerological patterns. Trinities. Double numbers. The power of one. It meant something, for instance, to encounter a tree trunk split in two halves, especially when such a tree was encountered at a specific hour and minute of the day, which might be added, or subtracted, from the day of the week, the month, the letters in your name, the year of your birth. Infinite math ruled the world, and if you were discerning enough, and vigilant in your counting, this hidden data would be fed to you, its meaning extruded. Maybe then, you would not walk blindly but could navigate your way to a decent life.

			As usual, I flipped to the seventeenth of October. My birthday. My name had been scrawled in the top right corner, in Sapphire’s handwriting. It was customary for her to record the names and corresponding birthdays of most everyone who stayed on the farm. Sometimes she read them specific passages, summaries of themselves, and would watch their faces for flashes of recognition. Those who most resisted being read tended to have the truest inscriptions.

			On my page, there was a column titled Secret Self.

			
				There is danger in secrecy and withholding. It is advisable to be forthright with those you love, lest you reap the consequences at inopportune junctures.

			

			“Who’s in charge of these numbers anyway?” I said aloud, though I knew Mariah wouldn’t answer. I didn’t know her birthday, and she wasn’t about to tell me.

			Without her looped braids, she looked older, and plain. Weeks indoors had blunted her suntan and her freckles. She had turned waxen and thin, those cherub cheeks struck to twin ledges, which gave her face a predatory, if vacant, pointedness.

			“Let’s look at Fizz’s page again,” I said, and Mariah’s feet twitched beneath the sheets like she was kicking underwater.

			Fizz had been born on the twenty-second. A double number. This denoted amplified power and influence—allegedly. His nickname, its skidding double Z, had also been jotted down in the top right margin. I wondered when Sapphire had put his name in her book, if she had tiptoed to the Windjammer one summer night and flipped through the pages with him, to compare what they suspected of each other with what the book declared as fact. I too remembered those early gulps of love, when everyone is a prophet, attuned to secret frequencies.

			
				22. The Master Architect possesses the key to unlock unlimited potential and possibility, but only in service to the whole, rather than to the self.

			

			“Fat chance,” I said and snapped the book shut. I eyed Mariah. “You didn’t really mean to poison him. Did you? No. You couldn’t have known. I didn’t even know. It’s almost embarrassing, having to live in fear of a walnut. Anyway, no harm, no foul. He’s still standing. He’s still stalking around out here, thump, thump, thump.”

			Mariah stared blankly. Talking to her was like whispering into a vault.

			For a while, I stood beside the bookshelf in the corner pointing out titles, waiting for one to move her. Perhaps she’d blink twice to indicate her preference? Drool a little if you prefer a thriller to a romance. Shed a single tear if you regret coming to Sourland in the first place.

			The night Pierre drowned, I had nearly drowned myself. Once I made it past the breakers, the cold grabbed onto me, the warp of my wet clothes dragging me into that undulating darkness, where water and horizon bleed. I was able to make my way back to the shore, but Pierre never did.

			I had known him as long as I had known Sapphire. With both of them gone, the world I had stumbled into years ago, through the door of the matte black house in Bernal Heights, had gone extinct. It was no longer accessible. Had I ever loved Pierre? I had considered him a friend, but there had always been an asterisk attached to that label. Pierre had been an alabaster-skinned ex-model peddling a product everyone already wanted, but he was not harmless. If he suspected his worker bees were trying to steal his customers or might otherwise double-cross him, he hired big men to break in their doors and their noses. Sapphire had never been afraid to stake her claim with her own hands, but Pierre outsourced much of the danger in his life. He slithered house to house, town to city, never lingering long enough to become a target. Perhaps his way had been more judicious, but in the end, it had not saved him.

			I could not undo what happened to Mariah, just as no one could give me back my lost time in the drum. When Fizz finally sloshed ashore with Mariah under his arm, it had taken a few critical minutes for her to spit back to life, and that was her lost time. The cold water had turned her skin almost see-through. Blue veins on white marble. And I’d been useless, stricken until Fizz was able to revive her. Mariah had not spoken since. Her mind remained underwater.

			Any farm would be within its rights to abandon her in town, to drop her in the parking lot of Ray’s Food Place or at the bus station. She was no good to anyone in her dependent state. And she was no more or less special than the next crust punk or transient in search of work and a place to sleep, though here she was. Safe and sound in Sapphire’s bed, another stray on Sourland.

			

			+ + +

			I was tucking Mariah into bed for the night when Fizz rapped twice on the door to Sapphire’s room. He was still in his gardening clothes, and the tang of fertilizer and body odor wafted off him not unpleasantly.

			“How’s she doing?” he asked. “She looks good.”

			I shrugged. “Ask her.”

			“Hi, Mariah,” he said neutrally. “How are you feeling today? Any better?”

			She could’ve been anywhere, on any beach. I moved some hair away from her eyes.

			“She needs a haircut,” I said. “You could use one, too.” Fizz’s hair had grown out from a buzzcut to a chin-length mop he had begun to tuck behind his ears.

			“You’re the one with a braid down to your ass. Maybe you need the haircut.”

			“But this is how I swing tree to tree.”

			Behind Fizz, the floorboards creaked, and I realized we weren’t alone.

			“Howdy,” Emilio said from the hallway.

			“Emilio and Kaia are going to hang with Mariah for a bit,” Fizz said.

			“What for?”

			“Nothing. Nothing serious.”

			“Well, what is it?”

			Fizz rolled his eyes. “Jesus. Instead of asking a million questions, why don’t you just come with me and see for yourself?”

			

			+ + +

			We borrowed Emilio’s truck and drove Alderpoint Road away from town. We were headed farther up the hill, on a rescue mission. Fizz had gotten a call from Swiss, who was faded off their ass and stranded at some party deep in the woods.

			The ranch road that would lead us to the party had no name. The turnoff was marked only by a knee-high white cross staked into the ground, but I knew the way already. It was the same ranch road that led to JJ’s grow, where Gentle Travis had been living for the season.

			Fizz steered us down a dirt track. The ranch road curved through the woods on a steep decline and our headlights cut into the darkness a few feet at a time. Fizz appeared to be in a good mood. The tape deck in the truck was playing Linda Ronstadt, which reminded me of Sapphire, who always put on Heart Like a Wheel when she was restless or amorous or both.

			“Tell me again why you brought me along for this?” I asked. “If I were Swiss, I’d find a nice bed of moss and sleep it off until morning.”

			“In the morning, Swiss should already be in the patch, working. I can’t afford to lose the time. I’ll toss Swiss in the truck, and you drive Swiss’s Chevy back to the farm.”

			“Very generous of you, retrieving one of your lost sheep.”

			“Just part of our concierge package here at Sourland Farm. Door-to-door service.”

			“And whose party are we crashing?” I tried to sound nonchalant, but I did not want to run into Gentle Travis, who I had been doing my best to avoid in the two months since China Beach.

			“No clue,” Fizz said and began humming along to “You’re No Good.”

			When I came back to Sourland, the plan to rip off Fizz’s crop fell into place all too seamlessly. Now, it seemed full of dangerous holes that could only be plugged with collateral damage. There was Mariah and the rest of the crew, and I sensed the toll the season was taking on Gentle Travis. Since our early encounters at the Brass Rail, I had hardly seen or spoken to JJ, which turned Gentle Travis into the middleman, a company man, and a henchman too—fielding orders from his fickle boss, corralling the chaos of the Australians, and growing a barn full of his own weed while plotting our coup on Sourland, where he too had cut his teeth. Even if I undid what we had put into motion, it was unclear where that would leave Gentle Travis, or leave me.

			I still wanted the farm more than anything, but I was no longer sure the only way to get it was by force. In caring for Mariah together, Fizz and I had found our way to a kind of balance. He was not a natural caregiver, per se. Sometimes he recoiled when Mariah made the least whimper, but it was not out of disgust or antipathy that he withdrew, but in fear. Mariah was a baby bird we kept fed and nested. Her vulnerability transformed Fizz into someone measured, and it made me remember my time in the drum, the human cost of life on the hill.

			“So,” Fizz said, “I’m thinking we go in soft at first. You know, have a drink, maybe do a couple keg stands, get a feel for the party—then we find Swiss and make our exit.”

			“Very funny.”

			“Fine. No keg stands then.”

			“What’s with you?” I asked. “I don’t want to drink with strangers, I want to go to bed.”

			“Come on. We got the night off. Mariah will be fine, Emilio and Kaia are watching her.”

			“They’re not babysitters.”

			“You’re right,” he said. “They’re hippies.”

			The party was themed for the autumn equinox. Trimmers from over the hill pranced in costume around a campfire dug out from a dry creekbed. They sported leafy crowns or painted faces or bear suits or DIY zoomorphic headgear. One person wore a wreath of tiny plastic gourds and nothing else.

			Eventually, we found Swiss slumped in a camp chair, shirtless and drooling. Their face had been painted, but the colors had smeared to an indistinct brown.

			“This what you had in mind for your big night off?” I asked Fizz.

			“Not really.” He was sheepish all of a sudden, embarrassed by the nudity bouncing around him. A couple was making out noisily in an old lean-to above the creekbed. Fizz kept peeking over his shoulder at their moans.

			I did not see Gentle Travis, or JJ for that matter, but there were revelers among the trees, their faces hidden. I heard a whoop and one of the Australians appeared in a loincloth. He hurled a hunk of a log into the campfire and the embers broke upward into the trees. Even though the nights were cooler and the mornings white with fog, September was still too dry and hot to be burning out in the open. This time of year, the dirt kicked up like moon dust, into a thin, respirable haze that caked your snot to clay.

			Fizz rolled a spliff on the fly, took a deep puff, and passed it to me. The shadows of partygoers played out on the tree trunks, arcing above and around us. I had attended my fair share of parties like this one. There were albums all over Facebook, filled with blurry, fire-streaked snapshots of trimmer types in hoodies and cargo shorts, blowing smoke rings as they dangled over the season’s precipice, those last few days before the harvest. The longer we were together, the more Sapphire resisted those gatherings. “It’s not even real fun they’re having,” she would say. “It’s just the same sun-fucked hill people trying to burn off their superstitions and collide with something, anything. One more collision and I’ll never make it to retirement.”

			Fizz jumped at the sound of an ATV grinding to life nearby. One of the Australians, signaling a midnight hunt. Fizz peered into the woods behind us, and a trio of naked women peered back at him. The women wore antlers on their heads, and their eyes were painted black.

			I asked Fizz if he was all right, but he did not answer. He tucked his hair behind his ears, his newest tic, and kept his eyes roving and watchful. When he finally looked at me, any hope for a good time had drained from his face. It was time to go.

			We loaded Swiss into the truck. I found the Chevy and edged it past the partygoers until I was back on the ranch road, where Fizz was waiting. We flicked our high beams at each other and began the crawl toward Alderpoint Road. As the revelry faded behind us, and the dark of the woods dropped its curtain again, I saw a light in the trees.

			I slowed the Chevy and tried to see it again.

			Fizz and Swiss went chugging ahead, their truck vanishing around the bend.

			There it was. Something on the move. An animal, or a few. Their nocturnal eyes flashed. Mule deer on their routes, perhaps. Or some stray partygoers trying to retrace their steps. I coasted on, parallel with whatever it was, until the pack hooked left, veering suddenly into the road and traveling across my headlights.

			A flock of boys. Men, really. They were playing the objects of the hunt, sprinting and snarling while the Australians on their ATVs lurched around the woods to drive them out. Butt naked in my high beams, the men ran in tandem, hooting, dangling, shoving one another from behind, their bodies streaked with mud. They were young and feral. A few were crowned in wreaths of wheat, like offerings. I recognized one of them. I knew those narrow hips, that head of curls, the beard of a Russian novelist. It was Gentle Travis. He was wild-eyed, his teeth bared. As he blazed through my headlights, I thought we might recognize each other, but I was any human stranger. He let out a howl and, in the next instant, was gone.

			

			+ + +

			Back at the Pit, we hauled Swiss into the yurt. I thanked Emilio and Kaia for keeping an eye on Mariah, who was fast asleep, and the couple retreated to the school bus they shared.

			I had taken to sleeping beside Mariah at night, which meant I had returned to Sapphire’s bed after all. Fizz had relinquished the spot for his makeshift camp out in the patch, but before we returned to our separate corners of the farm, we met on the porch for a last sip and smoke.

			It had become our ritual in the two months we’d been caring for Mariah. Fizz was sitting at the top of the steps, his back against a porch column, his long legs stretched out to his socks. He was drinking whisky and water, the bottle beside him. Against the railing, I cracked the cap off a bottle of Corona. For a while, we said nothing. We worked on our drinks and stared into the crosshatched darkness, passing back and forth the spliff Fizz always seemed to have on hand.

			“I guess I had forgotten,” Fizz said finally. “I hate parties.”

			He tapped the ash off the end of the spliff and blew out a cloud that hung in the air between us. “Did Sapphire ever tell you the real reason I came back to Humboldt?” he asked.

			“Not really.”

			“You can be honest.”

			“I am being honest,” I lied. What I knew had been pieced together from Sapphire’s telling, and from JJ’s, too. “She said you were doing well in Idaho, and then the Feds were starting to sniff around. Things went to hell, and you wound up here.”

			He examined my face. I couldn’t tell what he preferred, that I knew more, or less.

			“Sometimes,” he said, “I wonder if she played us off each other. Telling you one thing, and telling me something else.”

			“She didn’t lie,” I said. “Weirdly, she wasn’t very good at lying.”

			“I’m not talking about lying. It’s like she wanted us to get along and work together, but she knew we wouldn’t do it on our own. So she’d sneak in these little crumbs of truth, things she’d tell me about you, stuff you’d never tell me yourself.”

			“Like bait,” I said.

			“Yes,” he said. “That’s exactly what I mean.”

			I took my puff and passed it. “Sapphire was a gossip. That’s all.”

			“I think you and me are more alike than we want to admit, and Sapphire always knew it.”

			I laughed at that, choking a little on the remnant smoke in my chest. “You and me?”

			Fizz shook his head and stared out toward the Pit. “You don’t have to be so cold.”

			“I’m not,” I said. “What she told you about the ballet, what I did. It was just a secret she was spilling. Like something that would work against me—to make it seem right that you were the one she picked.”

			“I see it differently,” he said. Fizz stubbed out the spliff. His eyes were bloodshot and hooded. I realized how much he’d had to drink, and how long he’d been waiting to float this theory of his, that we were connected in some way that had nothing to do with Sapphire.

			“We do okay now though. Don’t we?” he pressed, his eyes going soft as he looked at me. It wasn’t just the weed. It was a look I’d seen from men before. An eerie radiation that was both paternal and beseeching. We had already seen each other naked, and now he was gazing into the mirage of what could be. “We take care of things, together. We make a good team. What would Sapphire say if she saw us out here shooting the shit, huh? Maybe she wouldn’t be surprised.”

			I was finished trying it on with men. Even being disappointed by them had become its own disappointment. And I hardly thought of Fizz as a man anyway, though he was trying so hard to be one. It was his effort, that’s all I could see when I looked at him. That, and his belief that he was unassailably at the helm of Sourland, and would always be.

			I gave him a pacifying smile and said it was getting late. I did not wish to mirror the picture he was painting, of Ma and Pa Farmer proud with their pitchforks, caring for the family plot with all its kids and critters. I could see the stock he’d been putting in that version of harmony, but it was not the version of harmony I wanted from Sourland. Not at all.

			“If you knew all my bullshit, you wouldn’t feel so bad about your ballet,” he said to my back. I was halfway through the front door but paused. “Or maybe you know my bullshit already. Maybe Sapphire told you. I used to throw these blowout parties in Coeur d’Alene. I’d be getting fucked up, talking to a girl, and then I’d see these faces in the crowd. People I couldn’t place, but who had come there for a reason.” Fizz ran a hand over his face and fished around his front pocket. He produced another spliff, and it took him a few tries to get his lighter going. “Tonight, I could’ve sworn I saw one of those faces again. Someone I had crossed back in Idaho. Lately, I see him all the time. Out in the patch, or in town, and I know it’s just regrets and paranoia and memories, so I always ignore it when it happens. But tonight it felt different.”

			I thought of Gentle Travis crossing my headlights earlier that night. I wondered if JJ had been in those woods somewhere, not part of the pack, but as one of the hunters. Fizz balanced the spliff between his lips. “I thought I heard him laughing out there,” he said, and began to laugh himself. “I had almost forgotten what it sounded like.”

			

			+ + +

			The next day was another scorcher, but there were clouds up there, and they were starting to brew. In the patch, Swiss was hungover but worked steadily to reinforce the stakes supporting the plants. Emilio pruned yellow fan leaves. Even Kaia was in the drying shed, stuffing the gaps in the walls with steel wool to keep the mice out. It was all hands on deck. The harvest was imminent. Shitbirds had been surveilling the mountain, looking for grows to bust. They would want to post at least a few wins before the season was over. We had been mindful not to over-trim our canopy and give away the location of our patch, but there were a thousand plants hiding out on Sourland, each a giant unto itself. The sooner we harvested, the better.

			Then I reminded myself: There would be no harvest. The harvest was only real to the others. Any day now, as soon as I gave the signal, the rippers would come.

			Fizz found me between the rows.

			“Come with me,” he said sternly, and for once I did not ask questions.

			He led me some distance beyond the rim of the patch, where the farm mingled again with public land. A long-neglected forest road wound nearby. Depending on where we’d planted, Sapphire would use the backhoe to dump boulders and stumps onto the gravel road as a deterrent for snoopers. Now and again, the Bureau of Land Management would come along to disassemble our obstruction, and soon after they left, we assembled it again.

			Fizz stopped in a small clearing. He asked me what I saw.

			“Trees,” I said. He frowned. I looked harder.

			Nearby, there was a redwood I knew. It had been struck by lightning years earlier, and its scar made a hollow in which Sapphire sometimes carved messages, or left small deliverances, one of her many drop sites around the farm where valuables or weapons or bugout materials were stashed. I realized it was not the redwood Fizz wanted me to see, but a set of tracks. Not deer trails, which read like partings, a subtle split of grasses. This trail was human.

			I kneeled, eye level with the shrub, as if the trail would tell me something different than what I already knew. The question was if Fizz knew it, too.

			“First, I thought it was the law,” he said. “This trail is dumb enough to be the law, but I don’t think that’s who it belongs to.”

			“Could be an animal?”

			He frowned again. “Look closer. Those are boot tracks.”

			I lowered the brim of my ball cap. “I guess you followed the trail to the end then?”

			He hooked his thumb into his belt loop. “See, this feels like a tease to me. The trail winds around here, circles some trees, but it starts and ends back at the forest road. ATV tracks take over from there, but those don’t really bother me. What bothers me is that someone decided to drive down that forest road, park there, and then walk a near straight line to here.”

			“And that’s a tease?” I toed at a lump in the grass. What I thought was a stone collapsed to dust under my boot. It was better not to look at Fizz. To look him in the eye required active obfuscation. If I kept my gaze in the dirt, I could be like Mariah, untouchably unaware.

			“It’s Humboldt,” he said. “People know we’re out here, and what we’re doing. That’s no surprise, but not just anybody knows where our patch is. I mean, we’ve got a hundred acres.”

			“Why not the law then? You heard the choppers.”

			“Think,” he said, disappointed by my slowness. “If you already know where the patch is—if you know just where to look—why come dancing through the grass, making a show of your visit, and then do nothing? That’s the tease.”

			If the law was inclined to bust you, they’d bust you, or else they’d keep a low profile and return with backup before you knew what was coming.

			I said nothing and Fizz stared at me a long moment, trying to read my face. Last night, he had fixed me with that solicitous look of desire and affinity, but this look was doing math. Now I was one of those faces in the crowd, and he was trying to see me clearly, to understand who I was and what I’d come for.

			A dry breeze rattled the treetops and a whiff of skunk flowed past. We were near enough to the patch, in earshot of Swiss and Kaia and Emilio, that Fizz would not do anything rash. I told myself this and fortified myself with all the times I’d been called unreadable, bitch-faced, intense. I held my chin high and looked him in the eyes.

			“So, what do we do?” I asked, and that was enough.

			He gave up trying to decode me and let out a helpless laugh. He seemed relieved, like I was still on his side, that I had forgiven him his moment of vulnerability the night before.

			“I’ll tell you what I’m thinking,” he said. “I’m thinking, well, shit.”

			“Well, shit,” I repeated. “Shit is right.”

			He turned back to the trail. His hair was flounced in all directions and he ran a hand through it, coughed, and spat onto the ground. Men were always spitting, like they hated the tastes of their own mouths.

			“Now until harvest, I’m putting myself on night watch,” he said. “I’ll wait ’em out, whoever it is.”

			“I’ll camp out, too.”

			“No. Swiss and me will post up. I thought you could take over with Mariah.”

			“I know these woods better than Swiss or you,” I said. I recalled the photo Sapphire had showed me once, clipped from the local paper. Fizz, the Lost Boy of Garberville. Big-eyed, shell-shocked as a soldier, tattered from head to sneaker. “Trust me. I’m better help out here.”

			“I’m not saying you can’t help,” he said. “Help by helping her.”

			Even if Fizz and I had found a rhythm, I rankled at his orders, especially when they ran through the sieve of his personal feelings. It dawned on me then. He wanted me out of the way. Not to keep me safe or to comfort Mariah, but because he wanted me as far from the patch as possible.

			“Fine,” I said.

			“Fine?”

			“Yeah. Okay. You and Swiss can have your sleepover. I’ll stay with Mariah.”

			“Thank you,” Fizz said, and seemed to mean it.

			

			+ + +

			I borrowed Swiss’s Chevy and cruised inland.

			Gentle Travis did not know I was coming. I was two miles down the same ranch road Fizz and I had traveled the night before when two riders on ATVs appeared from the trees. I knew Gentle Travis’s crew of trigger-happy Australians liked to throttle through the woods around their grow, guns slung across their backs as they played patrolmen. They swung onto the road behind me and accelerated ahead, sending up billows of yellow dirt. I brought the Chevy to a halt and waited for the dust to clear.

			The riders were almost interchangeable. Each wore mirrored aviator sunglasses and a bandana over the lower half of their face. They idled their ATVs as they got a good look at me. According to Gentle Travis, the Australians were fickle workhorses. They usually slept in, drank their lunch, downed a few uppers, then got around to the gardening. Once they got going, they hacked and snipped and hauled like machines, slashing a day’s work to mere hours.

			I kept my hands on the steering wheel where the riders could see them. One of the riders produced a walkie-talkie from his cargos and held it to his face. Some relay transpired, and the pair crisscrossed their tracks and plowed ahead. I followed them onto a mile-long driveway, over two sets of cattle guards, and through a forest of contortionist valley oaks and madrones sloughing off their bark in papery riffs. At the end of the driveway was a single-story rectangular dwelling, the sort of house a child might draw in crayon. One door, two windows. A side wall had been done up in tarpaper in a temporary fix turned permanent. I stopped the Chevy and my escorts raced back into the woods.

			The property was a mess. The yard was a minefield of spent propane tanks slugged into the ground like Claymores. Bunched tarps and pallets and moldering firewood were piled high against the house. There were stumps everywhere. It was as if a colossal blade had clear-cut the surrounding woods in a single violent swipe. Still, it was not an atypical grow home. Plots were always being overwritten like this. When one grow went under, another operation came soon enough to resettle the ruins.

			A hundred yards behind the house, just before the woods took over again, there was a gray-washed barn. The barn was decked out with solar panels, hut-sized water cisterns, a few missiles of propane. I knew there was logic to an indoor garden. No storms or wild pigs, no pesky helicopters eyeballing your crop. You could grow all year round, seasons be damned. But it didn’t seem worth braving the hill and all that came with it just to do office work. You could grow indoors anywhere, be nowhere, and that was the point. Why bother with Humboldt at all?

			It might’ve been the dry grasses mingling, or else the bugs inhaling the field of rotting stumps, their million mouths feeding, but even from a distance, the barn positively hummed.

			Gentle Travis stepped out of the house and waved. He didn’t wait for me to get out of the Chevy, to exchange pleasantries or invite me in. He seemed to know what was coming. He loped down the front steps, hands in his pockets, and started toward the barn.

			

			+ + +

			I followed Gentle Travis as he weaved through the rows. His indoor crop felt as vast as ours, but the plants were shorter and more contained. Their tops had been lopped off early in their growing phase so that they stayed bushy and manageable, heavier on the bough.

			I was telling him about the trail near the patch. Fizz was onto us. I thought JJ, or perhaps one of the Australians, had gone rogue or gotten sloppy, and now our plan was shot. There was no choice but to put our rip-off on ice. JJ would have to mosey back to Idaho, the Australians to Australia. The whole matter would be buried. That was my hope.

			Gentle Travis listened without comment. He wandered row to row as I rambled, lifting a fan leaf into his palm and nodding absently.

			“How do you know it was JJ?” he asked as he inspected a cola the size of my forearm. I didn’t know what cultivars he had planted that season, but the buds were far fatter than ours, engorged as eggplants.

			“I know it was him,” I said, “or maybe it was one of your goons. The point is, our cover is blown. That’s that.”

			“You sound like a spy.”

			“I am a spy. That’s exactly what I am.”

			“If that’s the word you want to use. Maybe it was someone else. A hiker, or a couple bears.”

			“There were boot tracks.”

			“Look at this one,” he said and cupped a flower. He shook his head in awe. “Have you ever seen them so fat? It’s unbelievable the difference the lights can make.”

			He went deeper into the barn. Even topped, the plants were tall enough to obscure the exits, and the orientation of the room. Time slipped inside the false light. The porticos to the outside had been sealed over with tarp and duct tape and black trash bags. Gentle Travis looked up and squinted. UV lamps had been strung into the rafters in an artificial firmament. No need for the sun or the moon, only timers of light that blinkered on or off.

			“These lights will fuck with your eyes,” he said. “You think because there’s no heat off the lamps, they won’t do any harm, but the longer you spend in here, the more you get this weird pull on your skin. Your eyes burn when you close them, but there are no tears, just this sear in your eyelids. It looks how it feels. That’s what it is. It feels like bright white.”

			I tried again to make him hear me. I restated the same facts in a different order, but it was as if a great boulder was hurtling toward us, a force that would level Sourland and everybody in it, and all I could do was talk at it. “Travis?” I said. We had reached the end of the row.

			I didn’t like how it felt inside the barn. The bruised light, the shadows assigned to no sun. There were fans mounted in the rafters, and each time their cages oscillated, thousands of leaves rippled, almost chiming in unison. Where did all that wind go? A huge industrial box fan had been sawed into the back wall, and through it seeped the feint of real air, real light. The rotor on the box fan was slow-going, just enough to breathe life into the false biome of the barn. Each time a blade revolved, the light was chopped to strips of shadow, a sluggish strobe that made it difficult to read Gentle Travis’s face, to see the redness in his eyes or that stretch of skin he had described. Bright white. A color that hurt.

			It had become painfully clear to me. I did not want to rob anyone, not anymore.

			I thought of Mariah convalescing in Sapphire’s bed, her future a loose end. I thought of Fizz too, dabbing a wet cloth to her forehead, as if Mariah were our consumptive child, her fate ours to deliver. I didn’t want him or love him, but I had forgiven him. That felt like enough.

			I knew what I wanted Gentle Travis to say. I wanted him to declare our plan dead in the water. We would find another way to remake Sourland. It would never be the same as before, but we would carry on anyhow.

			“Travis,” I said at his back. “What do we do?”

			“Do?” he asked. “How do you mean?”

			Back in Lobotomy Downs, he had tried to offer me a way out, but I had refused. It was too late to change my mind. He was different now.

			Gentle Travis turned down the next row, but I took his arm. The blades of the box fan chunked the light, the air, and though he finally turned to face me, he kept his eyes on the ground. I poked him hard in the center of his chest.

			“What’s wrong with you?” I said. “What’s going on that you’re not saying? Say it.”

			“Don’t poke at me because you got cold feet.”

			“It’s not about cold feet.”

			“Then where have you been? Why are you here now?”

			“This is happening all wrong. I’m trying to warn you.”

			“Warn me? No, it’s we. It’s us with the plan. You’re part of this, Frankie.”

			The buzz was getting to me, that high-pitched keen of generators, their voltage diffusing. It had to do something to a person, to stand in the thick of it.

			“Can we get out of here?” I asked. “Can we get some air?”

			Gentle Travis glanced uneasily into the rafters. “Follow me,” he said.

			He took my wrist and towed me behind him into the heart of the barn, where the lights seemed to burn brightest, though there was no burn, no heat. He knew where to put his feet, how to break the rows, and the rows went on forever. I remembered how he had looked running across my headlights the night before. Wild maybe, but not free.

			“What do you know?” he said. “What did you come for? Tell the truth.”

			Since the beginning, there had only ever been one reason. I had come to change everything.

			Gentle Travis’s firm hand found my shoulder and fed me to gravity. I blinked into the lights, blinded, the center of my vision a void in which Gentle Travis moved swiftly. I heard a metal latch, the sweep of hinges. Fetid dirt gusted into my face, and I was gone from one world, descended into another.

			

			+ + +

			Every good grow house has a dummy room.

			Dug out from the foundation, with a trapdoor concealed by a rug or a piece of heavy furniture, a dummy room was a hidden stronghold where plants were cloned and money and product were stashed. It was a secret place beneath the floor.

			I knew this place. Or, it was not the place I knew, but the sensation of being entombed.

			Loose dirt and fertilizer had sifted through the floor above and coated everything in a fine mineral layer. We were in the small compartment of the dummy room, inside the center of the barn.

			Gentle Travis hunched to protect his head from the low ceiling. With the heel of his palm, he smacked the base of a heavy-duty flashlight, solid and metal, until it shot out a beam.

			I did not like enclosed spaces. He knew this, and knew why, and yet he had forced me down into the hole he seemed to have been living in.

			There was a chair in one corner, a mussed cot in the other. On a card table pushed against the wall, there was a single bowl, a single cup, a battery-powered lantern. Gentle Travis’s smell was all over the dummy room.

			“Don’t talk,” he said.

			“Why are we down here?” I asked. “This is stupid.”

			“I’m not going to hurt you.”

			I scoffed. Of course he wasn’t going to hurt me. Even if I was afraid, it did not occur to me to be afraid of him.

			“Do you already know?” he asked. “It’ll be better if you just say.”

			“Do I already know what?” I was beginning to sweat. A cold, acrid seep from my armpits and down my back. I took the flashlight from him and cast it about the room. There were prints all over the dirt floor. Boot tracks crisscrossing in tight circles, like someone had paced out every inch of this underground box. “I want to leave,” I said.

			“I’m meant to keep you right here until JJ gets back.”

			“Keep me here for what?”

			“No more mistakes. Any more mistakes and I’m finished.”

			“Travis,” I said. “Have you been sleeping down here? What for?”

			He pressed his fists into his eyes. “He’ll kill me if I let you go.”

			“Nobody’s getting killed. We’re getting out of here,” I said. “This isn’t right. It’s not supposed to go this way.”

			His face crumpled into a painful squeeze of tears and choked sobs, and he began to dry-heave. “You don’t understand,” he choked out. “I can’t let you leave.”

			I turned the flashlight slowly in my hands, so its blunt metal bottom was on the striking end. “You’re going to let me leave,” I said carefully. “You’re Gentle Travis. That’s who you are. That’s all you ever tried to be.”

			“I wasn’t. I wasn’t.” He rocked on his feet, growing more hysterical.

			“Travis, what did you do?”

			Even as I asked the question, I saw the truth begin to weave itself together in my mind. Gentle Travis swiped at his nose and shook his head fiercely, but I stayed calm. The coolness of earthen walls, and the humidity of our shared breath, put us inside our own weather.

			“I know you did your best,” I said. “Now tell me.”

			“We were in my truck, and I went to light a spliff to get my head on straight, just so I felt clear again, and then…” He peeled back the hem of his T-shirt. There was a pink pucker of scar tissue on his lower abdomen with a comet’s trail. A deep initial wound, and then a drag upward.

			“She stuck me before I could think, like it was nothing. Then she was gone. When I saw her truck burning, I knew it was a message for me. If he didn’t kill me, then she would.”

			Sapphire.

			“Why, Travis?” I asked him.

			He ran his hands over his face, rubbing furiously at the depths of his eyes where the white lights were burning still. “You know JJ is going to get him, one way or another. Sapphire couldn’t change it. I couldn’t change it if I tried. It would be better if you stopped trying, too.”

			He looked at me with blisteringly clear eyes. The redness was gone. His head tilted inquisitively as he read my face, as if trying to see himself the way I must’ve been seeing him.

			What if Sapphire and I had never picked Gentle Travis up from those orchards in Visalia? What if we hadn’t brought him home? We had named him for a thing he no longer was.

			I put my hand on his chest. He took a watery breath and bowed his head, grateful for any tenderness. I was prepared to bring the flashlight down on his head. Even if I could manage it, it would take several blows, and he would fight back. He was stronger. No one knew where I was. I couldn’t say if Swiss’s Chevy would be waiting for me, or if I’d even make it beyond the trapdoor to emerge under the lights in the field of clones. I would have to start with a single strike, one sure blow.

			“Go,” Gentle Travis said to me. “I’m tired. I can’t let you go, but you should go.”

			He stepped back decisively. Soot sprinkled through the air between us. He gave a pained if hopeful smile, that I might remember him for what he did not do.

			He went to the chair in the corner and sat with his head in his hands. He did not look up again. “Go on,” he said. “It’s all right now.”

			I shouldered open the trapdoor and the barn shuddered from the rupture in its belly. As it closed behind me, the world underground vanished. When Gentle Travis told me the story of his mountain lion, he had said that sometimes danger will glide right over you and leave you to your business. When had he told me that story? It told me everything.

			Outside the sky was smudged amber. The scent of fire floated down in parts per million. I took the truck and hauled ass until I hit Alderpoint Road. No riders came for me, and if they did, I kept my eyes ahead. I ignored the mirrors, made them null. They could not overtake me.

			I never saw Gentle Travis again.

			

			+ + +

			The wildfire started near Kettenpom. Somewhere, a stone’s throw into Trinity County, a blown-out generator sparked in a hollow, and like that, fire jumped the hill.

			For now, the flames were heading north with the wind, toward Zenia and the Hettenshaw Valley. Back on Sourland, there was smoke in the highest trees, a listless lucent haze. I had seen wildfire. I knew what they smelled like, how you could sniff out how near or far they were. Still, I scanned the horizon for signs of red, for the wall of burn and ash to appear.

			In Sapphire’s bedroom, Mariah couldn’t stop sneezing.

			Her face contorted each time, like she was on the verge of saying something major, then spit went flying. The smoke was getting to her. I dabbed a tissue under her nose and tapped my toe double time where I sat on the edge of the bed.

			I had raced back to Sourland from Gentle Travis’s grow, but for what? Somehow, I still had faith in the backhoe parked at the mouth of the driveway, in the electrified polywire, the flimsy silent alarm, the gates, the locks, all those decorations of security, though I knew they meant nothing. The trouble was already inside the gates. The trouble was me.

			I needed to find Fizz. I didn’t know what I would say to him, or how I’d say it. I tried to think up some excuse to get him and everyone else off the farm, somewhere safe, but nothing felt believable. If I leveled with him, I risked his wrath. Which way forward was safest, most efficient, least dishonorable? I didn’t know. I could not even think about Gentle Travis and what he had done, or had tried to do to Sapphire. He had gotten to her somehow. Had scared her enough to make her stay away. I cordoned off the thought. I wasn’t ready to face her, if she was still alive, wherever she might be—safe on an isthmus in Mexico, or imprisoned in some other dummy room underground. She was waiting for me to find her.

			Mariah sneezed again. From her lap, the birthday book slipped to the floor, dropping open somewhere in September. There were the animals to think of. Mariah lame in bed. The trimmers, the land. Wildfires. Fizz, out in the patch, whose forgiveness I could not withstand even if he gave it.

			“Knock, knock,” I heard. “Thought you two might be hungry.” Kaia had a paper plate in each hand. It was typical Pit fare, the sort of food doled out in ladles. Her apron was smeared with whatever was on the plates, and her buzzed scalp emitted a whiff of cooking oil.

			“Has Fizz come to eat yet?” I asked. “Is he in the Pit?”

			“Oh, he’s in a tizzy about staying right where he is, but I don’t do delivery.”

			“He’s in the patch? Is he alone?”

			“He’s out there. Don’t know if he’s alone though.” Kaia stood there, smiling patiently as I stared into the plates of food she held. “Are you all right?” she asked. Kaia was one of those people whose nurturing practicality came from a lifetime of making do. She set the plates on the nightstand and put her hands on her hips, ready to solve my problem.

			“I wish I knew what was wrong with her,” I said, though I wanted to say more.

			“It’s the shock. I’ve seen it before,” Kaia said. “My brother had it too, after the army. It’s not always so obvious as having your arm blown off, but a scar is a scar. You know?”

			We looked at Mariah. I wondered at the shape of her scar. Before, I imagined her ailment akin to a blown bulb, or else a waterlogged lobe of the brain. A scar seemed truer. Even when it healed, it stayed.

			“She’s young,” Kaia said. “There’s time. You all are so resilient.”

			“Kaia, you’re young, too.”

			“Oh, that’s okay. I don’t want to be young. It looks good, but it’s a terror.”

			Mariah sneezed again and Kaia clutched her heart. “Christ fucking hell, she scared the shit out of me.” A low growl came through the window. “The hell was that?” Kaia asked.

			I switched off the fan in the corner and leaned out onto the sill to listen. Dark had come, but the jaundice of smoke suffused the horizon. The sound was getting closer. It was not mechanical, not the sound of an engine, not truck or chopper.

			“I shouldn’t worry about the fire, right?” Kaia asked. She put a napkin to Mariah’s runny nose. “I always end up worrying for nothing.”

			“Do you see that?” A broad figure was stepping around the edges of the Pit, slowly, laboriously. It came to a halt near the yurt. Kaia leaned out of the window next to me. “Look.”

			I pointed out another silhouette, this one by the greenhouse. There were two more, ripping at grass along the driveway. Cows.

			

			+ + +

			A cow takes triangulation. It’s possible with one person, better with two. The cow is the point of the triangle. Walk directly, she spooks. Walk with any kind of intent, she spooks. Never run. She will run faster, and away.

			As I shoved my boots on, I explained all this to Kaia, who was already trying to make excuses. Corralling a herd of wandering cows was not in her job description as camp cook. I stormed off the porch, but was greeted with a fresh problem, ass-first.

			A black cow called Diana was beached in the herb garden beside the cottage.

			She was a known escape artist, from a long line of escape artists, with a bad attitude and a mean kick. Her toughness made her one of my favorites in the herd. I had been there when Sapphire delivered Diana from her mother, and now Diana had her own baby on the way. That was the problem. Its hooves were already in the world, but the rest of it was stuck inside her.

			A few other cows had wandered into the Pit, to nibble on the edge of the yurt or to scratch their chins against the side mirrors of the Windjammer. I tried to count them, to see how many were nearby and how many had wandered farther off.

			“Oh my god,” Kaia said behind me. She looked like she might yack. She had experience chopping animal bits for food, but here was the beginning of the cycle.

			Diana released a long bellow. Her bulbous side rippled with contractions.

			“Is the baby stuck?” Kaia asked. “Is it dead?”

			Diana snorted fearfully as I approached. She was white-eyed, her legs scrabbling for purchase, desperate to flee, but she was too weak.

			I had done this before, or rather, I had seen it done. The cows that had freshened that season hadn’t needed any help from humans. I’d go out to the pasture at dawn and spot placenta lumped in the grass, a healthy calf nearby, and the mother cow, whoever she was, already awake to her imperative. If it clicked for her, a mother was protective, strung out on surveillance. She needed to see where and how far her baby was, if baby was hungry, if baby was safe.

			“I have to get the baby out,” I said. “We need to pull.”

			Kaia’s upper lip was sweating profusely. “What do you mean, pull?”

			“We’re going to need some kind of rope. Baling twine, maybe? There’s a pile in the equipment barn. Kaia?”

			She had sunk down onto the porch steps. Her head lolled like a rag doll against the railing.

			I had forgotten there were people who reacted this way to blood. It was so quaint it would’ve made me laugh, if I wasn’t already so afraid.

			Diana’s eyes rolled back inside her head, to where the pain was, whiter than white. I didn’t know if the calf was alive, or what its chances were, but it could not stay where it was.

			Gently, I tried to tug its legs where they poked out of Diana, a trail of blood and fluid leaking around the tiny hooves that had not yet set. In their milky white state, the hooves resembled small bars of hotel soap, soft yet firm. They had never touched the ground.

			“Wait here,” I said to Kaia. I ran into the cottage, first the kitchen then the den, banging around the drawers. In all that time, I might’ve sprinted to the utility barn for the twine, but there was protection in the light of the cottage, I thought, not on the outskirts of the lower acre with its shadowy outbuildings, the mounted racks of wrenches, saws, and shears. I thought of a belt. A belt would do.

			I went flying into Sapphire’s room. I dug through the closet until I found an old Western number with a turquoise-crusted buckle. When I turned around, Mariah was watching me.

			“Hey, hey,” Kaia called through the open window. “Something’s happening out here.”

			The calf had made no progress, but Diana was lowing and drooling, her breath coming on quick. She was a small cow. Her mother had been small, too. Bred too young at the dairy in McKinleyville where Sapphire and I had bought her for cheap. Her mother hadn’t survived the labor, and we’d had to nurse Diana with a bottle until she was big enough to join the herd.

			Had it been so simple as grabbing hold of what you could, and tugging with all your might? What if the way forward was impassable, or too narrow? And if everything was breech, perhaps you were supposed to do the opposite thing. There was no way to be certain.

			I had pressed Sapphire about this, desperate for some kind of definitive so that I would know what to do when a birth went sideways. We had endured another failed birth, but Sapphire shrugged, dismayed by my insistence that anything definitive was available in our world. Each time we lost an animal, I wept. There is nowhere to put that dead-end emptiness that comes of failure. I could not accept it. She was at the kitchen sink, suds over her hands and arms, letting the ooze of life wash down the drain, though life did not always hold up its end of the bargain. She said, “In the end, there’s only one way out, isn’t there?”

			“Kaia, I need you,” I said, but Kaia’s head was in her lap. She was mumbling something into her apron and did not move.

			I tied the belt around the calf’s hooves where they poked out of Diana. I tugged once and fell backward onto my ass. The belt had slipped clean off.

			Diana was trying to get up, to corral her legs into working order so she could flee. I was no good to her. She’d been wrong to trust me.

			I got up again and looped the belt around the calf’s ankles. I pulled, and the hooves emerged a fraction more. I could see the calf’s color, the blackest black, like her mother. I made sure the belt was tight, tugged again, but this time nothing happened.

			“Just a little more,” I said. “One more.”

			A set of hands joined mine. These hands were dry and pale where they fastened onto the end of the belt. Mariah was beside me. She trembled on her feet, but her grip was sure.

			“On three,” I said, as we cinched the slime of the leather. I counted it out, one, two, three.

			Out came the calf, black as night, slopping into a pool at our feet.

			I took off my T-shirt and did as I had seen Sapphire do. I broke the seal of the placental bag, cleared the calf’s nose and mouth until it snorted its breath of life among the lavender. I was ready to take the calf into my arms, to dry her off before the drop in nighttime temperature and bring her into the cottage so the coyotes couldn’t sniff blood on the wind and come for her. But with a jolt, Diana found her footing. She snorted as she located her calf and swept her tongue over the lone blaze of white across its forehead. It was another girl.

			The flies were descending, drawn by the blood and shit and new milk, hungry as anything. Mariah was still on the ground where we’d fallen back with the force of the calf’s exit, entry, both. She was trying to catch her breath, but she was smiling exultantly, and crying a little, those same tears of bounty I used to cry in the beginning. She felt around the grass as if to locate an object she had dropped, but she was only reacquainting herself with all that was underfoot.

			From the porch steps, Kaia finally dared to look up.

			“That’s it?” she said. “That’s everything?”

			Mariah beamed at the calf as it scrutinized the new world, and for a moment, we were the only things in it.

		

	
		
			Fizz

			“Are you awake?”

			“Yeah,” Fizz replies without missing a beat. “I’m awake. You?”

			“I’m not sure anymore.” Swiss is slumped in the camp chair next to him.

			They’ve been on their stakeout a few hours, hunkered down beyond the patch where Fizz had spotted the trail earlier that day. It is just shy of midnight. With Swiss’s help, Fizz had set a booby trap. He had unreeled a long spool of polywire, shin-high, and threaded it coyly among the shrubs and trees, attaching the reel to a portable fence charger. The settings for amperage run low to high, signified by pictographs from turtle to hare. Fizz chose the hare, the hottest setting. If anyone comes to rip off his patch, they’ll get a good shock first, and surely Fizz and Swiss will hear the intruder’s yelp. Until then, he and Swiss take turns playing shadow puppets with their head lamps or trying to hit the lightning-scarred trunk of a nearby redwood with tiny pebbles. One point if your pebble makes contact with the trunk. Two points if you bounce your pebble off one of the hearts carved into the wood.

			Fizz checks his phone, the spew of screenlight drawing a moth.

			“Is this what you do every harvest?” Swiss asks with a yawn.

			“You mean sit out here with a gun in my lap?”

			“Yeah. That. I’m guessing Sapphire got ripped off a lot.”

			“She did. More than a couple times. I’ve been ripped off plenty.”

			“What would you do when you got ripped off?”

			Fizz considers this. “Turn it into a lesson, I guess. Either for yourself or somebody else.”

			“A lesson. Is that code for something bloody?”

			Fizz smirks and leaves his answer open-ended. JJ was always more willing to do dirt directly. Fizz had almost forgotten about the kid in Hayden, the one who’d been guarding their stash house when it was robbed. JJ made a lesson of the kid’s face and had considered it a favor.

			“What would Sapphire do when she got ripped off?” Swiss asks.

			“I wasn’t around for any of that.”

			“Where were you?”

			“High school. Or Idaho. Somewhere else. You know, I didn’t always live here.”

			Smoke from the Kettenpom Fire has turned the night sky the color of wet sand. From the front pocket of his flannel, Fizz produces a spliff and lights it. He squints into the trees and tries to remember the story. “The last big rip-off here was a few years ago, I think. This tweaker, Dusty, tried to steal a bunch of the crop. He stuffed Frankie in a giant plastic barrel, supposedly. He was going to bury her alive.”

			“For real?”

			“For real.” Fizz blows a plume of smoke that becomes the air. He passes the spliff to Swiss. “Why do you think she’s so cranky all the time?”

			Swiss grins at him and takes the spliff. “That’s not funny.”

			“It’s not actually. I do not like tight spaces.” Fizz thinks of suffocation, the frigid clutch of snow.

			“So what happened to the guy? The ripper.”

			“Dusty? Got away, I think. Not with everything they had, but with enough. No one’s seen him since. Probably went south and blew all his cash.”

			Swiss nibbles on their fingernail. “Poor Frankie.”

			Fizz eyes the rat-tailed kid next to him. Swiss’s wisp-thin mullet, bleached to hell, has grown out over the course of the season, brown roots seeping up from their crown. Swiss could do well around the hill, Fizz thinks, if someone more enterprising doesn’t do them in first. Good intentions are so easy to puncture, and the hills are full of thorns.

			“Wait a second,” Fizz says, a grin spreading over his face. “ ‘Poor Frankie.’ I get it. She got to you, didn’t she? The old Frankie voodoo claims another.”

			“Shut up,” Swiss says guiltily and sinks into their sweatshirt.

			“Don’t be embarrassed,” he says. “Better folks than you have been unable to resist.” He forces himself to laugh; otherwise he might give in to the felonious stab of jealousy that makes him want to kick the legs out from Swiss’s chair. “It’s just a crush, kid. Voodoo only works if you believe in it.”

			Over the last two months, as his and Frankie’s efforts dovetailed, Fizz had begun to see her differently. As they cared for Mariah, and cultivated the patch, and bumped shoulders at the communal table, they had learned to see each other head-on, without Sapphire obscuring their best angles. Maybe Frankie will never want to jump his bones exactly, but then again, it has happened before, in Eureka, when he least expected it. Every day, he is alert to the possibility and danger of touching her, like putting out your hand for a wild animal to sniff, bite, or nuzzle, but you can’t know which until it happens. He puts himself in Frankie’s path, again and again, just to see what she’ll do. He scrapes the shit in the milking parlor while Frankie sweeps loose grain from the troughs. He gives her rides in the buggy, from one chore to the next. As they walk through the rows in the patch, he waits to see what she observes, to measure it against his own instincts. And in the evenings, he listens outside the door of Sapphire’s bedroom as Frankie reads from the only book he’s read since high school. Sapphire’s book of numbers, through which an empty world becomes a world of signs. Frankie must know he is there, listening.

			At the end of all their toil, when Mariah is fed and clean and cared for, they coalesce on the front porch to shoot the shit and poeticize their fatigue and sometimes riff on what might come of the season, and the seasons after. Facing the direction of tomorrow, they are like partners. He’s missed having a partner. While Frankie gazes out over the sleeping farm, he gazes at her and swears he can see it, the future widening toward him like a morning fog.

			Swiss fakes a yawn and tries to change the subject to the snow in the Sierras, or rumors of other grows where trimmers only eat canned beans and sleep with guns under their pillows. Swiss wants to start their own grow someday, where they can ski and hunt and homestead, harvesting only enough to make a modest living. Fizz has heard it all before. He has listened to every runner, trimmer, grower, and dealer wax on about the dream life at which all their illicit labor is pointed. The purpose at the end of the hustle. He has never seen it come to pass. Only one place comes close, and he and Swiss are sitting on it, waiting for the rippers to come.

			

			+ + +

			One minute Swiss is wandering off for a piss, and the next minute Fizz is waking up, which means he fell asleep.

			He is curled in his camp chair, gun in his lap, his eyes itchy from smoke. The Kettenpom Fire is supposed to be moving away from them, not closer, but smoke is above and all around in a slow-moving scrim, and Swiss is no longer beside him.

			As if he can perceive the concentrate of ash in the air, Fizz rubs the pads of his fingers together and tries to understand what has occurred, where and when he is in the timeline of fire. He shines his flashlight through the trees and the screeching bugs go silent.

			“Swiss?” he calls. “You there?”

			Swiss has probably given up on their stakeout and is back in the Pit, snoozing in the yurt.

			Fizz decides to head back to his campsite in the patch, where the buggy is parked. He’ll stock up on trail mix or maybe drive over to the cottage to check on Mariah and Frankie. He keeps his headlamp and flashlight pointed at his feet as he goes. He refuses to be spooked. He hums to himself until he reaches the patch again, the fragrance of the plants still pungent inside the wildfire smoke, like a smoldering roach. The stalks sway darkly, those underworld sunflowers. His flashlight illuminates a green cowpie just as his boot squishes into it.

			He swings his flashlight around in disbelief, but there is no sign of the cows responsible, though the evidence that they are on the loose, far from their pasture, is all over his shoe. Another task in the making. He lays his gun on the sawhorse table. In the coming days, Fizz will have to hire more trimmers out of the parking lot at Ray’s Food Place. The crew will need help with his crop of a thousand plants. There’s the cutting and hauling, hanging them in the drying sheds, and then, a few weeks later, the assembly line of snipping will begin. There will be money. Real money to make plans with, to act preemptively instead of waiting around to stanch the free bleed of catastrophe whenever it strikes. So long as the wildfires and the cows keep their distance. So long as the rippers are deterred by his trip wires, and by his gun, and by the boulders blockading the forest road. So long as the weather holds and time is permitted to pass.

			When Fizz hears his old friend’s voice, he assumes it’s another visitation from inside his head. It happens that way in the patch. Faces whorl in the grain of tree bark, or voices echo over the hill where they don’t belong. Tricks of physics, psyches, that’s all. Even if the branches of an alder tree crook inward in the shape of a man, there is no man, no voice, nobody is watching you.

			“Don’t move,” says the voice again and Fizz knows the voice is real.

			Real as the plants rattling in the hot wind. Real as his gun on the table.

			“I said don’t,” repeats the voice on high, curtailing Fizz’s reach for the gun. “Trying anything now would be stupid, and pointless. Stupid because I’m pointing a gun at you already, and pointless because I’m not going to fire unless you make me.”

			JJ is crouched in the high branches of an alder tree, like a great winged raptor ready to dive. He clicks on his headlamp, freezing Fizz in a white chute of light.

			“Whoops,” JJ says, and tilts the lens of his headlamp up a few inches, so that the light falls around them like mist, catching smoke and white-winged bugs. He nods the barrel of his gun to show it off. A bolt action, semiautomatic hunting rifle that could blow away an elk, maybe a bear with the right ammo, let alone a man who’s wronged you.

			Fizz blinks into the light. He’s still stoned and half dreaming. Years of paranoia, nightmares, and bad trips culminate here, only this time it is really happening.

			“Don’t look like that,” JJ says. “So surprised, so tragic. It’s not like I could just walk up to you around town and ask how you been.” JJ’s legs dangle over the ground. He is snug in his alder tree, tucked between its trunk and a thick limb. “When the Feds found me on the mountain, where you left me, they thought I was a goner. I mean—I lost two toes, a piece of my pinky finger. I almost lost the tip of my nose, but nope. Pretty lucky, all in all. I can’t smell anything anymore. They can’t explain that, but I do not smell a thing. A nurse said it’s because I died and came back, and you can’t bring it all with you when you’re traveling in the wrong direction.”

			Fizz remembers target practice with JJ up in Good Grief. Firing at forty-ounce bottles that burst like shattering bells, or at twin mattresses propped far in the distance for long-range drills, bull’s-eyes spray-painted onto their narrow sides. Fizz can almost hear it, that puff-pop and feather fly of smoking that mattress with high-caliber rounds. JJ was always the better shot, but Fizz has the solidity of the ground on his side. How long would it take JJ to leap down and find his feet? In that time, Fizz could grab the shotgun.

			A bullet strikes the burn barrel.

			Fizz ducks, covering his head, but JJ sent the shot to the left of him, on purpose.

			“I see you thinking,” JJ says.

			“I’m not thinking anything.”

			“You’re not saying anything.”

			“What should I say?”

			“Nothing,” JJ says. “Don’t think and don’t talk. Save your talking for the Feds.”

			“So it was the Feds who sent you out here like this? Where are they then? Tell them to come out.”

			“Don’t worry, I’ll take you right to them. But first, you see that gas can over there?”

			“Where?”

			“Shit. I left it for you, didn’t I?”

			Fizz sees it. A red gas can like the ones on sale at the pump in town.

			“There,” JJ says. “Now, you’re going to take that gas can, and you’re going to walk right through your garden there and let it spill. Not all at once, now. We want to make it last.”

			“Fuck off,” Fizz says. “It’s worth a hell of a lot more like this. Why burn it when you can make some money?”

			JJ laughs and shakes his head, the beam of his headlamp swaying over Fizz’s face.

			“You never learn, do you? It is not about the money, man. It was never about the money.”

			Had it been JJ the night before, at the party in the woods? His laugh sounds just the same.

			“Listen,” Fizz says, “I don’t care what it’s about anymore. My partner is on his way out here. My whole fucking crew is coming—”

			“I know your crew. That kid who was taking a whizz out there in the trees? Not a care in the world? Your crew ain’t coming. Your old lady ain’t coming, either. And, friend to friend, Frankie is not your partner. She’s a snake in the grass. You should know what that looks like.”

			Fizz had been trying to inhabit his old self from Idaho, to talk like him, to stand tall like him, but that’s over with now. There is only his present self. “What did you do to her?” he asks.

			“No, what did you do? What do you keep doing?” JJ’s spit flies down through the halo of light domed over the patch.

			“Just kill me,” Fizz says. “Kill me and stop talking.”

			“I don’t have to do you like you did me. The Feds got plans for you. How do you think I got off that mountain to find you, huh? I didn’t walk out of Canada on two black fucking toes.”

			“You’re bluffing.”

			“Why bluff when I got a gun in my hands? You don’t think right.”

			If Fizz is going to die, he would rather do it running. He lunges toward the patch for cover, and two shots ping into the dirt after him. He is mid-stride, flying forward, toward the tall stalks that can hide him, but his body won’t bring him there.

			He hits the ground. The end of his boot is frayed. Burnt leather and a searing, dripping pain. The tip of his left foot is sludge in his shoe, blown open.

			“You’ve only made it harder on yourself,” JJ says, “but you’ll be fine. Now, wipe your tears. Go on. One shot don’t change my mind.”

			

			+ + +

			In some ways, spending a night in the forest with JJ is just as Fizz remembers.

			Raucous plans. JJ’s toothy smile and rip-roaring laugh. Fizz plays the straight man while JJ plays Rambo. Somewhere outside their bubble, the law patrols the edges.

			Under JJ’s gun, Fizz has emptied four gas cans throughout the rows. Every time an inkling of rebellion stirs in him, the pain in his foot throbs through his tongue. All bravado has leaked out the bottom of his boot. It is the worst pain he’s ever known, though not the worst he can imagine. He imagines the same gelatinous slurry made rampant over his whole body, slugs in his gut, until he bleeds out in the soil he tilled with his own hands.

			The time to make a run for it is over. His wrists are zip-tied. JJ has forced a box of matches into his grip. The trail of gasoline begins before him and dead-ends at the farthest side of the patch. All Fizz has to do is light it. And then? His luck will have finally run out.

			Some part of him is relieved. Any luck he ever had came at someone else’s expense. He should’ve stayed lost when he was a kid. He should never have gotten into Sapphire’s truck.

			“Now,” JJ says, “you’re going to catch a match and flick it right there, onto the trail. You want to give it a decent toss too, or else you’re going to get burnt up with your plants, and that’s not what I’m planning for you.”

			“Why not?”

			“Light the match and let’s see.”

			“You do it.”

			“JJ always handles the dirty work, huh? I bet you’d like that. I bet it would be easier.”

			Fizz twists against the zip ties, fussing with the matchbox until he has a single strike between his fingers. “Just tell me what happened to her,” Fizz says. “I don’t care what comes next, I just want to know how it happened.”

			JJ is incredulous. “That’s what you want to know? Why don’t you ask what happened to me, huh? Or what happened to your friend out there pissing in the woods, or to Frankie, or to my Cassidy? It’s all the same answer anyway, you poisonous piece of shit. You did it. You happened.”

			JJ seizes the box of matches from him. The light in Fizz’s head has finally returned. It gives off flashes, bursts of clear, vacuous brightness, like an alarm.

			The patch whooshes into flame. Fire inhales the dry stalks, dancing off the tips of the colas, leaping into the treetops. Only that morning, the buds had effervesced in silver and violet and untold shades of green; now there will be nothing left but ash.

			Fizz senses the light in his head beginning to fade. There are no spare synapses to keep it operational. And what good had it ever done him? That secret light. That secret self who knows the truth of what you’ve done, and why you did it.

			He inhales smoke and starts coughing. Flaming dust devils flare up from the pocks of treated soil where fertilizer combusts. An explosion thumps the ground. Shots of fire arc overhead, fuming under the canopy. One of the propane tanks has blown. The heat is chaos. Even JJ staggers back, his grin faltering. The line between the patch and the woods is lost to the inferno. Fire is on the move. When another tank explodes, its shrapnel chunks through the stalks, into the bark of the nearby trees.

			“Get up,” JJ tells him, hauling Fizz into a limp. “It’s time to go.”

			

			+ + +

			He knows how Humboldt appears to those who chase it. All those farmers on the hillside, kings of drought-stricken kingdoms. A generation or two ago, maybe it was possible to leave the grid in earnest, live off the land, grow a few pounds of weed and vegetables and stay afloat. Soon there will be more ordinances, paperwork, mandatory inspections of grow homes, injunctions on generator noise, environmental impact consultants on hire for hundreds of dollars an hour, their only task to sit under a tree and wait for an endangered bird to shit on their heads, and then they will have you on paper. You and your farm will be fucked into compliance, your dream notarized. Unlike those bumfuck farmers, Fizz never planned to be caught with his overalls down. He should’ve known better than to make the business of weed something it is not. Not karma. Not a lifestyle, or an art form. It didn’t matter how tight you ran your ship, how remotely you plied your wares, or the care you took to spread your cash between houses and your drops between runners. It takes only one psychopathic former car detailer with a chip on his shoulder to make hell rain down, and this, Fizz knows, is hell.

			Hell is being dragged through the brush with a shot-through foot, threading between blistering fire events, unsure if you are charging deeper into the conflagrating wilderness or veering out of it, toward the trap of the open farm and the mutinied Pit where, for all Fizz knows, Frankie has rallied her troops, her doting Gentle Travis, the lot of them drooling at the chance to point and shoot. Fizz had tried, mostly in earnest, to be good. Now the world is on fire. Nearby, teams of wild pigs, coyote packs, rambling sleuths of black bears smell smoke on the wind and flee their dens. Somewhere there is a mountain lion, but the mountain lion moves in solitude, daybedding in the peace of fallen logs no more. Gusts of heat ripple at Fizz’s back. The smoke is perfumed with particulate ash and eye-watering chemicals from the toasted soil and detonated propane tanks, and the skunkier incense of weed, above all. All those blooms coaxed into being by grace and by uncertain hands. In the end, those flowers only go one way. They burn.

			JJ presses the muzzle of his rifle into Fizz’s back and walks them out of the woods. The Pit is deserted. The cottage and all the outbuildings are dark, the generator dead. Sourland has been many things to many people, but he has never known it empty.

			After all her subterfuge, it surprises him that Frankie isn’t waiting on the porch for him, shotgun in her lap. She might like to see his face one more time, for one last gloat. Even if he can imagine her holding the gun, he still can’t see her pulling the trigger.

			There isn’t much time. Maybe the Kettenpom Fire will miss them, but the fire in the patch is blowing uphill, climbing the rim of the farm onto public land, following them out of the trees. JJ steers Fizz into the cottage. They go room by room to be sure it’s empty, a trail of blood dragging behind Fizz’s every labored step. Even Mariah is gone.

			In the bathroom, JJ paws all the first-aid supplies from the medicine cabinet and runs cold water in the tub. He tells Fizz to get his boot off, put his wound under the water.

			Sweat pricks up all over Fizz’s body. “I can’t,” he says. His hands are still bound, and his vision is going in and out. He can feel his own paleness, the salivating wave of nausea cresting in the back of his throat.

			JJ frowns at him and puts his rifle over his lap. He sits on the ledge of the tub and carefully unsticks the bloody leather boot from Fizz’s foot. The caliber of the bullet and the power of the rifle had done their work. It is impossible not to look, and it looks how it feels, like something ripped open and chewed. Fizz thinks he’ll faint. JJ dumps a bottle of antiseptic into the ragged gash where the bullet entered and exited. Red runs fresh from the hole, turning to mud in the tub. Fizz pounds on the tile wall to put the pain elsewhere.

			JJ sits patiently. “Are you done?”

			It is not tenderness. After all, JJ is the one who has done it to him, but what had Fizz done first? Far worse. And maybe Fizz had gone on to regret it, but he can’t say with confidence where the tally stands between them now, who is deserving of what.

			JJ tells him to hurry up and wrap his foot. Fire has escaped the woods. It’s time to leave.

			The fire department and the sheriffs will be on their way. A neighbor upwind has probably seen the flames and will be starting up their sprinklers, spraying down their roof with a hose, gathering family photo albums and important papers so they can flee with what they need.

			“Help me,” Fizz says, fumbling with a roll of gauze.

			“Christ,” JJ says. “Give it here.” He makes a tourniquet and wraps Fizz’s foot tightly, though the blood is already seeping through. It is uncanny to see JJ alive, but somehow more so to see him in California, the backdrop in all of Fizz’s stories, the ones JJ loved for him to tell.

			“Don’t die on me, shithead. I’m meant to walk you out of here if it’s the last thing I do. Right down Redwood Drive. You can meet the Feds at the crossroads,” JJ says.

			“That’s where they are?” Fizz asks.

			“That’s where they will be, when I say so. Now let’s boogie.”

			Past the Pit they go. The yurt stands taut and high as a pustule. The Bluebird school bus and the Windjammer could be denizens of any junkyard. Along the driveway, the farm’s security measures are all empty threats, disarmed or tossed away into the grass. They walk, attuned to the sound of sirens distending over the hill. Every so often, Fizz casts a glance over his shoulder, though JJ is in the same place every time. Six paces safely behind. Close enough to fire, distant enough to dodge a strike.

			“You can cut my hands loose,” Fizz says. “I can’t run anywhere. I can’t do anything.”

			“Will you just shut up?” JJ says. “I never met anyone so ungrateful.”

			When they make it to the head of the driveway, Fizz expects to see the backhoe parked in its usual spot, but it’s already been edged away. The padlocked gate hangs open.

			They turn onto the ranch road. As Fizz limps ahead, JJ’s headlamp casts a long shadow and Fizz watches his own silhouette curiously, its painful lumbering, the thin strike he makes onto the road.

			“Is Sapphire alive?” Fizz asks. “Just tell me that much.”

			JJ clucks his tongue. “What do you think your girlfriend would say if she saw you now? How old was she, anyhow? Fifty? Fifty! Man, she lasted a long time out here.” JJ whistles between his teeth. “I guess all it took was a little dose of you and pftt. There went that dream.”

			“Is she alive?” Fizz asks again, coming to a halt on the ranch road. If it’s true, and she’s really gone, he wants to know it. He deserves to feel the answer.

			“You have always thought the worst of me,” JJ says, shaking his head. “You always thought anything I did was because I couldn’t help myself but do it. That’s how you treated me, like I was your bad dog.”

			“Did she suffer?”

			“You should be the one to suffer,” JJ says. “You know, it’s not having the answer that hurts worst. It’s the not knowing that eats you up. You taught me that.”

			“Do you want me to say I’m sorry? I’m sorry, JJ.”

			“Shut the fuck up and keep walking.”

			Fizz does as he is told. A mile more and their path will come to a head at Alderpoint Road. Sirens drift in and out, somewhere else on the hill. A second wind gusts through Fizz, bringing with it a fresh course of adrenaline.

			“What will you do?” Fizz asks, and finds himself stepping faster, lighter on his feet. He can hear JJ behind him, his pace increasing to match Fizz’s. “Now that you’ve put me in my place—what now? What will the Feds do with me? What did they give you?”

			“Slow your ass down,” JJ says.

			“We were stupid kids. We’re still stupid kids.”

			“We haven’t been kids for a long time.”

			“JJ,” Fizz says, “I really missed you.”

			“Slow down and shut up. I shot you once. I will shoot you again.”

			Ahead, a tendril of light beckons toward Fizz. Faint, fading.

			“The hell is that?” JJ says.

			Fizz is moving faster, toward whatever is waiting. He ignores the pounding of blood and hot nerves in his foot, he ignores the shot fired overhead to scare him into submission. As Fizz clears the bend, JJ catches up and surpasses him. He brings Fizz to a halt by pointing the rifle in his face.

			“Are you crazy?” JJ says, as a light broadens at his back. The scrub at the edge of the road begins to turn golden.

			“Look,” Fizz says wondrously, but JJ won’t fall for that trick. He does not see the blond side of the Jersey cow, standing stock-still in the center of the road, staring at them, gathering light. It is one of the wandering herd, having pioneered to the farthest edge of freedom. And JJ does not see the broadening headlights either, how a truck comes swerving over the ranch road, jerking away from the blockade of the cow and into JJ, who is sent airborne, rammed out of his shoes and into the downhill forest.

			Fizz and the cow stand there bewildered.

			The engine of the truck purrs, ticking and alive. The cow bisects the headlights. She chews her cud. Eventually, her hooves clip-clop double time as she trots past Fizz with the least recognition, down the ranch road again, to reenter Sourland’s gate.

			Fizz stares into the trees, where JJ is no longer laughing, or giving chase, or ordering him which way to set his feet. The high beams flicker at Fizz. Frankie is the one behind the wheel.

			

			+ + +

			“I think she’s alive,” Frankie says.

			Her hands are shaking. Adrenaline has opened the faucet on her words, and she hasn’t stopped talking since she shouted at Fizz to get in the truck. It’s Emilio’s old Ford, the mats and cup holders littered with the stubs of countless joints.

			Whether JJ is dead or not, maimed at the very least, it is better to be on this side of the bumper. Fizz is strapped in beside Frankie, on a dark road descending. Behind them, the trees are on fire, shedding embers the size of roof shingles. He is deep in a daze. It’s the blood loss, the smoke, and the image of JJ shunted through the air, the offended look on his old friend’s face.

			“Did you hear me?” Frankie asks. “Did you see that cow? I missed her, or I think I did, but I didn’t see him in time, I tried to swerve. Here…” She leans over and digs through the glovebox with one hand. She comes away with a few fast-food napkins and throws them into Fizz’s lap. “For your leg. Is it bleeding?”

			“My foot,” he says, brushing the napkins off his lap.

			It’s hard to know who they are to each other anymore. Sapphire’s old shotgun is between them, barrel to floor. He and Frankie glance at it at the same time.

			They reach Alderpoint Road and begin the undulous descent toward Garberville. Fizz can’t hear sirens anymore. He asks if they were real, if she heard them, too.

			She nods. “They’re everywhere.”

			“Who is it?”

			“Firefighters, I think. Some sheriffs coming up, too. I saw them turn onto a ranch road past ours. I don’t know what they’re looking for. The way in, maybe.”

			“And what were you looking for?” he asks.

			Frankie doesn’t take her eyes off the road. It occurs to him that she could wrench the truck off the road at any moment, send them tumbling over the edge. Unlike firing at him point-blank, he believes she is capable of such a thing.

			“I came back for you,” she says. “To undo what I did.”

			“And what’s that?” he asks. He wants to hear her say it.

			“I’m shit,” she says. “And I’m stupid. And I ruined everything, but I did it because I thought you ruined everything first. It’s not an excuse. It’s just what I believed.”

			Dawn is leaking in at the farthest edges of the sky. Down in the valley, a few windows wink back at them, and the plastic sides of hoop houses catch the first glares of morning light. There, on a switchback below, a trio of speeding SUVs. The sheriff’s red-and-blues are flashing, though the sirens do not reach them. This wave of cruisers is moving silently.

			“We need to get off the road,” Fizz says.

			“I meant what I said. She’s alive. I can feel it.”

			“Frankie, not now.”

			“I know, I know.”

			“There,” Fizz says. Up ahead is the entrance to an abandoned grow. Frankie plows through the overgrowth and switches off her headlights as they clamber up the eroded driveway. They thread a thin wedge of land. On one side, the escalation of hills, trees, more of everything. On the other side, the sheer exposure of the valley below, its pastures, the snaking Alderpoint Road, the cruisers speeding nearer. They stop when they can go no farther, where a fallen tree has blocked their way. Frankie hops out of the truck and Fizz hobbles after her cautiously. She inspects the view, arms over her chest, shifting from one foot to the other.

			If he looks at her, he’ll cave. Instead, he watches the cruisers climb the mountain, though the sheriffs will find nothing but fire on an empty farm.

			“That’s us,” Frankie says. She points at a ridge in the middle distance, where the farm is. From where they watch, the fire hardly seems to move at all. It’s more like a rip in the sky, a streak of orange where the night has peeled away.

			“It’s good you got everyone out in time,” Fizz says.

			Frankie shakes her head. “It was Swiss. They came back to the cottage to warn us. They were scared out of their mind, bleeding everywhere.”

			“Swiss is okay?”

			“I think so.”

			“And Mariah?”

			“She’s all right. They all are. Everyone is together.”

			“Where?”

			“I’ll take you,” she says.

			Fizz looks at his bandaged foot. He considers the Feds. Their rogue spy is now the victim of a hit and run, and a fire is raging through the heart of their crime scene. If JJ makes it, he will have defied the odds twice, and Fizz wouldn’t put it past him.

			“That’s not where I’m headed,” he says. “It’s not safe.”

			When Frankie looks at him again, her eyes are shining fiercely. “Gentle Travis says he saw Sapphire alive. He said she burned her truck to get him and JJ off her ass, that she only disappeared, and I believe him. She’s not dead. You were right all along.”

			“Don’t cry,” Fizz says.

			“I’m not crying,” she insists through her tears. In a rush, cruisers speed past them on the ridge below, engines heaving, no inkling he and Frankie are there.

			“I don’t know how I’ll find her,” Frankie says, “or if I can, but I have to try. If I’m here, she’ll know it’s safe to come back.”

			Safe, it is not. The farm is on fire, probably mid-raid, penetrated by all manner of comers, the law on all sides. The only thing Sourland is, is there. As for Sapphire, Fizz has no illusions anymore. She is where she has always been. On the farm, in everything, in every root, rock, and half-assed fix, but she is no longer in her body. Of that, Fizz is finally sure.

			“Yeah,” he tells Frankie. “Okay. Stay. You should try.”

			

			
				
				+ + +
			

			They drive the Avenue of the Giants.

			Redwoods tower overhead. Emilio’s truck must look like a windup toy underneath their canopy. Frankie pulls off onto soft soil. Swiss’s Chevy is parked there. Several sets of eyes blink through the trees. The crew. Little exiles, one after another, hugging their elbows and peering around the ferns with trepidation. There’s Kaia and Emilio. Swiss, with a T-shirt stripped to rags and tied around their head. And Mariah too, heavy on her feet but smiling deliriously, hugging an ancient tree.

			Fizz lets out a nervous laugh as he greets them all.

			“Look at you,” he says to Mariah. He scans her face. The dawn is seeping upward, from the roots of the trees. “So, you’re okay? You’re good?”

			She nods. He is used to her saying nothing, but now that her head has clicked back on, he half expects her to start talking fast and loose, to ask the meaning of everything, but she only opens her arms to hug him. When she lets go, she smiles tiredly and steadies herself against a redwood. She looks at him like she remembers everything, like they are the oldest of friends.

			He doesn’t have much but what he’s wearing. Each trimmer puts something in his hands.

			A sweatshirt shucked off. A wrinkled joint. The keys to Swiss’s Chevy. Frankie digs through a backpack and pulls out a pepperoncini jar. “Here. It’s a couple grand, at least.”

			Fizz wants to argue, but he takes the money, and he sees in her face that she is grateful.

			Neither is sure if they’re allowed to touch. He reads her hesitation, the shame and the pride, and gives her shoulder a squeeze.

			“She’ll come back,” Frankie says softly, just for the two of them to hear. He believes she would spend her whole life waiting.

			Pistol the dog with no allegiances wags his tail at the sight of him. Fizz pats his head as he assesses the lost bunch in the redwood grove. They are strangers to him, really. A random compilation of faces looking for cash and a place to crash, just long enough to last a season, and that had been enough.

			He puts the jar of cash under his armpit and limps to the driver’s seat. The Chevy is his now. It’s lucky his left foot was blown open instead of his right. His right foot finds the accelerator and he turns onto the Avenue of the Giants.

			In Garberville, he’ll pick up the freeway and drive through the dawn, past the sunset. The only time he’s left the country was during those mad dashes into Canada and back, but the main idea then was to be brief and unseen, always to return. The main idea was to do it with somebody, someone with whom you could set the pace or split the danger. He thinks of those close shaves, of JJ upside down in the icy burrow of the tree well, and of JJ again, nearer, but no less lost, battered downhill in the woods of Humboldt. Where Fizz is headed is the opposite of snow. Once he makes it over the southern border, there will be no going back, but there will be more to see. He used to know someone in Baja, a businessman with endless acres in the low desert. The invitation could still be open. There will be blue water and good fishing. Maybe he’ll get a boat. Even if the cash can’t last, he can drive south until the wheels come off, all the way to Mexico.
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			Sapphire

			One morning, you looked around at the heaps, the piles, the plants. The humans snoozing in the Pit. Your face in the mirror, daring you to admit it. You were ready to die.

			Not because you were sad, though sometimes you were sad all over. All those years crowding behind you, flagrant with disuse, could have that effect on a woman. And it wasn’t because you were tired, though tiredness had become implicit as breath. It wasn’t the heartbreak either, though your heart had broken many times, even if no one believed you were capable of ruin. It wasn’t even that you wanted to be dead exactly. Not forever, though you’d written it down more than a few times, how you wanted forever to go—your ashes gathered into shotgun shells, your body introduced to the compost pile, layered over with mulch and banana peels and plant trimmings. No casket, no urn. No star dedicated to the memory of you. It was not the interminable rest of death that spoke to you, not the seclusion, or the dear, departed quiet. No.

			It had something to do with the others.

			

			+ + +

			Why were you always falling for the young?

			They ask less of you, an old friend speculated.

			You have so much knowledge to impart, said another.

			You’re a collector of strays. Why shouldn’t you prefer the cute ones, the ones down bad, the ones with puppy dog eyes who need a good meal and a warm bed and some old-fashioned purpose to set their minds to—thus spoke an ex with whom you were on good terms.

			Your ex did not blame you. The young made you feel young, while also making you feel old. It was a cheap thrill, and you relished your thrills.

			

			+ + +

			One morning, you climbed into the barebones loft above the milking parlor, the one everyone feared was haunted. No one ever looked for you there.

			You sat in the old chair and smoked joints and watched spiders dribbling from the rafters, little paragliders catching a breeze blown in through the broken windows. Here, your plan of escape took shape, though it began notionally, like allocating a jackpot you’d never win, for which you’d never even bought a ticket.

			In the loft, in your haunted chair, sometimes you fell asleep sitting up, but that was nothing new. Sometimes you couldn’t make it through a meal without your eyes closing, though you were still chewing, your hands still clutching their fork and knife. There were other places you could go to be alone, but soon enough you’d catch sight of a downed bit of fenceline, or notice a cow walking funny, or some crusty trimmer would lay eyes on you from across the pasture and want to pick your brain. What was left to pick?

			You tried to remember a single season of repose. You thought back to girlhood. You recalled the commune bustle, when there were many hands to share the load, and the goal was not to expand or to profit, but to remain in idyll. Even then, there was the churn of cultivation, its ceaseless cycle. The grindstone. Your nose.

			

			+ + +

			One morning, when you were getting high above the milking parlor again, you considered tossing the butt into a pile of old hay. There were too many layers here. You couldn’t clean it all. You couldn’t undo it.

			How were you the only one left?

			

			+ + +

			When fresh meat arrived, they saw everything anew. There was so much they didn’t know. Most had never given a thought to where milk came from. All they knew was a cow made milk, not unlike the way a chicken makes chicken, by being it, more or less. They never considered the sacrifice, how someone had to be born first, then taken away. That’s how milk happened. It was the same when they saw a full-fledged garden patch at the tipping point of harvest. They couldn’t believe their eyes. It was like they had paddled upstream on a long, bedraggled river and arrived at a secret spring of origin. They knew what a seed could do, but they hadn’t understood. Not until you.

			You loved them all. You were grateful to share what you knew. You were mostly humble about it, too. For a while, their curiosity was like firelight and it warmed you. It made you feel confident that you could one day pass the farm to someone else who understood it, or at least to someone who wanted it. But all understanding failed eventually, and after a while, no one wanted it, either.

			

			+ + +

			Eventually, fresh meat drove you insane.

			Once, trimmers were charming French girls from wine country whose interest and libidos piqued at the topic of terroir. Once, trimmers were the people you knew from town, or the people those people knew, or else college kids from Berkeley or Corvallis pursuing provocative disciplines, and among the rows you absorbed the finer points of theology, Le Corbusier, estate law. There were neo-hippies who wanted to harvest barefoot. There were a lot of tambourines. There were white dreadlocks. There were eco-punks who never tuned their guitars and asked for their pay in advance. As with all things, there came a decline.

			You still found diamonds in the rough, here and there. You would never become the kind of boss who shorted the trimmers before payday, or turned a gun on them, or told them to kick rocks and made them walk back to town. You were never going to run a grow where everyone crashed on thin blankets in a plastic storage shed that you sometimes locked from the outside. You were never going to trade a trim job for a blow job, in other words. Coercion didn’t turn you on. Neither did money.

			Eventually, the trimmers and lovers all started blending together, like bad tie-dye. Maybe it was you who’d gone muddy, at their mercy instead of the other way around. They all stunk the same. The air was rank with piss when you passed the Pit. Their faces were so needy, but their noses always upturned. Did they think they’d do better somewhere else? Did they think they were doing you a favor? Did they look something up on the Web and think they had it all figured out? They began to treat you like you were an antique. To them, the farm was a way station, meal ticket, carnival, banishment, a story they’d one day tell.

			What was it to you but everything?

			

			+ + +

			One morning, you were in the loft above the milking parlor again, smoking the end of an old joint since you couldn’t be bothered to roll a fresh one. You told Frankie you had gone to repair some fenceline and to do some work in the patch, but really you were right above her.

			She was milking below your feet. Through the cracks in the floorboards, you watched her move between the cows, forcing room between their 101-degree bodies by parting them at the hips or elbowing her way through, as was Frankie’s way. She shifted milkers on the rack, dipped, stripped, dipped, wiped, dipped again. Stoned, you worried she would smell your smoke or come wandering up the steps to the loft for the very first time, but of course she didn’t. She was very busy. You didn’t even have it in you to feel sorry about making her work alone during the thick of the high season, sweating, miserable, food for the flies. You weren’t feeling anything lately. You were thinking about what it meant to be dead, or rather, what it would mean to disappear.

			

			+ + +

			Frankie understood the farm, and she wanted it, too.

			It was why you loved her more than all the others, and why you couldn’t stand to be with her. At least she didn’t have the heart to leave. She would never leave. Of that, you were sure. You had witnessed her moment of transcendence onstage, before she walked off, and then she gave that transcendence to you. She was all you could ever hope for, and the leaden certainty she was all you would ever get.

			Then Fizz came around, prodigal son of the mountain. Being with him was like having one last grasp at something—what was it? Something puerile, surely. Pretending you were twenty-five again, when you were hot shit in a small town, young and cash-rich and fork-tongued. Little Rattlesnake, that’s what the bartender at Stone Junction called you. When you saw Fizz dripping in the aisle at Ray’s Food Place, you couldn’t help but close the loop on him.

			Why were the lost always finding you, and why did you always relent?

			The answer was the same. Unlike everyone else, you always knew exactly where you stood.

			

			+ + +

			If you weren’t in the loft above the milking parlor, hiding out from chores and from the others, you were probably two miles above the farm, in a little hunting shack your Uncle Yak built when you were a girl.

			Back then, the commune still sold venison jerky at the farmers’ markets. Everyone you knew grew weed. It was how people made money; you just weren’t supposed to talk about it. It wasn’t meant to be shameful. Shameful, though, was when even the tiny grows got busted, and people’s parents cried, and they said there would be no birthday presents, no Christmas presents. They said, how are we supposed to feed our children and pay for propane and then they said nothing, because they were locked up or dead.

			The hunting shack was one room. One window looking down into the valley. One cot. A pair of binoculars lived on the windowsill. On a clear day, you could see Sourland from there.

			Down below, the people looked unreal, beetling this way and that, the sun shining brightly down on them like bugs under a magnifying glass. It was strange, watching them live without you. Their steps in the gravel produced no sound. They opened their mouths to shout across the Pit at one another, and nothing came out. The wind that blew the trees down there had not yet touched the trees up here. When you put the binoculars down, Sourland disappeared.

			

			+ + +

			One morning, you told Frankie you were going to meet a girl in San Francisco, and she shrugged, though you knew it irked her. Really, you went to the hunting shack and slept all day.

			You were the only one left who knew how to get there. You ate beans from a can, your favorite. There was no cell phone service. There was no light. At night, you saw the fire in the Pit through the binoculars and you had to invent the sound of burning, the chatter, the dumb jokes and bad flirts. You did not miss it, not even a little, but you couldn’t stop watching.

			

			+ + +

			One morning, you told Fizz you were going to meet Pierre in San Francisco, but you weren’t going. You were never planning to go. You hadn’t seen Pierre in months. Sometimes Pierre called you to check in, and you answered occasionally, but he had a piss-poor memory from the weed he smoked and the coke he’d done when he was trying to be a model. He was also batshit crazy, and that was all natural. You had borrowed more from him this season than you ever had, but it always sorted itself out; surely it would sort itself again.

			You were headed to the hunting shack, which you had been visiting more and more.

			Without Frankie there to hold down the fort, you were busier than ever, and more tired, and sadder, and sometimes you found yourself out of breath from the least chore or the weakest hill. Sometimes shooting pain lanced down your arm like a shock from the polywire, but it always went away after thirty seconds. You counted. The counting kept you calm and conscious and if it ever went past thirty, you told yourself you would see a doctor about it, but when was the last time you’d known a doctor? There had been the pre-med trimmer who came for a season, ten or twelve years earlier. Your heart was strong. You came from a long line of strong hearts.

			

			+ + +

			How many farmers had you known who’d wrung too much from their bodies and were left depleted somewhere in the tall grass when their hearts failed inside their chests, or a vessel sprung loose in their brains like a split hose, or some clot hunkered down in their veins like a bad stump that couldn’t be hauled away?

			If you didn’t take yourself to the hunting shack every so often to sleep away the weekend, to read quietly in the downy grass behind the compost toilet, to be alone, in your temporary, nearby heaven, you might end up like all the others.

			What good would you be then?

			

			+ + +

			That’s where you were headed, turning onto Alderpoint Road, when your phone picked up service and a message pinged you into place. You put on your reading glasses, a pair of which you kept tucked in the visor of your truck. Gentle Travis needed to talk. He needed your advice.

			You said fuck that and chucked your cheap phone into the passenger seat.

			Gentle Travis had gotten on your last nerve with his favors, moping around after Frankie left. The fit she was throwing was lasting longer than you expected. You heard she was down in San Francisco, working in the medical shops. She was trying to wound you the way she’d been wounded, and that was only fair. You knew she would come back. Of this, you were sure.

			Once, Gentle Travis had been a lost boy, too. He was a skinny, hairless orchard kid in Visalia when you found him. He had good instincts, but all he knew about growing was what the internet told him. His crop was like Tang compared to your fresh-squeezed juice, and you both knew it. Gentle Travis was not a bad egg. You had dealt with bad eggs before. There was Jack the Jackhammer, so named because all the girls said he had a huge dick he didn’t know what to do with so he fucked in triple time. Jack the Jackhammer tried to poison you, but he was not subtle enough to succeed. A hammer can only be a hammer, after all.

			Then there was Mary Ellen Gleeson, who everyone called Glee, and her boyfriend Tom Twist. They tried to follow you home after a night out drinking, to rob you on the ranch road, but they were drunk and slow, and you had a fearsome dog then named Betty, and Betty sank her teeth into Tom Twist’s shooting arm. Betty didn’t make it, but you always did.

			From those close scrapes, you saw yourself clear. Most you saw coming, and a few you did not. Gentle Travis had taken you unawares, and this was your own error, a sign that your vision for others was starting to fail. You had seen plenty of good people laid low by the bottle, or by meth, which had become popular in recent years, though it did nothing much for you.

			When Gentle Travis kept dialing, and you finally picked up the phone, he sounded tweaked to hell, and scared. Here was someone else who required you, who wanted to draft off your know-how and your land and the shelter it made. And you relented, again. You always stopped when the lost waved you down for directions.

			You told him to meet you on a quiet shoulder in the hills, a place you had brought folks many times to catch the view of the ocean, sometimes visible on the clearest, white-hot afternoons of summer. While you waited for Gentle Travis, you thought of all the ways the others had it wrong. Fizz was in the thrall of money, like it bought solutions instead of making more problems. Money quantified him, it made his life legible to himself. There was always more to make, never enough to hold. Even if he had a green thumb, he had no sense of patience. A gift like his would never be realized without forbearance. What a waste. You could feel sorry for someone like that.

			And Frankie was hardly better. Sure, she loved the animals, respected labor, invited the structure of a season and how it told her just where she needed to be (everywhere at once) and what she needed to do (everything, all the time), but she was ungracious and insecure. She could not permit situations their plethora of angles. She would not allow others to be more than one thing at one time. She saw everything head-on and mistook the forest for the trees.

			Gentle Travis was a simpler case, but no less sad. A lovesick pushover, a born devotee. He would never get over Frankie, and for this he would blame you until the day you died. They would all go on blaming you.

			

			+ + +

			You climbed into Gentle Travis’s truck to talk. He was rambling on, and you were thinking about your groceries. The hunting shack was waiting for you. You wanted time to stash your truck, unload the groceries into your pack, and hike up there before dark, but Gentle Travis was on one. Your attention was split, and you did not see the signs. He took a deep breath and apologized, said he felt sick. He got out of his truck and started pacing, talking to himself.

			It was unusually warm for spring. The gnats were lazy, flagging above the cowpies in the pastures that unspooled all down the mountain. Ranchers kept their steer on the move up here, and the grass was low, and somehow it still startled you how blank these cows were compared to yours. They looked at you like you were a spy. Gentle Travis kept pacing. It was happening all the time, this new heat. The seasons didn’t behave like they used to. There was a hotter, dryer burn beneath the languor; the seasons had run off their tracks.

			You took off your hat and wiped some sweat. Key West or Bust. It was Frankie’s favorite. Once, it had been red, but the sun had bleached it to a bony pink. You didn’t know where it had come from. You’d never been to Florida. You’d never been anywhere. California was the only edge you ever lived on. You called out to Gentle Travis to hurry up, you didn’t have all day. You fiddled with the frayed brim of your hat, thinking of Frankie, missing her guiltily. When Gentle Travis walked back to his driver’s side door, you got a look at his face in the side mirror. You saw the gun in his hand and knew you were on the edge of something else.

			

			+ + +

			When you stuck him with your knife, it was the first time you’d really felt something extravagant in a long while. You didn’t know how bad you got him until you saw his face. You’d never forget the look of surprise he fixed you with, like this was your trap and he’d fallen for it.

			

			+ + +

			You bought gasoline in town and doused your truck.

			It was a kind of signal for others to read, or a signal to yourself. The truck was something you wouldn’t part with unless it was ripped away from you. That’s what the others would think.

			Your plan was to stow away for a while, and then you’d check in with a friend up the hill when the coast was clear. You’d buy a truck from someone on credit and down you’d go to Mexico, on a getaway that could last forever. Finally, you were doing it. You would disappear. It was amazing how easy it was once you set your mind to it and believed it would come true. Why hadn’t you done it sooner? What were you waiting for?

			But it was a long, uphill climb to the hunting shack. And you were tired, weak without food or water, and you’d inhaled all that ragged black smoke from the truck. When you lit it on fire, you had singed your hand and arms and now you were alone, burn wounds turning flat white and infectious and hot to the touch while the hunting shack crawled with flies.

			For days, you held the binoculars with your good hand and looked down into Sourland’s valley as the fog rolled in. The farm looked like a shallow dish of milk, that’s how you liked to think of it. You saw the people coming and going. You saw the chickens reduced to the size of fleas. You watched the older trimmer couple fucking anywhere, like hairless rabbits, and you saw the little elfin skier with the rattail, sunning themself in a broken beach chair. You saw the idiotic blonde with her braids. She reminded you of a blond baby girl you had when you were seventeen years old. You hadn’t worn shoes that whole year, and you’d smoked cigarettes even though you were pregnant. You gave the baby up and prided yourself on keeping the tears locked in your throat. After they took the blond baby away, you hardly thought of her, until lately.

			You also saw Fizz down there, stalking around in a mood so bad you could read it two miles away through your cloudy looking glass. You didn’t blame him. You thought his ardor might rub off on you. You had loved it so.

			Perhaps Frankie wasn’t coming back. Many people were not coming back. You didn’t mean to stay up there. God of the mountain, observing the mortals below in all their useless toil.

			Even the cows looked small from here. You missed them. You knew them by name. You didn’t know what Mexico was like and you couldn’t speak Spanish and the gambit of trekking up here and finding a truck and escaping down south seemed like a ploy from another lifetime. Unthinkable. You stopped sleeping. When you slept, every face you knew filed into a colossal theater, eyes everywhere; they murmured to one another, they sniveled and pointed. They were talking about you.

			You’d have to go back down. You’d have to go back.

			They were waiting.

			

			+ + +

			One morning, you woke up very calm.

			You had been marking the days on the corner of an old Playboy magazine from 1983. Time was dulling you. You knew yourself. You could not stay dead forever.

			You were going to come down from the mountain now. You were going to live the rest of your life and stop complaining about how tired you were.

			You had made it as far as the compost toilet when the shock flew through you. A white-hot rip inside your veins. The pain gathered all your air, all your blood, and burst into a ball of fire in your chest. You went down to your knees in the grass. The light went soft around you.

			You were still thinking about death, but you thought maybe it had come and gone already.

			Heaven was the morning fog funneling through the valley, overflowing the shallow dish the farm made. Heaven was no longer needing binoculars. You saw the garden that would grow a thousand plants high, and the fire that came to rake the hillside. You watched the hunting shack reduced to a burnt scab on the land, as anonymous as the next. You had been dead a long time by then, but now you were one with everything, like the joke you loved to tell. You saw Frankie and the idiotic blonde with the braids and the couple who fucked devotedly and the poor little elfin kid and Pistol, dear, feckless Pistol, arriving at the farm at the blush of first light. They had come to see what was left. You watched as they went picking through the rubble, parting burnt boards and chicken wire, corralling the cows, the Muses, the batty goats who’d fled for safer ground. You saw all the people rubbing their eyes and commencing again the age-old repair of all that was broken, and everything was so very broken, but none of it was yours. You saw everything as God saw it. Even the Eel River, way down there. You could make out the splashes, fins phantoming below the surface, those torpedoes of muscle. Frankie was with you, yesterday or years ago. Brown trout were returning to their spawning grounds, fighting the flow the whole way just to arrive at the beginning, for a moment’s grace in the warm shallows.

			Wasn’t that like the place you were going?

			But you were gone already. Someplace farther than north. Alone, on your long journey.
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