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            1.

         
         My grandfather had a long white bone he called the talking bone. The rule was, if the talking bone came out, you had to be
            quiet so the bone could talk. I was scared of that talking bone. The scratches on its surface spoke of the crime of life.
            Its fat, knobbed ends told me it had once occupied a human, like me.
         

         
         In later years, I would question that bone. Where did you come from, bone? Why were you in my house, as modest as it is, with the dusty vines climbing the cabin window,
               the view of the mighty river outside our door? Why did my grandfather clutch you when he could not sleep, and why is it that
               you spoke to him and not to me?

         
         But now, in this place called, quite simply and perfectly, the death house, I am starting to understand the talking bone.
            It is talking to me, finally. After all these years. Across the states and miles and endless winds. The talking bone has something
            to say.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            2.

         
         The Georgia heat hummed. That and the sound of the cicadas filling the air made her bones vibrate. The window of the rental
            car reflected a slender woman with dark hair, pale skin, and naturally dark lips. She had locked her valuables in the car,
            knowing they’d be safer there.
         

         
         She turned to face it.

         
         The death house, it was called. Death row.

         
         She had arrived before dawn into a muggy Atlanta, and driven an hour to this small town called Jackson. Steam uncoiled from
            the ground, and the morning mist touched the concrete walls of the death house, with its locking metal door. There were no
            windows.
         

         
         All prisons were the same, she thought. There might be small differences in the degree of decay, or in the exact shade of
            institutional white the walls were painted. She had noticed that the eggshell white varied by region, but maybe that was just
            the light. Some prisons were in the wilderness and others in a desert, many were in small towns, but all were places where
            we remaindered the dead and banished the rest, hoping they would die, too.
         

         
         She walked up the sloping steps, worn down by so many heavy boots. Inside were the usual metal detector and correctional staff.
            These, too, didn’t vary much. They were meaty men with tattooed arms and women with sunburned faces. They thumbed through
            the folder she had brought, and examined her license.
         

         
         In the concrete visiting room, her client waited behind a shield of safety glass. There was a small round hole through which she could talk, and she took the solitary seat, leaning close to the hole. But not too close. 

         
         “My name is Ruby Spencer,” she said by way of introduction. “Your attorney sent me.”

         
         Mitchell Brown was an ethereal-looking man with light brown skin and soft brown eyes. His file said he’d had a birthday recently:
            He was thirty-two, but death row had a way of blurring faces, turning them into water that was timeless.
         

         
         He had been on death row for ten years. Ten years might not sound like a lot to some, but it was an eternity in these small
            concrete rooms. It was the marvel of her life, how people survived what could not be survived.
         

         
         Once, Ruby had crossed the country to visit a man waiting for death in a Texas prison, and the first thing he said when she
            entered was You brought the outside in. For twenty years, that man had convinced himself there was no outside: He was already in the coffin. But there she was, smelling
            like wind and rain.
         

         
         “You’re the one they call the exonerator,” Mitchell said.

         
         She was relieved that he had spoken. Some death row inmates became silent by this point. They couldn’t reconcile a world that
            would execute an innocent person, so they lost all hope for humankind, including themselves. But most people couldn’t give
            up hope. She knew that well herself. Even when it made no sense—even when logic argued against it, and your own spirit rebelled,
            you still hoped.
         

         
         “Do you want me to try?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         Mitchell Brown’s case had wound down to its bitter end. His attorneys had exhausted all appeals, post-conviction relief, and habeas. All that was left was a governor who never granted clemency and a supreme court that seemed to take perverse pleasure in turning down last-minute appeals, even when there were questions of innocence. 

         
         Which Mitchell’s attorney said there were.

         
         Ruby glanced at her watch. She was allowed thirty minutes. Time was already eating up the future, promising Mitchell a visit
            to the plastic-covered gurney on the other side. Ruby was excruciatingly aware of time—how it passed so easily, and how our
            decisions passed with it.
         

         
         She opened the folder. The attorney had sent her the discovery the previous night, before she caught her flight. There were
            over two thousand people on death row across the United States, and she couldn’t possibly keep up with them all.
         

         
         “I read as much as I could on the plane,” she said, turning to a defense report. “Looks like you had some help—after the trial.
            Good appellate attorney. The capital unit took over.”
         

         
         What she was saying, of course, was that there was not much she could do. Mitchell’s case had already been handled: Attorneys
            had already turned over every stone, hunted down every clue.
         

         
         “Yeah. Some nice people,” he said.

         
         What he meant was that they came and went, and no matter how much they cared, they disappeared. The same would be true of
            her.
         

         
         Unless she saved him, which she doubted she could.

         
         She glanced up from the folder.

         
         “It says here you’re from Oregon,” she said.

         
         “Yeah. Chinook.”

         
         Surprise washed over her. She’d expected him to say Portland, or one of the bigger cities. Not that tiny town, so small you
            could throw a rock across it.
         

         
         “My mother was from Chinook,” she said.

         
         It was his turn to look surprised. It made him look alive.

         
         “Really? I lived there with my grandpa. On the river. We used to fish. And catch smelts. They’re good fried, you know. With
            cornmeal.”
         

         
         She could hear a river she had never seen, feel the wind caress her cheek. Taste that crunch of fin.

         
         The two of them looked at each other, and she thought, I’m looking at a dead man.

         
         Mitchell Brown was slated for execution in two weeks.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            3.

         
         The talking bone wants you to know that this story really starts a generation ago, in a quiet Oregon town called Chinook.

         
         It begins over forty years ago in the poorhouse outside town, where the wind bent the fields and there was an old metal merry-go-round
            in the dirt by the barn. The merry-go-round was there because the poorhouse was a state-run institution where poor people
            were sent, and sometimes those people came with children: small mute animals who did not speak. They rode the merry-go-round
            and left the scent of their memory. It was a time when people suffered and did not speak.
         

         
         Ruby’s mother was born at the poorhouse; she was born one of the small mute animals. She crawled from her own mother’s womb,
            between flaccid, trembling legs and a blood-and-sweat-damp gingham dress, and she felt the world on her burning nostrils.
            Everything must have smelled of blood. And feces, wiped away by the indifferent matron, who carried a pan of water from the
            room, dotted with clots of blood and those doilies of crap spreading through the water. Ruby’s grandmother was silenced in
            the sun. She applied the baby to her nipple and encouraged the sucking. She was used to having the life sucked out of her.
         

         
         “What will you call her?” the matron asked.

         
         “Desirée,” said the grandmother.

         
         The matron nodded. She would add the name to the ledger.

         
         In the fields below them, men in dusty trousers worked, framed by the nearby snowcapped mountains. The men harvested worthless peas and tore weeds from the fields with bloody, calloused hands. You must earn your supper, the rules of the poorhouse went, even if the work was pointless. Everyone knew this: This was the punishment of life, of being poor. Only the rich could be idle. Their money worked for them. 

         
         But we are getting ahead of ourselves—or maybe behind.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            4.

         
         After leaving the prison, Ruby drove into the Appalachian foothills. The gas station from Mitchell’s case had long since been
            torn down. The country road was now full of potholes. A newer highway had come in and put the place out of business.
         

         
         All that was left was a concrete foundation pad with oil stains. The stains were like a set of eyes, looking up at the heavens.
            She followed their gaze to a muddy sky. The air was so slick with humidity, she could feel it on her skin. It dripped from
            the leaves.
         

         
         The woods crackled with cicadas, and the trees looked very dark. Not far away ran one of the many small, deep creeks of the
            area. The pools were dark from the resinous leaves. She knew there would be no Perry Mason moment on this case, even if she
            found brand-new evidence, and that was unlikely, after all the tree-shaking of appeals.
         

         
         Ruby knew what it was like to experience injustice. She knew what it was like to feel—to know—that the world did not care.
            For decades, this had been the driving force behind her work, a desperate hunt for a sense of justice that would finally feel
            like home. How elusive it had been.
         

         
         

         On that deadly night ten years before, Mitchell Brown had been out drinking. He had recently moved from Oregon, where he had been working at a sports shoe manufacturing plant. The company had a factory in Union City, Georgia, and they’d asked Mitchell, one of their best employees, to move down and be a manager there. He was proud of the promotion, and on the night of the murder, he had gone to a neighborhood bar to celebrate. It should be said that the population of Union City was largely Black. 

         
         An hour after leaving the bar, Mitchell was driving, lost, down a country road outside a town called Pickleweed, in Hammock
            County. He was unaware that he had crossed one of the many invisible lines of the country. In the early 1900s, every single
            African American resident of Hammock County had been driven out, following several lynchings. The towns had remained nearly
            all-white ever since, despite the Civil Rights Movement. By the time Mitchell appeared, there were only 29 African Americans
            in a population of 75,739 residents.
         

         
         He stopped at the only light on the road.

         
         Stumbling, Mitchell made his way inside the gas station. Betty Dubois was at the counter. She was an older woman with a cap
            of crisp white curls. She still wore the same Maybelline blue eye shadow she had worn in high school. Betty owned the gas
            station, along with a nearby farmhouse. Her clerk had quit, and she was doing doubles. Good help was hard to find in the area.
         

         
         A few hours later, the floor was covered in blood. Her body was never found.

         
         Mitchell was discovered sleeping in the front seat of his truck outside. He was awakened by the Pickleweed police, who had
            been summoned when a teenager had pulled up to the gas station the next morning to put air in his bike tires. Mitchell had
            rubbed the sleep from his eyes to find two white officers pointing guns in his face.
         

         
         At first, Mitchell claimed not to remember a thing. It was a blackout, he would later say—his first, and only. He regretted
            drinking so much and apologized profusely for driving drunk. He was only twenty-two. He wanted another chance.
         

         
         The officers took him to the nearby station and started working on him. Two weeks later, he was a piece of tenderized meat, and his confession was allowed in court. His exhausted public defender was not permitted to postpone the trial, and Mitchell was soon convicted by an all-white jury, while people outside marched for his death. 

         
         If that had been all it was, there was a chance, even in this unjust nation, that his case could have been overturned on appeal.

         
         But there was other evidence. A bloody handprint had been found on the side of his truck. Photos were taken of the print,
            but the truck itself was long gone. Mitchell was said to have had blood on his clothing as well. The police lab technician
            testified that the blood came from the victim, but the clothing and lab reports and photo of the handprint were later lost,
            or stolen. Accounts of just what had happened to the evidence varied. At any rate, none of it existed anymore.
         

         
         In his—most likely forced—confession, Mitchell said he recalled dragging Betty into the woods but had blacked out after that.
            Police combed the woods, and dredged the nearby creek. They brought in bloodhounds, but they found no trace of Betty.
         

         
         Georgia was pocked with rivers and streams, deep holes where the water made caves, and old mines with forbidden entries. There
            were plenty of places to hide a corpse.
         

         
         It was very quiet on the abandoned road. Ruby felt her stomach tighten. She didn’t have much time.

         
         

         The next morning, she met Mitchell’s attorney in a café near the capital defender’s office in downtown Atlanta. He was a tall,
            slender Black man wearing a Morehouse pin.
         

         
         “I’m not sure an investigator is what you need now,” she said.

         
         “What do I need?” The café was warm and cozy, with bright green booths and small tables.

         
         “A miracle.”

         
         He smiled wryly, but there was no pleasure in it. He had ordered a breakfast sandwich, and she followed suit. The crowd was
            young and diverse. In Oregon, where she had started her career, most of the diversity was in the cities.
         

         
         Ruby tackled her sandwich. It was tasty, but she lost her appetite at the beginning of every case. He glanced at her, thinking
            she had an incomplete air about her. Her clothing looked like an afterthought; her pale face was drawn.
         

         
         All the same, there was a warmth to her. She was the calm eye of the storm.

         
         “I heard about you,” he said. “You exonerated Earnest Washington in Oregon, right? Didn’t he serve like twenty-five years
            on death row?”
         

         
         “Seventeen on death row,” she said. “Twenty-five total in custody.”

         
         “See? Winning a case like that is why I want you.”

         
         “I had two years to work up that case,” she said, setting down her sandwich and picking up her coffee. “You’ve given me two
            weeks. There’s nothing a decent death row investigator can do in two weeks—besides cover ground that’s already been covered.”
         

         
         “I’m desperate,” he said, and she saw that he was.

         
         “You say Mitchell is innocent,” she said, delicately blowing on her coffee. “But there is evidence. Or there was evidence.”

         
         She waited to hear what he had to say. By the time they reached the capital unit, most attorneys had lost the shine of naivete,
            and no longer believed their clients were innocent just because they said they were. But some became zealots, and in a way
            this was worse, because they refused to believe that the state might be right.
         

         
         “He’s got reasonable doubt,” the attorney said. “The confession was coerced and the alleged evidence lost. What actually happened that night? I don’t know. Client didn’t have a record. No reason to think he’d attack some innocent person. No weapon was ever found. No body, as you know. He should have been offered a deal.” 

         
         “So you don’t know if he’s really innocent.”

         
         “No one does.”

         
         Ruby looked down. It was hard for her to say no to a case when a person’s life was on the line. There was no way to know who
            was innocent and who was not until the investigation was complete. The problem was, some investigations didn’t end. At least
            not before the life of the client ended.
         

         
         “I’ll do it,” she said, “because the client wants me to. But I still think I’ll be the last one to hold the ball.”

         
         “I’ll hold it with you.”

         
         

         She carried her leftovers in a white paper bag, and he held the door for her. He would go back to his office, she knew, and
            work some of his many cases. Mitchell Brown was a cog in the wheel for the state, a piece of machinery that had gotten jammed
            on the way out. He might be real to his defenders, but he was also real to the family of the victim, and to his own family.
         

         
         Which reminded her of next steps.

         
         “Where to?” the attorney asked, curious.

         
         “Where I always start. The beginning.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            5.

         
         There were many delicious things about growing up in the poorhouse, and Ruby’s mother enjoyed them all.

         
         The poorhouse in Chinook had been built at the turn of the twentieth century, when similar institutions were built across
            the country, usually in rural areas. They were also called almshouses, poor farms, and county homes, and they were the last
            resort for paupers and the poor. Over the hills to the poorhouse, went the country song, a dirge for those driven off their farms by drought, drink, or war.
         

         
         But for Desirée, the poorhouse was magic.

         
         On the top floor were the attics, spanning the length of the place, and they were accessed only through the back stairwell,
            a dark, strange, spiderwebby place. But once you got through that, holding your breath against the dark, you pushed open a
            narrow, elf-like door, and you were there.
         

         
         The attics stretched out, filled with light from the windows, and it was pure magic, like a space station. Or a boat. Desirée
            could spend an eternity up there, and sometimes did, only awakening when her stomach growled for dinner and she knew that
            the matron would be waiting, a knotted whip in her hand.
         

         
         In the yards were snakes. Long, lithe garter snakes: harmless, but they shat a stinky poo on you in self-defense if you captured
            them. In the cellars were spooky big beetles: beware. Desirée did not like the cellars. It smelled awful down there, like
            rotting potatoes. There was no worse smell, she figured, than rotting potatoes.
         

         
         The wards had long halls and tiny rooms. At the end of the halls were the bathrooms. Sometimes she was sent to clean them. Some of the men were foul, and Desirée watched for them while she scrubbed. 

         
         There was the kitchen, of course, where she worked with her mother, with a pantry full of dusty good smells, like nutmeg,
            cloves, and the black pepper they used to spice the stews. In one big jar was a rattle of long vanilla beans. These were never
            used and Desirée had no idea what they were for, but she liked to take the jar off the shelf and open the lid. Then it was
            like all of life rushed out and grabbed her by the face.
         

         
         But the best place of all?

         
         The library.

         
         

         The library was in the far wing of the building. It had been designed with edification in mind, by visiting religious leaders.
            There was a bronze plaque above the fireplace, but no one ever made a fire. No one much came to the library. The residents
            preferred to play their card games, when they played, in the dining room. They were allergic to the books, not because they
            were books but because they had come with the sniff-sniff of charity, and one could almost still hear the admonishment of
            nuns and clergy who thought the poor were poor because they were lazy and stupid.
         

         
         Not Desirée. She was not lazy, and she was not stupid. Desirée was the last child born at the poorhouse, and the big yellow bus picked her up, alone, at the end of the dirt lane, to take her to the rural school. The teachers at the school left her to her own devices, knowing that the knobby knees under the plaid institutional dress were destined to be inflamed by work, and no amount of book learning would change that. Women of that era married. If they were rich or middle class, they married men of their status who could care for them. The rest were cast adrift in a world where they were not allowed bank accounts or credit or higher education, unless it was secretarial school, which was again related to catching a man. 

         
         Desirée had no interest in catching a man. She wanted to catch life.

         
         

         On the increasingly frequent days when the matron lay sick abed with a hot water bottle—Desirée later realized that the poor
            woman probably had endometriosis—Desirée would sneak down to the library and close the door behind her, and then she was all
            alone with the lovely books.
         

         
         When her mother had arrived with her deadbeat husband—who would later be drafted to fight in the war—the poorhouse was already
            in decline. At one time, over three hundred people had lived here. But then the wars came, and most of the men left to die
            in fields across Europe, the dust of the dead in their noses. The New Deal was signed, and the Depression lifted. The destitute
            were no longer forced into the poorhouses. They could be poor at home.
         

         
         By the time Desirée was born, the only men who were left were those too infirm to fight, or too untrustworthy. They were nose
            tweakers, Desirée had found: men who liked to pinch. Her nose was stolen on the regular, and half the men had it in their
            pockets, promising they would return it only for a kiss.
         

         
         Her absolute favorite books were the encyclopedias, bought from a traveling salesman. You signed a slip of paper and weeks
            later the books came, in heavy crates delivered on the train. In later years, the encyclopedias would be worthless, but for
            a breathless moment in American history, they were full of hope: diagrammed, illustrated hope.
         

         
         In an old leather armchair, Desirée read, turning pages as crisp as silver. Someday, man might land on the moon. Here is an armadillo. It is one of many prehistoric animals. Have you ever seen a sowbug? Sowbugs are some of our planet’s oldest creatures.

         
         Weight tables, with how much a person should weigh according to their height. Instructions for canning and how to bult a teepee.
            The encyclopedias contained it all.
         

         
         After exhausting the encyclopedias, she moved on to the gilt-lettered set of classics above the fireplace. Books like Wuthering Heights and the ignored volumes of poetry.
         

         
         She loved those long, time-stretched days, when the words reorganized the world into something that could be contained, explained,
            and imagined. What a mystery it was, she thought. What a damn fine time.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            6.

         
         Mitchell’s grandfather had a cabin above the Chinook River, in a rocky place where no one else had built because the land
            frankly wasn’t good. It was craggy, and the topsoil was thin and acidic from the trees.
         

         
         Ruby had flown back to Oregon the night before. She was used to flying, and used to driving long distances. It was a huge
            country, and her work took her across it, a road map of poverty and despair. There were many weeks she spent in a kaleidoscope
            of towns and cities—in culverts and mobile homes, homeless camps and courtrooms. She didn’t mind. She felt most at home when
            on the move.
         

         
         It was morning again, thirteen days before Mitchell Brown was scheduled to be executed, and now she was outside his childhood
            home. Below the cabin the Chinook River flowed, a brilliant clear green, ruffled with rapids. On the other side of the river
            were the dark woods, and somewhere beyond them, she knew, was the poorhouse where her mother had been born. She stared in
            that direction, filled with a sense of foreboding. She had never visited the poorhouse. It would have been too much.
         

         
         The old man sitting inside the cabin was blind, his eyes as white as smoke. His skin was dark and leathery, and when she knocked
            on the open door, she saw his head bob up.
         

         
         “Come in,” he called in a melodious voice. “Unless you’re the tax collector.”

         
         He gave the wheezy laugh of someone who found pleasure in telling the same joke a thousand times.

         
         She crossed the threshold, feeling the air shift. Something felt unsettling. It wasn’t the deeply set windows, covered with stained curtains, or the unused fireplace with the scars of unseen spitting embers on the thin rug in front of it. And it wasn’t the old man, from whom she felt only a wave of kindness. 

         
         It was—she didn’t know.

         
         “I’m not the tax collector,” she said, making sure there was a smile in her voice. “I’m an investigator working for your grandson.”

         
         He sat up, smiling in the dark.

         
         “Not a cop?”

         
         “Not a cop. His attorney hired me.”

         
         “All the way from Georgia?”

         
         “Actually, I was raised here, in Oregon. In the city.”

         
         Everyone knew what that meant. Portland.

         
         He nodded eagerly, his head bobbing. He struggled to sit up enough to hold his cane in front of him.

         
         “Have a seat,” he said, and she sat down on the comforter-covered couch. “You can turn on the light if you need it.”

         
         “It’s light enough.”

         
         “No one ever came before. Well, except the police when it first happened. It’s been ten years.”

         
         “No one from the defense has ever been in touch?”

         
         “Oh, a few called over the years, but what could I say? I wasn’t there. If I could fly like a bird and release him, I would.
            But I got no evidence. After it happened, I went to visit him once. Took the Greyhound the entire way, just to be told family
            visiting time was over for those in the death house. They got regular days they can have visitors and it’s only those days
            that start with the letter n. For never.”
         

         
         He was clever, and in pain. His eyes turned her way, his long nose sniffling. He was trying to learn more about her. So she told him, just a little. How she liked to walk in nature, and how she was in her thirties now but had gotten into this work in her twenties. She didn’t say why. 

         
         He felt it. Or maybe it was just this strange cabin.

         
         “Odd choice for a career,” he said, turning his head toward her. “Not saying you’re odd, but just listening to you, feeling
            you here in the room, it don’t feel like you’re very big, and that’s a big job you got.”
         

         
         “It is a big job. But sometimes small people carry the weight easier.”

         
         “Souls don’t weigh much, do they?”

         
         “They can be very heavy.”

         
         “True, true.”

         
         The long hands on the cane trembled. She saw that the cane head was carved. She wondered about Mitchell’s early life, and
            asked.
         

         
         “His mother was my daughter. She was a fine woman. Had my grandson young. The fella must have ran off. She never told me about
            him.”
         

         
         He rose, with shaking knees, and felt along the darkened mantel. He handed her a heavy framed photograph.

         
         It showed a handsome woman with a young boy. It was the first childhood picture of Mitchell that Ruby had seen. The woman
            wore a long, old-fashioned dress and was standing outside the cabin. Mitchell was wearing a gray shirt, his face smeared with
            blackberries. There was a bowl of the fruit at his feet.
         

         
         “Where is she?” Ruby asked.

         
         “She went missing,” he said, and for a moment it felt like her heart had stopped.

         
         “When was that?”

         
         “When Mitchell was little. I remember it like it was yesterday.”

         
         “Of course you do.”

         
         “Came home one day and she was just gone. I had been shopping, you know. Mitchell was at school. No sign of a struggle. That’s what the cops say, isn’t it? It was like she walked out and vanished into . . . nothingness. Only I know she didn’t go into nothingness. Her spirit is still out there.” 

         
         A coldness had filled Ruby. Her lips were numb.

         
         “What did local law enforcement say?”

         
         “I wouldn’t call him that. Got the same fat sheriff now as we did back then, and to answer your question, he said nothing.
            Absolutely nothing.”
         

         
         “Why do you think that is?”

         
         “You got me. I tried, miss, I did. I went everywhere. Got to be a pest. You see Charise? I’d ask everyone. Over and over again, until people started crossing the street when they saw me coming. I went into Portland
            and talked to the police there. They told me it was a local matter.”
         

         
         “Was a missing person report filed?” she asked, thinking that it wasn’t in Mitchell’s file—but then, why would it be? More
            important to her, it wasn’t in her own copious files of missing women.
         

         
         “So the sheriff said. I tried to get the newspapers interested, do anything I could. But no. Nothing.”

         
         “I’m sorry.”

         
         “I can tell you mean that, miss. Thank you.”

         
         She was quiet for a moment, trying to get her own beating heart under control. This house, the startling similarity to her
            own life—it had briefly unmoored her.
         

         
         “I raised Mitchell after that,” he said. “It always felt like he was my boy. God gave him to me to raise.” His thin lips trembled
            just a little, and his voice caught. “Now God is going to kill my son.”
         

         
         She got up and put the photograph back on the mantel. Something in the corner of the room caught her eye. It was a tall, dark basket, sitting in the shadows, and it gave her the haunts. 

         
         She sat back down again, wondering what to ask him next. Getting backstory on the client was important—when you had months
            to work up a case. But every moment counted now.
         

         
         “After he lost his mother, did Mitchell act out?”

         
         He knew what she was asking.

         
         “No. I told him, Go cry at the river, son. Let it all out.”
         

         
         “What about therapy?”

         
         His face creased into a hundred wrinkles. “Here?”

         
         They fell into a warm silence, but she felt unnerved in the home. She couldn’t tell what it was, but it felt like someone
            else was listening.
         

         
         “You’ll come again?” he asked.

         
         “I’ll come again.”

         
         “Maybe . . . maybe if they do it, you can come be with me,” he said. “Or will you be there?”

         
         “I’ll be there. Would you want to go? They would let you then.”

         
         He turned away, and she saw the glimmer of tears.

         
         “I don’t think Mitchell would want that. It’s been ten years since I’ve seen my boy. It would pain him, to have me watch him
            go.”
         

         
         

         After Ruby left, the old man stayed in his chair for a long time. When he was certain she was gone, he got up and made his
            sure, trembling way to the basket in the corner. He lifted the woven lid.
         

         
         “How did I do?” he asked the bone.

         
         The bone hummed an answer.

         
         He lifted the bone, reverentially, and carried it in its shroud of quilt—a remnant of his own childhood quilt, made by his grandmother and passed down to his own daughter—to the chair. He sat, tucking down his trousers. He could feel his soft belly. His own bones responded to this one. 

         
         He held the bone, and he listened.

         
         

         The town of Chinook was a few blocks of buildings, divided by a rain-washed street. Most of the shops were for the seasonal
            tourists who came to fish the river, or wade its icy pools during hot summers.
         

         
         The office of the sheriff was in one of the nicer buildings, and when Ruby opened the door, it presented like all cop shops:
            It was a contained place, with contained ideas.
         

         
         The man at the desk looked to be in his sixties, a good old boy, with ruddy skin and thick red hair going to silver. She knew
            better than to assume he was a bad man, or even a lazy man. She had worked with many police and knew the culture.
         

         
         She explained herself, quickly, holding out her license.

         
         He examined it, with cautious interest.

         
         “Mr. Brown told me that his daughter went missing, back when her son was little,” she said. “I need that report.”

         
         “His grandson ended up murdering someone, right? Is that why you’re here?”

         
         “I’ve been hired on his case, yes.”

         
         Of all things, police understood this. She was a professional, and one of the oddities of her work was that law enforcement
            often respected her more than the citizens they were supposed to protect.
         

         
         “It’s in the archives. Might take me a few days to find it.”

         
         “I can wait,” she said, as if she were prepared to camp out in his office until the report appeared.

         
         He rose from his desk, stretching. He had bulky arms that strained against his uniform, and she saw that it was time for him to get bigger trousers—he was out of notches on his belt. He saw her looking and flushed. She couldn’t help it. She saw things. 

         
         He opened a locked door behind him. When the door opened, she saw a copy machine and rows of metal cabinets.

         
         In a few minutes, he was back, the beginnings of anger in his face. He had clearly thought about it. If he didn’t give her
            the report, attorneys might get involved, and that meant court summonses and orders. Cops didn’t like being cornered. They
            didn’t like being told what to do. It wasn’t that they thought they were above the law—they thought they were the law. Not the words in books. Them.
         

         
         “I didn’t get around to scanning it in yet,” he said.

         
         The report was only two pages, stapled in the corner. The photo underneath the words missing person was black-and-white and blurry. You wouldn’t have been able to tell Charise Brown from a dozen other women.
         

         
         Underneath were her details.

         
         Last seen: Chinook, Oregon. Height: 5'6". Weight: 160 pounds. Eyes: brown. Hair: black. Scars/marks: chickenpox scars on belly
            and arms.
         

         
         Ruby turned the page.

         
         She could hear the sheriff breathing. He wanted her to leave.

         
         The next page had a paragraph. That was it. She read it. He had talked to a few neighbors, walked the river, looked for any
            floating corpses.
         

         
         Which was silly, she thought: Anyone who grew up near a river in Oregon knew where it was safe to wade and where the rapids
            might take you. Charise Brown was the mother of a little boy. She would not have gone wading on a cold winter day when the
            water had chunks of ice in it.
         

         
         The sheriff was waiting for her to finish, and he didn’t flinch. She saw the scald of shame and defensiveness rise in his cheeks. 

         
         

         Back at home, she sat up late, a lamp illuminating her desk. Above her desk was a massive map of the United States, covered
            with tiny brightly colored flags.
         

         
         She had printed out everything from Mitchell’s case, and it was now stacked across her desk in neat piles. She had not taken
            it all to Georgia because it would have been too much. There were hundreds of pages of trial transcripts, DNA results from
            Mitchell, and interviews of witnesses from the bar that night. One thick ream was the evidence list from the police, another
            a list of grand jurors the defense had fought to get.
         

         
         Every case was like this. There was a sameness about them, a march to bloody injustice, and she worried that eventually it
            was this sameness that would take her down. It would kill her. The weight of the world would do her in.
         

         
         To the top of a pile, she added the missing person report for Charise Brown. Was it relevant to the case? Probably not. But
            it was relevant to Mitchell. It was relevant to her.
         

         
         She had already scanned it and sent it to the attorney, whose name was Terrence Fulks. She didn’t add a note.

         
         What was obvious didn’t need to be stated. The sheriff had done nothing, and then buried the report.

         
         She knew he could argue that it had been decades ago, before the internet. Law enforcement conferences had felt boards pinned
            with missing person reports, largely ignored while the officers had coffee. It was missing children, not women, who got the
            attention, but even then their photos were confined to the back of milk cartons.
         

         
         But he could have uploaded the report in later years, when the internet made sharing information easier. Or when the FBI created their database for the missing. Or when the National Institute of Justice began assisting in missing person cases. Or when the National Missing and Unidentified Persons System was developed. 

         
         Instead, Charise Brown had stayed in her metal drawer, and the opportunities to find her had floated downstream, like silverfish
            after the spawn. The door had closed to interviews with killers now dead; unidentified bodies buried and lost. All gone.
         

         
         Reaching into her desk drawer, Ruby took out a little flag. These were color-coded for each year. The decade when Mitchell’s
            mom went missing was in hues of red; her year was a bright pink. She wrote the date Charise had gone missing on it, and then
            her name. This she pinned neatly onto the map where Chinook was, and the tiny flag glimmered along with all the rest—thousands
            of missing women in different colors waving at Ruby as she rose, heavy with thought, and readied herself for the next day.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            7.

         
         It was a rare month at the poorhouse when someone didn’t die, and when Desirée was twelve, she lost her mother. She found
            her in her cot one morning, a growth protruding from her stomach, her face white, and her eyes bulging.
         

         
         Desirée covered her with the sheet and went, crying, to the matron. She wiped her tears away before knocking on her door.

         
         There was no ceremony. The new caretaker wrapped the body in the sheet and carried it across the fields to the burial ground,
            shovel in hand. Desirée, frozen with fear, watched, unable to understand. She had seen it happen before, but those were other
            people’s dead, and most of them didn’t have families to mourn them. Her own father had been drafted to fight in the Korean
            War while she was still in her mother’s belly. She had no one else.
         

         
         The matron, watching her, held a hand to her own painful middle and said, “The best thing for you right now is work.”

         
         Maybe she’s right, Desirée thought. She went to the kitchen. She cooked. She served breakfast. My mother is not here, she
            thought.
         

         
         She walked back to the kitchen on numb legs. One of the men tried to josh her, saying he still had her nose, and Desirée whipped
            around, fury in her eyes. He recoiled.
         

         
         “No,” she spat. “You do not.”

         
         “She’s got you there,” one of the other men chuckled.

         
         The caretaker came back, black dirt on his hands. He went into the kitchen to wash them, and the soil poured down the sink where Desirée washed the dishes. He watched her out of the corner of his eye. 

         
         

         Months later, Desirée, now thirteen, crossed the fields with a pitcher of cold raspberry juice, pressed from the fresh berries.
            The men watched her approach, the swinging dress, the soft new breasts. They drank deeply from the pitcher, thanking her.
            They wiped the sweat from their eyes and looked at her speculatively.
         

         
         Carrying the empty pitcher marked with the grease of their lips, Desirée walked along the edge of the woods. She had explored
            them before, but she’d never gone in too far. She was afraid of the dark woods.
         

         
         The shade under the trees felt good. The air smelled of fir and summer.

         
         She almost tripped, and she looked down. It was a small white bone. It looked like part of a rib. It lay there like a curving
            white shadow, like a rock. It appeared to be human, and it hissed at her: I was once alive.

         
         She looked around and saw the raw, overturned earth, the shovel leaning against a tree nearby, flecked with dirt and streaked
            with clay.
         

         
         “Hello.”

         
         The caretaker came out of the woods. He was a tall, strongly built man with dark skin, pulled taut over his cheekbones, and
            hard eyes. He had oddly red lips for a man, and when he smiled, like he did now, they showed regular teeth.
         

         
         “Hi. I guess,” she whispered.

         
         “What are you doing here?”

         
         “I was walking,” she said, holding the pitcher tight to her chest.

         
         “Is that for me?” he asked playfully.

         
         “It’s empty.”

         
         “I see that.”

         
         He saw her looking at the rib bone. “There’s feral pigs in these woods. They come digging. Did you know that?”

         
         “No.” She swallowed.

         
         He kicked dirt over the bone, and she knew he would bury it again.

         
         “It’s not safe for you here,” he said.

         
         She couldn’t figure out how she felt. Her body ached with something indescribable.

         
         “Is my . . . mother buried here?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Where . . . is she?”

         
         “Does it matter?”

         
         She didn’t know what to say. Maybe not.

         
         “I see you,” he said. “You’re always working.”

         
         Her body had started changing the year before. She wanted to hide her breasts. They hurt under his eyes.

         
         But at the same time, she kind of liked it. It was like taking a bite of a fruit that tastes sweet at first but then tastes
            rotten.
         

         
         He was maybe in his late twenties. Silver had yet to trace his hair, but the skin around his dark eyes was already creased.

         
         She backed away, slowly, and he saw it. He suddenly relaxed, turned away, and shrugged, as if the encounter had no importance.
            He was not stupid. He knew how to reel them in.
         

         
         “Maybe someday I’ll show you where your mother is,” he said.

         
         “Really?” She stopped.

         
         “Sure.” He was genuinely nice now. Why not?

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            8.

         
         The factory Mitchell had worked at in Oregon was near the shoe company headquarters, in a suburb at the edge of Portland.
            Ruby found a gracious receptionist in the cool, scented lobby. Big corporations knew how to deal with members of a criminal
            defense team: They followed the law meticulously, and in this case, Ruby knew that the law was on her side. While she was
            in Georgia, she’d had Mitchell sign some releases, and those releases were like bars of gold for his case. They let her get
            the information even the police could not.
         

         
         In moments, she was holding Mitchell’s old employment file in her hands. She saw with excitement that it contained information
            about his transfer to Georgia. Previous legal teams had not gotten this file. They probably thought it didn’t matter. But
            to Ruby, all information was valuable. You never knew what would lead to the truth.
         

         
         His social security number had been blacked out. She smiled ruefully at that. Where he was now, Mitchell Brown was not at
            much risk for identity theft. There was an old employee ID picture of him, smiling shyly at the camera, his name badge on
            his shirt. One page held his last review: Excellent team member; works well with others. Nothing bad to say. Always on time. Trusted employee.

         
         Ruby looked at his medication list. One time, she had exonerated an innocent man on the basis of his medication list: He took
            a sleep aid that would have knocked out a horse. The real killer, as it turned out, was a man who looked a bit like him.
         

         
         But Mitchell Brown took nothing.

         
         His initial job application was part of the file—they kept good records. She saw his neat writing. His date of birth. Address: post office, Chinook. Emergency contact: Solemn Brown. There were no parents listed. For his references, he gave a teacher and, interestingly, the sheriff. Mitchell Brown had been hired on standard probation and had flourished, driving to work in the rickety truck his grandfather had once driven. 

         
         Ruby read with a half smile the “About Me” section Mitchell had filled out, in his careful blue-ink prose. I grew up in Chinook. It’s a small town about an hour away, but I don’t mind driving. I live with my grandfather. For fun,
               I like to fish. I don’t like hunting. In high school, we went to Ashland to see the Shakespeare Festival there. Someday I
               would like to travel more.

         
         

         After four years with the company, Mitchell had been offered the transfer to Georgia, leaving his grandfather in the hands
            of some hired help from town. Ruby scanned those pages and saw nothing particularly interesting, besides the name of an old
            supervisor in Union City she could look up.
         

         
         She returned to the original application.

         
         Describe a time you overcame a challenge, read one of the questions. She didn’t expect Mitchell to have written about losing his mother—she knew from experience that
            by the time Mitchell was eighteen, he would have learned not to bring it up. It made things awkward and ended conversations.
            No one wanted to hear about that level of pain.
         

         
         So he wrote about something else. She could almost see him chewing on the end of the pen, filling out the application at the rural school the Chinook kids were bused to, sitting in the guidance counselor’s office, where a table held stacks of applications for local businesses like the sawmill, as well as applications for the military, which the counselors were not supposed to offer but often did. Or maybe he had driven here for the application, and filled it out right here in this lobby, taking his time, thinking of what he could say that would seem normal, approachable. Understandable. A challenge anyone might have that required overcoming. 

         
         My grandfather started going blind when I was about ten, he wrote, and Ruby saw his hesitation in the light ink. I ended up being responsible for more than some kids my age. There was a lot he couldn’t do, especially at first. Like go
               shopping at the market. Or pick up his social security check. The lady at the bank (it’s really just a counter at the post
               office) got to know me. Pretty much everyone in town did. Not that there are that many, ha. I found out that even people who are surly can be kind when they are asked to help. I got to meet people I wouldn’t have otherwise
               met. That’s how I met that challenge.

         
         

         “Helpful?” came a voice from behind her, and she turned to see a man with sharp cheekbones and beautiful hazel eyes. In his
            finely cut suit, he could only be an executive, she thought. He was around her age, maybe a few years older. Mid-thirties,
            she guessed.
         

         
         He held out his hand. “I’m Ronald. The receptionist told me you were here.”

         
         She put the paperwork in her bag, and shook his hand.

         
         “Not every day we get a private investigator working on a death row case,” he said, and she saw that he was intrigued, and
            maybe making sure the shoe company wouldn’t end up in the paper.
         

         
         “Just a formality,” she said, as she did on every case. “My work is confidential and privileged. What I find, I turn over
            to the attorney. But I don’t talk to the press. I don’t like the press.”
         

         
         “Why not?”

         
         She said nothing, but she was thinking about terms like inner city and at risk that the media used to describe and stigmatize Black people, or how reporters shrugged off police misconduct but depicted defense lawyers as slimeballs out to free every convicted killer. Every word, every sleight of hand, was weighted against men like Mitchell. 

         
         “I just don’t,” she said, and seeing the confusion in his eyes, she felt herself retreat inside. This man found her attractive:
            He wanted to know more about her. But there was a canyon of experience between them, and Ruby knew better than to even try
            to cross it. She had gotten tired of trying to explain the system to others. It never worked.
         

         
         She turned to leave, and he watched her go.

         
         

         She stopped for coffee, and sat on a bench beside a pond, eating a bagel and tossing the crumbs to the ducks. It was nice
            to be outside. She pulled a ream of papers—the evidence listings—out of her bag and read the typed-out lists in the mild Oregon
            sun.
         

         
         Pants.

         
         Socks.

         
         A wallet, splashed with blood.

         
         The clothing had been part of exhibit A during the trial, placed in a cardboard box that had later disappeared. She was very
            interested in that fact.
         

         
         Fingerprint cards.

         
         Lab results from the Pickleweed police.

         
         The photo of the bloody handprint on the car door.

         
         All of it gone, as lost to the world as Mitchell’s mother, and all the other women on Ruby’s map.

         
         A fat mallard waddled up to her, pecking hopefully at her feet.

         
         “Sorry, Charlie,” she said. “I’m all out.”

         
         Exhibit B was a set of car keys. These had been identified as belonging to Mitchell Brown. They had been found on the gas station counter, sprayed with blood. There was blood all over the gas station, even splashed across the foggy-cold windows of the beer cooler. Ruby had no trouble believing that the blood was a match for Betty Dubois, even if those tests, along with the keys and the rest of exhibit B, had also disappeared. After ten years, she didn’t doubt that the woman was dead. 

         
         She thought of those trial exhibit boxes. White cardboard, with lids. They would have been carried from the Pickleweed courtroom
            into a locking room in the district attorney’s offices. After the conviction, they should have been transported to police
            archives. In the case of murder—especially a death penalty conviction—the state was required to keep the evidence until the
            death of the convicted person.
         

         
         But losing it? There was no penalty for that.

         
         The duck at her feet kept pecking.

         
         The district attorney had said it was a mystery, what happened to those boxes. In a way, it didn’t matter. There was no way
            to retest the evidence now. There was no way to see if someone had been lying.
         

         
         The last page of the list was, as usual, all the evidence that had been ruled out as important. There had been a driver’s
            manual in Mitchell’s glove box, in a truck that was later turned into a cube, and a map, which might have saved his life that
            night if he had been sober enough to check it. Dirty socks on the truck floor. A car wrench from the toolbox, ruled out as
            a murder weapon.
         

         
         A VHS tape.

         
         That caught her attention. She turned the page. There was nothing more.

         
         

         She called Terrence Fulks as she left the park, the ducks swarming the bench behind her. He picked up immediately.

         
         “I got that report,” he said. “Poor guy. I didn’t know that his mom went missing.”

         
         “Me either,” she said. “Probably doesn’t mean anything to the case. But I was reading the evidence listings, and toward the end there’s one that says ‘VHS tape.’ Do you know what that is?” 

         
         “I do. I asked the district attorney about it. It was video from the bar that night. They didn’t use it during the trial because
            it was established that Mitchell was there. The defense had no argument with that fact. It’s what happened later that we dispute.”
         

         
         “If the tape wasn’t taken into trial, do you know where it might be?”

         
         He paused. She could feel him thinking—she was down to twelve days already and focusing on material that was probably irrelevant.
            The bar was over an hour away from the crime scene, and the witnesses there had been thoroughly interviewed. None of it had
            anything to do with Betty Dubois.
         

         
         “No,” he said.

         
         

         By the time Ruby got back to the airport, she had learned that the Pickleweed police kept their archives in old limestone
            vaults outside of town.
         

         
         Ruby kept everything she needed for quick trips in her bag. There was her laptop, a digital camera, a change of clothes, and
            her toiletries. The bag was made of old leather, thick and creased. Emptied of belongings, it made a nice pillow, and even
            now, when she smelled it, she thought of memories both peaceful and sharp.
         

         
         “Can I help you?” the man at the ticket counter asked.

         
         “Atlanta, your soonest flight,” she said.

         
         “I’ve seen you before,” the man said, smiling. He had on a pale pink shirt and looked like a happy man.

         
         “I’m sure you have,” she said.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            9.

         
         At age fourteen, Desirée discovered the edge of the world. It lay not in the graves or the expectation of nothing, or the
            fat moon in a black dog sky.
         

         
         It lay with him.

         
         He bent over her, whispering. The whispers didn’t matter. What did was that they came from him and were directed at her: secret
            messages just for her. Love messages. He stroked her, through her dress, until she squirmed and felt a release, and all of
            love expanded into a pulsating aura. It was almost painful.
         

         
         “Desire,” he said, as if that were her name.

         
         “I told you, I can’t.”

         
         They had been playing this game, if that was what it was, since that day in the woods. Bit by bit, glance by moment, week
            by week, he had gained her trust. He had excited her, until now she was full grown, or so he said, and was sneaking out in
            the middle of the night to do this with him, in the shadows of the woods not far from where her mother lay buried.
         

         
         He had his own room in the poorhouse. But he knew better than to invite her there—and she would have refused to go, anyway.
            A room was a house, and a house was a promise: It said, This bed is designed for you. No, she was a poor girl, and poor girls rut in the dark. They are destined to lie on cool grasses and look at the moon, shadowed
            by mountains too large to consider. She liked it out here. She wanted to be part of the world, not trapped forever in kitchens.
         

         
         He gave a low, throaty laugh, like he was a wild animal and she was his willing prey. His kisses tasted oddly metallic, like
            he was promising her this would feel good in the moment but would later be regretted.
         

         
         “Desire,” he said again, and pressed his pubis against her, so she almost exploded with delight. She felt the damp earth,
            the torn grass, at her back, and thought, He could tear me like this grass; he can move me like this earth. Spinning round
            and round.
         

         
         Without words, he pulled aside the fabric of her dress, pulled aside her underwear, and entered her. She was surprised at
            the pain, how it brought tears to her eyes. She was shocked at how big he felt inside her, and how wrong it felt.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            10.

         
         The limestone vaults outside Pickleweed, Georgia, had once been quarries, deep underground, from which the malleable stone
            was excavated. At the top was a rickety metal cage, where a very young-looking records officer had Ruby, who had come straight
            from the airport, sign his clipboard. Soon they were hurtling downward in the old mining elevator, and Ruby was aware of the
            way the earth tamped light, hundreds of feet belowground.
         

         
         The young officer looked nervous. He had made sure to record all her information. He was going to do everything by the book,
            she saw. When the swinging brass pendulum above them read six, he pulled the lever.
         

         
         With a loud shake and hiss, the elevator door opened.

         
         She stepped into what felt like a giant ice cave, with massive pillars like stalagmites. The vaults went on as far as the
            eye could see. They were filled with metal shelves, crowded with old boxes and wooden crates. The air was an exhale of time
            trapped for centuries. A low motor purred: it was the elevator, and it smelled, ominously, of burning rubber. She could see
            strings of ancient, flickering lights on the stone ceiling. But she saw no sign of stairs. Or sprinklers. What if there were
            a fire down here?
         

         
         Ruby put the thought out of her mind. That’s how she faced danger. She didn’t feel it. She was aware that others might say
            she had turned that primal part of her off—but she felt that the fear had been scared right out of her. There were times she
            wondered if one day she would wake up and all the fear would be there, wide awake and ready to go.
         

         
         She focused. Yesterday was twelve days. Today was eleven. Time was falling like that elevator dial.

         
         The records officer turned on a penlight as they began walking, shining the light over the metal shelves. There were faint
            numbers painted on some of the limestone walls, but she soon lost all sense of direction, following him through the labyrinth
            of caves. She could feel the memories of the miners who had worked here two hundred years before, pushing their carts full
            of the white stone, carefully stepping back and shielding their eyes against the blasts. In their wake, they had left boxes
            crouched like little men in the corners.
         

         
         Despite the depth, there were spiderwebs on the walls. The combined odors of decaying wood, old paper, and police evidence
            hung in the air. She had been in enough archives to recognize the distinctive smell of blood rotting on cloth.
         

         
         The officer was silent. Police were sent to such postings as punishment for misdeeds. She wondered what this young man had
            done that would merit such a demotion.
         

         
         “It should be around here,” he said, stopping in yet another nameless row. The shelves here were piled high with plastic bins,
            some looking like they were ready to topple over.
         

         
         “How can you tell?” she asked, curious.

         
         “Case numbers. Everything is organized by year and department. This entire floor is police evidence—agencies across the state
            send their storage here. This section is Pickleweed. There it is.”
         

         
         He pointed at a large, dusty plastic bin that said Brown, Mitchell, AMUR on the side. AMUR stood for aggravated murder. The
            bin was perched, precariously, high on the shelf above them, next to other murder boxes.
         

         
         “Do you mind getting it for me?” she asked, smiling. “You’re a bit taller than me.”

         
         The joke—almost everyone was taller than her—seemed to go over his head.

         
         “Sure. Gosh, sorry.”

         
         He put his penlight in his pocket and pulled the big box down, looking surprised at how light it was. Ruby wasn’t surprised:
            When they opened the lid, the stale air rising, all the evidence from the court exhibit boxes that should have been stowed
            safely inside was gone. There was only one lonely plastic bundle on the bottom, still wrapped in police tape from the station
            house.
         

         
         “I’d like to take that,” she said.

         
         “You’ll have to sign for it,” he said.

         
         By the time she got back up to the top, to the bright flag of day, she had sweated through her shirt without even being aware
            of it.
         

         
         

         Ruby left the vaults, driving down the country roads. She wasn’t far from where Betty Dubois had gone missing. She needed
            to find a VCR machine. No one seemed to have them anymore.
         

         
         She passed an old-fashioned roadside motel, the bent metal sign on the roof spotted with bugs and rust. The sign said the pickleweed motel. She slowed and turned back, pulling into the nearly empty lot.
         

         
         There was only the suggestion of air-conditioning in the motel office. The woman inside looked so much like the pictures of
            Betty Dubois that Ruby almost dropped her bag. The woman had the same square bone structure, the same bright eyes. She wore
            a little plastic name tag that said owner and under that, willa.
         

         
         Behind the woman was a shelf of old movies on VHS: The Lion King, Aladdin, Snow White. Next to that shelf was another one with a curtain with an X on it, no doubt hiding movies of a more risqué nature.
         

         
         “Are those movies for rent?” Ruby asked.

         
         “You get one free movie a night,” the lady said. “Costs you two bucks each to rent more.” She looked over Ruby, in her sweaty
            work blouse and loose black trousers, and said nothing about the X-rated movies.
         

         
         “Do all the rooms have VCR machines?” Ruby asked.

         
         “The TVs come with them,” Willa said, pointing at her own small television, behind the counter, with a VHS tape slot at the
            bottom. Ruby nodded. She remembered having one of those herself some years back.
         

         
         She paid for the room, Willa leaning over to fill in her name on the handwritten log she kept under the counter. Ruby caught
            a scent that brought back a wave of memories.
         

         
         “What’s that nice smell?”

         
         The owner looked pleased. “It’s my motel soaps. You can’t get them anymore.”

         
         She passed over a room key that said 11.

         
         “That’s it. I remember . . .” Ruby’s voice faded.

         
         The owner looked up and saw the pain in Ruby’s eyes. They held this gaze for a long moment, until the owner looked away.

         
         There was a silence.

         
         “Would you like to pick out your movie now?” Willa asked.

         
         

         There was a window in the back of the motel room, opening to the buzz of the cicadas. A thick tangle of woods greeted Ruby.
            It was early afternoon. Her stomach growled, and she reminded herself to eat soon.
         

         
         She washed her hands with a bar of that soap, caressing it tenderly, then sniffing it. There were tears in her eyes. She dried her hands on the stiff towel, and went to her bag, on the bed. She set the bundle on the bed, with its thin coverlet. 

         
         Carefully, she sliced open the package.

         
         First she took out the car manual, dotted with mold from having been in storage for so long, and the road map, as soft as
            silk with age. She spread the map across the bed. Mitchell had drawn his long-ago route from Oregon to Georgia in his grandfather’s
            old truck on it. He may have been a valued employee, but the people who made the shoes didn’t earn enough to buy them. He
            had been paid little over minimum wage, even as a new manager.
         

         
         The VHS tape was next. She lifted it carefully with both hands, turning it over to examine the tape inside. After ten years
            in a bin, it might be too brittle to play. She turned on the television, then slid the tape inside. She adjusted the volume,
            then hit play on the video, aware that she was holding her breath. The tape hissed, and for a moment she thought it was broken.
            Then it began to play.
         

         
         The camera had been set outside the bar. She could see a parking lot with several cars. A man appeared, walking away from
            the bar. He stopped midway across the gravel lot and looked back at the door. The picture quality was grainy, but his face
            was easily recognizable.
         

         
         Mitchell Brown.

         
         In his interview, the bartender said he had cut Mitchell off, and the young man had promised he would walk home—it was one
            of the sad ironies of the case. His new apartment was right down the street, across from the factory.
         

         
         Instead, he fumbled for his keys. Maybe he had forgotten his promise. The truck looked like it had a million miles on it.
            Mitchell stabbed his keys at the lock. Ruby winced. He tried three times before he was successful, and pulled the door open.
            The video had no sound, but Ruby could imagine the creak.
         

         
         She paused the video and leaned close to the TV screen. The image was too blurry for her to make out the plate number, but she recognized the design. It was an Oregon plate. She could tell by the fir tree rising in the middle. She restarted the video. 

         
         With the myopic precision of a drunk, Mitchell drove out of the lot, bumping off the curb. The last view of the truck was
            the flickering taillights, heading down the street.
         

         
         From there, Ruby knew, he took a left when he should have turned right, and changed the course of his life. And maybe that
            of Betty Dubois.
         

         
         The video stopped. The last grainy image was of the parking lot, with the remaining cars. She reached in her bag. She found
            her camera, and took a picture of the screen.
         

         
         Outside, the heat was starting to feel oppressive. She found the telephone book, and looked up the name of the bar.

         
         

         The Drinking Spot was still there, but a few years before, it had turned into a barbeque joint, with a smoker outside, tantalizing
            the air.
         

         
         The inside of the place was dark, smoky with the smell of roasting meat. The few men at the bar were all double-beam wide.
            Ruby walked the length of the bar and sat on the stool Mitchell allegedly sat on that night, ten years before. The stool was
            warm, like someone had just been there. Looking up at the chalkboard menu, she decided to stay and eat when she was done.
            If it went well.
         

         
         The bartender came down the bar. Ruby recognized him from the picture that had come up when she’d run his name. He was still
            here.
         

         
         She smiled, friendly, and showed her license.

         
         “When you have time,” she said.

         
         He left to close out a bill, and the customer eased off the stool, which squeaked when he got up. The same pinball machine was in the corner—Ruby had looked up old pictures of the place. 

         
         The bartender was back.

         
         “Let me guess, that fella facing death.”

         
         “I’m sure I’m not the first one.”

         
         “No, miss.” He sighed. “I had no idea helping out in a death penalty trial would lead to years of trouble. If it isn’t you
            people, it’s the district attorney’s office. Hope this is the end of it.”
         

         
         “It should be.”

         
         “I’ve heard that one.”

         
         “He’s slated for execution in eleven days.”

         
         “Oh. I’m sorry to hear that. Truly I am.”

         
         “You doubted his guilt?”

         
         He gave a shrug. “I never know what to believe.”

         
         “Me either.”

         
         She pulled a photo out of her bag. She had stopped at a print shop to have it developed.

         
         “This is from your bar video that night.”

         
         He frowned, then his forehead creased. “Oh, that’s right. I remember cutting the police that tape back when it happened.”

         
         “They never used it in the trial. You know why?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Me either.”

         
         One of the men eating glanced down the bar. He was plowing through some very tasty-looking pinto beans and cornbread with
            a chunk of raw onion. He forked up a piece of brisket.
         

         
         “I’d like your help identifying the cars from that night,” she said. “I want to know who might have been driving them.”

         
         “Sure.” The bartender leaned over the photo, curious.

         
         He pointed. “This old Caddy, that was a guy who used to work in the kitchen back then. He was at the bar, ending his shift
            with a meal.”
         

         
         “His name?”

         
         She wrote it down.

         
         “Know where to find him?”

         
         “Nope. He quit years ago.”

         
         “All right.”

         
         The next one was easy. “This car, you can’t tell, but it was pink. One of them Mary Kay cars from back in the day. The lady
            was a drinker. I don’t recall seeing her for a long time.”
         

         
         “Her name?”

         
         “Marie. No, sorry. Mary.”

         
         “Got an idea where I can find her?”

         
         “Nope. But I remember her full name now. Mary Baldwin. She used to try to pay her tab with a credit card that always got declined.”

         
         Ruby had a sudden, sharp memory of a girl in high school whose mom sold Mary Kay makeup. It was the original side hustle,
            along with Avon, Tupperware, and Amway. She blinked the memory away, hard.
         

         
         “Any others?” she asked.

         
         His finger stopped at a brown Datsun.

         
         “I don’t know this car,” he said, and moved on.

         
         The man down the bar ate his brisket, trying to listen.

         
         “This car, piece of shit Gremlin? I remember this guy. He used to come in a lot. Wes Rogers. Heard he went to prison.”

         
         “What for?” Ruby asked.

         
         The man down the bar spoke up, his throat lubricious.

         
         “Killed his wife.”
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         “You’re pregnant.”

         
         The matron was disappointed but not shocked. These poor bred like river rats, like dogs in the field. They were lucky their
            puppies were not put into burlap bags and drowned.
         

         
         “Yes, ma’am.”

         
         “Well, who is he? Or should I bother asking?”

         
         Desirée thought about it. She could say the caretaker, and she knew the look she would get then. As if scorn were something
            the matron could spit on her cheek. Or she could say nothing, and maybe that was wiser.
         

         
         The truth was, she really didn’t want to be with the caretaker. When she had told him, he had looked at her like she was nothing,
            and had said, You liar. She sensed there was a greater world out there, and she wanted to find it. Eventually.
         

         
         “Well, I guess it don’t matter. I won’t have room for the brat. And you’ve already been here too long.”

         
         Cold shock filled Desirée. “You mean you’re kicking me out?”

         
         “This isn’t a home for unwed mothers. It’s a place to learn how to work, and sister, you’re doing the wrong kind of work.”
            A mean smile crossed the woman’s lips. “You might consider going to the Catholic home in Portland. They take your type there.
            They might even find a home for the bastard.”
         

         
         It was more than the matron had ever spoken to her at one time. Standing there, Desirée felt the hair on the top of her head rise: God was lifting her up, or some spirit was. 

         
         “Okay,” she said, and left to pack her things.

         
         

         She took a little blue bottle she had found buried in the backyard compost, extra clothing from the dresser, and she taped
            the bottom of her shoes for extra protection against the road. She had an old toothbrush and a simple black comb.
         

         
         She wrapped it all into an old sheet for a satchel and started walking down the dirt road. She knew there was a shortcut to
            town through the woods, but she didn’t want to take that.
         

         
         No one came to say goodbye. There were already lines around her mouth from the sun and lack of love.

         
         

         It was a very long walk into Chinook, where a mare-faced woman ran the corner market. There was a post office and a set of
            brick buildings. The new sheriff came out of his station to stare at Desirée as she passed. She had learned enough of life
            to know that men like him were not in her corner.
         

         
         She walked down to where the main road crossed the highway, and stuck out her thumb. Brakes squealed, and a fat-faced truck
            driver looked down at her like he had struck pay dirt.
         

         
         “Need a ride, honey?” he asked.

         
         

         Desirée was standing at a window of her single-room occupancy in Old Town, Portland. Outside, the street was wet from rain,
            and a singular smell rose from the cement: hops and despair and stale beer.
         

         
         Her trip to Portland had been uneventful and yet exciting. The doughy-faced truck driver had turned paternal the moment he’d learned of her age and condition, and he had dropped her, solicitously, outside the home for unwed mothers. Desirée knew at a glance—it had bars on the windows—that it was not the place for her. So she begged a few quarters from a passerby and rode a creaking orange bus to Old Town, where she found groups of winos on the corners, and people just like her lining up for soup. 

         
         Walking into the first hotel she saw, she had asked for work, lying about her age and pretending to be eighteen. She had gotten
            a job cleaning, and now she was here.
         

         
         She turned to look at her daughter in the corner.

         
         Ruby was not yet one, and had just pulled herself up to stand. The room had a bare metal cot with a mattress, and Ruby wore
            stained, saggy training pants. Those were the days when babies still had schedules, and Desirée put her on the ceramic pot
            every hour, whether she liked it or not. But it was the cold, wet cotton pants that trained babies. They were like wearing
            wet flesh.
         

         
         “My baby girl.”

         
         She had named her Ruby, after the most beautiful gem she could imagine, but to a loving mother, one name is never enough.
            Not even the air can contain a love that explodes from seed into life: a vast puff of love.
         

         
         Her daughter grinned at her, toothless, and in a way she was grinning at her even now, this miraculous, unending love undiluted
            in the years since.
         

         
         Which makes this story so hard to bear.
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         The next morning, Ruby was up early, drinking coffee made with the motel room pot. She ate a granola bar she found at the
            bottom of her bag and carried the movie she hadn’t watched to the front office.
         

         
         The owner was there, smiling.

         
         “Where to now?” Willa asked, examining the tape.

         
         “Down to the low country,” Ruby said.

         
         “Really? You got family down there?”

         
         “A prisoner I’m going to try to interview.”

         
         “Really? Whatever for?”

         
         “I’m a death row investigator. I have a client named Mitchell Brown. Do you know of him?”

         
         She saw the betrayal, and confusion, in the woman’s eyes.

         
         “Of course I do. Betty Dubois was a cousin of mine.”

         
         “I thought you looked like her. I’m sorry to bring you pain.”

         
         “Is that why you stopped here?”

         
         “No, actually, I was looking for a VCR machine.”

         
         Willa nodded. Her eyes looked wet. “Well then.”

         
         “Would you be willing—”

         
         “No. We put all that to rest years ago. Now we’re just waiting on him to die.”

         
         “I understand,” Ruby said, because she did. She never pressed people. It didn’t work. At best, it resulted in hostile witnesses;
            at worst, it resulted in false testimony.
         

         
         “It won’t be long now,” Willa said.

         
         “Only ten days.”

         
         The days were passing so fast. Ruby was used to this, but it shocked her anew on each case. Each day was eaten up and gone
            forever, and while she didn’t regret taking this particular case, she knew that it would trouble her, that she would forever
            think of all she could have done—the paths she could have taken and did not. It was always this way, when she thought she
            would lose. Often she did lose. Being innocent was not an inoculation against injustice.
         

         
         Willa hesitated. Then she reached under the desk and pulled out a small box of motel soaps.

         
         “Brought back something for you.”

         
         Ruby was touched. Not just that the woman had thought of this, but that she was doing it anyhow, despite what she now knew.

         
         Willa watched Ruby leave. The sound of the cicadas was very loud. When she was sure the woman was good and gone, she made
            a call.
         

         
         

         The low country was like a mist of air, and the alligators in the swamps lay with their silver-green snouts showing.

         
         The fields started miles from the prison, surrounded by razor wire fences. Ruby drove past the work gangs that were no longer
            chained but were still supervised by overseers on sweaty horses. It could have been a scene from slavery times, and, in fact,
            this had once been one of the largest slave plantations in the South. The clothes had changed, but the labor remained forced.
         

         
         Ruby remembered reading once that if the country wanted to improve the economy, it would outlaw forced prison labor the same
            way slavery had been outlawed. This no one wanted to do, and so wages stayed suppressed and small farms were put out of business.
            And the motive to put people behind bars remained.
         

         
         Grim-faced, she pulled into the prison lot. In the distance, the men worked, the sun so hot it made the sky white.

         
         

         Only the sick were allowed to skip work, and that was how she found Wes Rogers, spending his final days on a cot in the infirmary.
            His skin was glassy, his nose almost gone. The cancer had eaten it away from the inside. He lay on his stained white cot,
            his eyes as yellow as parchment paper.
         

         
         In prisons, they called it the peach tree disease: the strange assortment of symptoms that came from working the fields. It
            started with a blurring of thought, advanced to yellowing skin and eyes, stumbling, and twitching. Sometimes the cancer exploded
            from the inside out; other times people died of seizures.
         

         
         It was known outside of prison as pesticide poisoning.

         
         Ruby found a chair and dragged it to his bedside. A trustee nurse was making his way among the cots, casting a long shadow.
            The lights from the high, barred windows came into the room, which was as large as a gymnasium. At least the men could look
            at the sun as they died, Ruby thought.
         

         
         Family wasn’t allowed back here. Just professionals, like her.

         
         Wes labored to breathe, his lungs full of disease. His eyes turned to her, yellow and confused. She saw herself in them, shrunk
            down to size. She thought of stepping past that portal into whatever was left of his brain.
         

         
         “Wes,” she said. She might be the last person from the outside he ever saw. Six years in those fields and this was the result.
            Maybe he had done other turns. People often did.
         

         
         “Mother?”

         
         Why was it so many of the dying asked that question? She knew why. Return to the source.

         
         “I’m helping a man named Mitchell Brown. Do you remember him?”

         
         Wes’s lips were lifeless. His cheeks were so thin she could see his tongue moving inside his mouth. The cancer had started
            in his brain. Or maybe in his lungs. They didn’t exactly bother with diagnostics in prison. He was dying. That’s all there
            was to it.
         

         
         “I remember everyone,” he breathed.
         

         
         In his moment of extremis, maybe he did.

         
         “He was in the bar the night a woman disappeared. The police may have tried to talk to you later. Did you talk to them?”

         
         “Grass talk,” he said.

         
         “That’s right. The grass talks to you, doesn’t it?”

         
         “Peaches.”

         
         Along with peaches, the prisons specialized in raising the other dangerous crops of the new South: blueberries and watermelons.
            They were dangerous because they had the highest pesticide count of any crop.
         

         
         “You’re dying of the peach tree disease.”

         
         He was silent, looking over her shoulder at the rectangles of light.

         
         “Glad,” he said, and she knew what he meant, even though she couldn’t explain it.

         
         She reached for his hand, thinking he would be able to offer nothing, and that was okay. It was just another moment in her
            life.
         

         
         His hand was small and dark, with scars raised along the inside, from grabbing the fruit, trimming the bark. His nails were
            coming loose from their beds, and she felt the tremor inside his hand. She closed her own eyes and felt those nerves trace
            all the way back to his heart—and hers.
         

         
         “I remember,” he whispered. “He was at the bar that night.”

         
         She opened her eyes. His were steady on hers. She could see deep down into them, into a well of memory. This little crumb had floated to the surface like a wet leaf. 

         
         “He was sitting next to a man.”

         
         “I imagine he was,” she said, and stopped.

         
         None of the witnesses who’d testified at the trial had talked about Mitchell sitting next to a man.

         
         Wes was struggling now, his tongue too big for his mouth. The trustee nurse appeared at Ruby’s side, large and comforting.

         
         “He doin’ all right, miss?”

         
         “I don’t think so.”

         
         The large man leaned over. She smelled bleach and hope.

         
         “It’s them seizures. They take them.”

         
         She looked over the trustee. “Were you a nurse on the outside?”

         
         “Yes, miss. That’s why they keep arresting me. One reason after another. Men like me—they need us here.”

         
         He stroked the man’s head, then wandered away, and Ruby sat for a bit with Wes, waiting to see if he would come back. But
            from the twitching, he fell into a deep sleep—one she thought he might not awaken from.
         

         
         

         Ruby stood outside the prison. It was so hot, it was making the world tremble.

         
         She had already looked up Mary Baldwin, driver of the pink Mary Kay car. She had died of cirrhosis years ago. The cook sitting
            at the bar was dead, too, killed by a drunk driver while on his way to visit relatives in Mexico.
         

         
         On the wall of Ruby’s apartment across the country, the flags waved, though there was no breeze. They were waiting: a thousand tiny cries in the dark. They wanted Ruby to come here, go there. Each man she exonerated was an answer: this one didn’t kill her. But every missing woman she found led to a glorious reunion, even in the spirit world. They were the patchwork of her life. They were as rooted to the earth as a tree. 

         
         

         Back in the death house, Mitchell stood at the bars of his cell. The inmates called their cells rooms, perhaps for a semblance
            of normality. Mitchell was in room—cell—44, and the death row held two hundred cells. It was a hopeful number, Mitchell thought,
            that the state might be able to kill so many. But in truth, only about fifty or so inmates were housed here at a time. Of
            course, more came as others left. The only way there was to leave.
         

         
         For ten years, he had lived in this tiny cell. He had come straight from court, those muddy days after his arrest, and then
            from the trial. He had never been in general population. From death row, it was hard to think general population even existed,
            though he knew, through the concrete walls, that it did. Outside this cell, this room, across an expanse of wet ground, was
            another prison, where thousands of men yelled and played ball in the yard and worked. In some prisons, the inmates raised
            crops, from the dangerous fruit to wheat and corn, and in others they ran massive fish farms—raising so much tilapia that
            it had come to be called slave fish by the incarcerated—but in this prison, the board of directors had devised an ingenious
            plan that they said saved on labor costs in the local towns. The inmates not on death row were sent to clean the parks, work
            on wildfire crews, maintain the roads, do construction, even take care of the governor’s mansion. If there was anyone working
            around Jackson, it was probably one of those inmates. Of course, since the costs were so low, the prison easily outbid any
            local contractors. Heck, it was the local contractor.
         

         
         The death house was lucky to have cells with bars that allowed the imprisoned to view the hall. On some other death rows, Mitchell had heard from the staff, the inmates were housed behind locking metal doors with slots. He would have gone crazy without this limited view to the cell across the hall. In the decade he had been here, there had been three different men in that cell. One had met his maker naturally, dying of a stroke one night. This had greatly disappointed the family of his victim, who had been looking forward to his execution. The other had been executed a few years before. 

         
         The current occupant was an older guy who called himself Wicked Willy. He was grizzled and had cratered scars across his chest
            from having been shot in an argument over a craps game. At the moment, he was working out, which he did constantly—a hundred
            or more push-ups at a time. His muscles were blessed, even if his soul was condemned. That’s what he said.
         

         
         When he wasn’t working out, Wicked Willy wrote letters. The men on the row were allowed as much paper as they wanted—which
            was an honest kindness—and most kept pen pals across the country. Being sentenced to death, Wicked Willy had joked, was like
            joining one of those newfangled online dating sites. You’re guaranteed to meet lots of pussy. But the chance of actually getting
            some? Not so much.
         

         
         Mitchell didn’t like the pen pals. He thought most of them had bad reasons for writing to him. They wanted to pretend to themselves
            that they believed he was innocent, but that was a layer of lies on top of the truth: They thought he was guilty. They were
            titillated by the thought of his guilt and wanted to dance with death. It turned them on.
         

         
         Not for him.

         
         He dropped his hands from the bars. The cell wasn’t much bigger than a king-sized bed. The cot was narrow, but at least they kept it clean here. Every week the cells were turned, and trustees were allowed to clean. Besides the narrow cot cemented to the floor, there was a rusted sink, a lidless toilet, and a small writing desk. He was allowed five books at a time. That was the limit, because the cart only brought so many. 

         
         The first few years of his incarceration, Mitchell had been in what could only be described as shock. The prison doctor had
            visited him regularly, concerned. His heart rate was always high, his blood pressure off the charts, and yet his affect was
            slow, muted. They wanted to keep him healthy for death. The death row inmates got better medical care than most inmates. They
            got better food, better everything. It was a prestigious place to be inside a prison. Even the corrections officers treated
            them nicer. The worse the crime, the more the guy got treated like a celebrity. Because Mitchell had killed some white lady
            in a high-profile crime—or so they thought—they wanted to slaver at him, too, which he found repulsive, when he was finally
            able to think. So he turned away from others. From life.
         

         
         He spent two or three years in that twilight, he reflected now. Then attorneys started visiting. That was the other benefit
            of death row. If he had been an innocent man sentenced to life in prison, he would have been well and truly fucked, because
            no one gave a rat’s ass about those thousands of men—and women. The prisons were filled with innocents, or at least those
            with some plausible deniability, and plenty of nonviolent offenders, but no one was lining up to sign petitions for them,
            or raise money for their appeals. Once he was sentenced to death, Mitchell was promoted from riding in the germ-infested coach
            class where others were likely to pummel you over a dried bread heel to the first class of legal accommodations: endless appeals
            that were now, finally, it seemed, ending. It was a plush ride, sure, he thought. But one that always ended in the worst possible
            way.
         

         
         He had been gifted some of the best attorneys of the region. They had come, smelling strongly of cologne that seeped through the round hole of the scratched visiting room glass, and slowly, he had awakened, because those attorneys instilled the first burning ember of his new life, which was hope. He was forced to participate because they asked questions. He answered, his voice rusty at first, but trying. Asked why the officers never took a booking photo—because it would have shown him beaten to snot—he answered truthfully: I don’t know.
         

         
         For seven years, he had coasted on hope. The appeals failed. But there was always another appeal, a new attorney at the window.
            New cologne. Sometimes the old cologne. Young fresh clerks, the zeal of true belief in their eyes, who made grandiose promises—We’re going to get you free, Mitch—and then vanished without ever asking him if he liked to be called Mitch. He did not.
         

         
         But then suddenly the process ended, and the final die was cast. No more appeals. It was over. This final attorney, Terrence,
            was more like an undertaker than an advocate. He was the man who was there when the plane went down.
         

         
         And the exonerator. I found out there’s an investigator who specializes in these cases, Terrence had told him a few days before Ruby arrived. She agreed to come help out. Better late than never, right?

         
         Mitchell wanted to tell him now, Maybe not.
         

         
         You know what’s funny? Terrence had asked, trying to lighten the mood a bit in these last aching weeks. I was trying to figure out what else I could do—anything to try, you know? I heard this voice on the way to work the other
               morning. It was like someone talking to me. Not talking—showing. I got this word in my head: exonerator. I got to the office and made some calls and what do you know, there is a woman called by that name. Isn’t that something?

         
         But Mitchell was not surprised.
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         Ruby’s mother worked long, hard hours cleaning hotel rooms, which was despicable work, full of disgusting things. Desirée
            wore a little canvas apron that held the tools of her trade—sponges and scrubbers, dustcloths, and tweezers for hair clots—and
            as the day went on, the stuff she collected went into the empty pockets, so by nightfall she was a walking treasure chest.
         

         
         From her earliest days, Ruby remembered, she’d reach for her mother, her calm, tired face so high above her, and Desirée would
            kneel—painfully, as the years went on—and show her, one by one, all the items she had collected from the rooms she had cleaned
            that day.
         

         
         A bag of unopened candies (she was not so foolish as to eat any opened food, after all she had seen). A fancy candle, the
            wick still white and proud. Look, baby girl. Ever seen one of these? This is an Indian Head nickel. Here, a family left this, and into Ruby’s small, warm palm came her first yo-yo.
         

         
         Every day started and ended with her mother, the beautiful Desirée, who left their room before dawn wearing her apron, some
            of the pockets aching with want, and dropped her with neighbors she never remembered because all she thought about was her
            mother, and by nightfall, Desirée brought the world home.
         

         
         

         On Desirée’s rare days off, she and Ruby played. Desirée taught her to rub a balloon over her head to make her hair stand up, and she did the same, and then they stood in the middle of the room and pretended that the electricity would take them to the stars. 

         
         

         On other days, they walked to the downtown library. There were entire rooms full of books, and a children’s section with the
            kind of rugs kids like: soft and firm, with cheerful bright colors and patterns that make sense. Today, even the rattle of
            water in a ceramic sink in a dusty, airless bathroom could bring back memories of those days to Ruby.
         

         
         They took grocery bags from the Piggly Wiggly, and Desirée let her daughter fill her bag with as many books as she wanted.
            In those days, the children’s stories were real stories, full of intrigue, death, and romance: Crazy Weather by Charles McNichols, Where the Red Fern Grows by Wilson Rawls.
         

         
         Ruby and Desirée walked home, talking, stopping for a hot dog at a stand, Ruby grimacing as her mother ate hers with mustard
            and kraut, and she would stand there, mesmerized, and watch her, her mother’s hair blowing against a sunlit sky, the striped
            cart umbrella behind her, the people passing in what felt like bright costumes to her, from straightlaced suits to bell bottoms,
            the skid row alcoholics begging for change, the street musicians banging drums on the corners.
         

         
         “Do you want a bite of mine?” Desirée would tease, and the little girl would shake her head, quick, because she liked her
            dog plain, and had already finished it, in three bites.
         

         
         It never occurred to her that her mother was still a child when Ruby was born, and that by the time she was eight, Desirée
            was only twenty-three.
         

         
         

         “Do you want to move?” Ruby’s mother kept asking her.

         
         They still lived in Old Town, in a larger but decayed apartment above skid row, and the place had a claw-foot tub that felt massive to little Ruby, and linoleum that peeled in the corners. Ruby had found pennies in the back of a cupboard, and the closet was bigger than many modern kitchens. On one shelf, her mother had placed a small blue bottle, and the sun caught it when the rays came in through the lead-glass windows. 

         
         Ruby loved it there. She didn’t want to move. This was her poorhouse, and it was better, different, and her mom agreed.

         
         Here they had space, and movement. Desirée had risen through the ranks of hotel cleaners, and now supervised other women like
            her. She had a deft hand with other women. She knew to be not their friend but their boss. Other women liked that. The secret
            to sisterhood was to know whose side you were on, and friends could be malicious. They sacrificed each other every time a
            man caught their eye. If a woman was working to support a husband who spent all his money on drink, well, that was fine. If
            she was pretending to be a widow with a fake wedding band washed with silver from the local pawn shop, sure, why not. Desirée
            never trafficked in gossip because gossip is the way men have trained women against each other, and she knew it.
         

         
         In the old warehouse district along the Willamette River, Ruby ran as free as a bird. She played among the breweries polluting
            the air with the rich, redolent smell of hops. She made friends with men playing dice and whist outside corner shops. She
            learned to weave a cane chair from an old man without legs on her floor of their building. She pried windows open with butter
            knives for old ladies. She felt like her legs were loose here. She was free.
         

         
         “No,” she told her mother, time and again, when she asked if Ruby was interested in the beyond: a circular place where the
            kids all looked the same, and wore starched clothes like the Brady Bunch, and did the same things, like attended the same school, and had men with faces like butchers for dads.
         

         
         Here in Old Town, the kids who lived in the old apartment buildings went to whatever school they could, usually riding the
            city bus, and in the summers they earned extra money by taking the rickety berry bus to the fields outside of town, where
            farmers paid them a quarter a flat, and she ate berries and felt the fine sun on her face. She could discover the world here,
            and the world was wonderful: It was big and actually without danger. Of course, there were creeps and cretins, as her mother
            cautioned her: Desirée had told her about the men where she had grown up, always stealing her nose, but Ruby knew about them—and
            she knew how to run.
         

         
         She could run here.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            14.

         
         From the low country, Ruby turned her car back toward Hammock County, to the courthouse in Pickleweed. The courthouse had
            been hewn of the same white limestone as the police vaults. It sparkled in the hot summer sun. On the police car license plates
            outside were so many peaches. Ruby thought about the irony of that as she made her way through the metal detectors, up to
            the fourth floor where the district attorney waited.
         

         
         

         “I’ve explained it before, in depositions,” District Attorney Jerrod Tinsley said.

         
         He was a big, fleshy man who looked like he didn’t miss his share at supper. He had a rough-and-tumble laugh, but Ruby watched
            the eyes of his clerks. You could tell a lot about a man by how his clerks acted in his presence.
         

         
         “I’d still like to walk through what happened, if you don’t mind,” she said.

         
         “Well, all right.” He looked annoyed, checked his watch.

         
         Ruby followed him down the carpeted hall.

         
         “This was the conference room where we used to staff the cases.” He opened the door to a shadowy storage room. File boxes
            were stacked in the corners. He caught her eye. “We pulled the place apart looking for those exhibit boxes, trust me.”
         

         
         He gently closed the door.

         
         “From here,” he said, “the evidence would be taken to the service elevator. We got hand trucks for the heavier exhibit boxes.” He pushed the elevator button, and they rode down a floor. They were in a courthouse hall. “This is where the trial was held. Courtroom 32B.” 

         
         She rose to her tippy-toes to look in the courtroom window. “Would the boxes be there?” She pointed to where a prosecutor
            was giving his closing argument to a bored-looking jury.
         

         
         “Yes. Like I said, I explained all this before.” His patience was beginning to wear thin. “At the end of the trial, the exhibit
            boxes go back on the hand truck, and back up the elevator. They would be stored in the conference room until police took them
            to the vaults. We have no idea what happened to them in this case.”
         

         
         “You were the prosecutor on the case.”

         
         His blue eyes went hazy. “Yes.”

         
         “Do you remember bringing the boxes back up?”

         
         “I’ve answered this before. I don’t remember. We were very busy that day. Lots of trials, and this courtroom was full. Lots
            of media, too, people asking questions outside the courtroom.”
         

         
         It sounded like he wanted her to believe that someone snuck into the courtroom and stole several boxes of evidence. But Ruby
            knew that even ten years before, they had guards on the front door. No one could have just walked out with a bunch of exhibit
            boxes. This had to have been an inside job. He knew it, and so did she.
         

         
         “Let’s pretend we have the boxes now,” she said.

         
         They walked back to the elevator. She pushed the button this time. They rode up with the imaginary trial exhibit boxes from
            Mitchell’s case. The power of her imagination was so strong, the district attorney could see the trial boxes on the hand truck
            she pushed in her mind.
         

         
         She wheeled them back down the carpeted hall, seeing the way the hand truck would mark the rugs. He opened the door again, and she stepped inside. 

         
         “Who had access to this room that day?”

         
         “Everyone that works here.”

         
         “Did that include all police called as witnesses that day?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “I’d like to see the dockets for those trials.”

         
         “The clerks can help you,” he said, and marched away.

         
         

         Ruby took the printed dockets to the café on the first floor of the courthouse, ordered a coffee and a bagel, and started
            reading.
         

         
         There had been six child custody hearings and eight divorces in the Pickleweed Courthouse on that day. Five minor felonies,
            all for identity theft. A rash of misdemeanors, mostly for disturbing the peace. One case of felony animal neglect.
         

         
         And one aggravated murder, which was Mitchell’s trial.

         
         The dockets listed all witnesses called, including the police. Ruby knew that previous defense teams had dug deep into the
            officers who had interrogated Mitchell—there was brutality going back for years. The defense’s findings had not moved an inch
            on this case. Everyone knew that the officers had beaten the confession out of Mitchell. That was a no-brainer. In a case
            like this, it wasn’t enough to find evidence of police brutality, because a lot of the public, especially in a place like
            this, thought, So what if they beat a guilty man? Or So what if they beat a Black man, or a Mexican—we got enough of those. Next.
         

         
         What Ruby had to find was a reason for the brutality, or the missing evidence, and that reason only mattered if it led to the real killer. The dirty little secret of false convictions was how they allowed the guilty to walk free. Ruby knew who her enemies were, and they were not the police, who suffered no consequences for convicting an innocent man. They were the guilty still walking free. 

         
         Twelve police officers had been called that day.

         
         She looked them up on her laptop. All were local law enforcement, like the cops who had beaten Mitchell. They had been promoted
            into other stations. One beamed at her from his photo, his medals shining.
         

         
         But one of the officers called to court that day was different: an animal control officer, testifying in the animal neglect
            case.
         

         
         She ran his name.

         
         A somber face greeted her: a Black man, too.

         
         Officer Alonzo Pettibone.

         
         Perfect, she thought.

         
         

         That night, she drove to Atlanta. She found Terrence in a noisy bar, a glass of dark whiskey in his hand. He was surrounded
            by others from the capital unit, all celebrating a rare victory. They had just won a trial for a man facing death if convicted,
            and that man would walk out of jail in a few days and become real again, in the Georgia mist.
         

         
         She crowded in next to Terrence, accepted the offer of a drink. The gin and tonic tasted like juniper berries.

         
         “Got good news?” he yelled in her ear. The music was thumping above them, and some members of his unit were leaving the bar
            to dance on the tiny dance floor.
         

         
         “Not really!” she yelled back.

         
         “I hired you as a last resort. I know you can’t work miracles!” he shouted. She could feel the warmth of his breath on her
            cheek. She looked up into his eyes and thought, huh. He turned to watch the dancers. She was getting used to the noise now
            and seemed to hear better.
         

         
         Terrence finished his drink and set the glass on the bar, and she watched as he joined his friends and colleagues, shaking off all the heartbreak and stress in the heat and beauty of the moment. They looked so beautiful there, dancing. All of them—all sizes, all colors. Their bodies pulsed with the music, and she felt both sad and relieved. It was a joy to watch them, and feel the same music they felt, coming up through her toes. 

         
         In a bit, she joined them.

         
         

         She awoke in the cloud-soft comfort of white quilts, and for a moment wondered where she was. She was used to strange ceilings,
            and this one was painted white. Then she turned her head, and saw with relief that she was alone.
         

         
         The night came back to her. Terrence had invited her back to his place for a few hours’ sleep before the next day began. And
            thankfully, that was all she had done.
         

         
         “You awake?”

         
         His polite voice came from outside her door. She was in his guest room.

         
         “Yes,” she said.

         
         

         After a quick shower, she joined Terrence in his kitchen. Atlanta was oddly quiet so early in the morning. “I don’t hear cicadas
            here,” she said, toweling her hair.
         

         
         “Not enough old trees,” he said, pouring coffee into a travel mug. “Or any trees.” He capped the mug.

         
         “You all right?” he asked.

         
         “I’m all right.”

         
         This thing that hadn’t happened hung between them. She remembered him asking, and her saying no. Lovemaking for her was a portal into another world—it was a delicate thing. She didn’t think she could handle another disastrous affair, and almost all her relationships had been that way. It was like she was on one plane and men on another. For them, maybe, sex was ordinary. Like going to the gym. For her, it was complicated. She had come from sex. And look what had happened. 

         
         “Time to get going,” he said.

         
         He picked up his battered briefcase.

         
         “Of course,” she said, and that was that.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            15.

         
         When Ruby was twelve, she learned the history of the world. The history of all the world always starts with us: it starts
            with our cells, and without it, we learn nothing.
         

         
         Her mom had come home from work, and in every way, it was an ordinary night. Ruby was in eighth grade, kind of, when she went
            to school. She liked the learning but not the walls. Desirée had been working in big hotels downtown—boy, she had some stories.
            Even now when Ruby looked at a hotel, she wondered. You have to wonder. Do we need this many hotels? Do that many people travel?
            She had the answer for you: They do not. Desirée said most of the hotels were used for affairs, prostitution, and drugs. Even
            the fancy ones. They were sanctuaries, she said: no-man’s-lands where crimes could happen but because of the laws created
            by hotel owners, the hands of police were tied. Ruby found that interesting, and still did.
         

         
         Anyhow, her mom had come home, and it was late enough to be dark, and her daughter was at the battered kitchen table, reading
            a book. It was West with the Night, and in her mind, she was flying over Africa.
         

         
         Desirée went straight into the kitchen, hungry, and began cutting chunks of government cheese to make grilled cheese sandwiches.
            They loved the cheese, and there had been nothing like it since: sweet and salty. She watched as her mom turned the thick
            sandwiches in the old cast-iron pan, the butter sizzling.
         

         
         “Baby girl, I want to talk to you,” her mom said.

         
         This was unusual. Her mother never spoke like that. She never made proclamations like out of a book: She gentled into a conversation.

         
         “All right,” her daughter said, setting down the book.

         
         Her mom carried her twin sandwiches over, with two bowls of boiling tomato soup, and cut the buttery sandwiches in two, passing
            one to Ruby. Ruby bit into it, feeling the cheese ooze, the tasty crust crunch.
         

         
         “I want to tell you about me,” Desirée said, biting into the other half of her first sandwich. She stopped, spooning up soup.

         
         Her daughter watched, knowing she was hungry after working all day.

         
         “Sure,” she said.

         
         Desirée was twenty-seven. She never dated, as far as her daughter knew. Maybe she had escapades—those were the days for them.
            Sometimes she came home late smelling different, but that could have been from work. Her daughter didn’t ask, and she didn’t
            tell. Neither of them wanted to disturb the precious bubble of their lives.
         

         
         Desirée ate, crunching through the corners. She dipped one crust in the soup, then wiped her mouth, the edge taken off her
            hunger. She wore her long hair in a low bun while she worked, and strands had escaped. The lines around her mouth were deeper.
         

         
         She started by talking about the poorhouse.

         
         Ruby was intrigued, and asked questions. The place she’d imagined actually wasn’t that far off from the truth. A big building
            with two wings, sprawling and somehow both cold and warm. The long halls where little Desirée had run, the endless labor.
            The fields where nothing worthwhile grew but the poor were forced to work anyhow.
         

         
         “Most of the people there were sick. Or something was wrong with them,” Desirée said. “I worked with my mom in the kitchen. When I was your age, my mother, your grandmother, died. It was cancer. That’s what the matron told me.” 

         
         Her daughter listened to all this, amazed. What amazed her most was the fact that she had not been curious before. She had
            been very curious about other parts of life, but not about her mother. Isn’t that something? We think our parents were the
            first human beings.
         

         
         “What was the matron like?” Ruby finished her crust and wiped the crumbs off her mouth. They kept a clean rag on the table
            for wiping their hands—they were too poor for paper napkins—and she didn’t want to leave grease stains in her library book.
         

         
         “Those were hard times, and she was a hard woman.” Desirée looked distracted with the memory. Ruby had a feeling there was
            a point her mom was working toward.
         

         
         “Do you miss your mom?” she asked.

         
         “Yes,” Desirée said. “We all miss our mother when she is gone. She is the root. We are the tree.”

         
         Until the tree drops a seed, the girl thought: me.

         
         “My dad?” she asked.

         
         She had never really thought of him before, either. She knew that everyone has a father, but he hadn’t really existed to her.
            Now a big hope sprung up in her throat that surprised her.
         

         
         Suddenly, questions were being raised that threatened to dismantle the gently idle way they spent their days, the candle at
            Christmas, the fir bough they stole from the tree in the closest park and ran laughing all the way home with through the gritty
            falling snow.
         

         
         “He . . .” Her mother hesitated.

         
         Later, looking back, Ruby would think, she knew she was twelve. She knew her mother’s age, because they celebrated her birthday every year. She could have done the math. Twenty-seven minus twelve was fifteen, and if she counted the months right, it meant she had been conceived when her mother was fourteen. 

         
         But she didn’t do the math. Not then and not for a long time later. Why? Why didn’t she count the most essential numbers?

         
         Instead she asked the one question that was maybe designed to shut the conversation down.

         
         “Did you love him?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            16.

         
         Ruby found Alonzo Pettibone living down a forgotten lane on the far side of the county, on the edge of a vast, nameless swamp.
            Inhaling the air was like breathing in green.
         

         
         The retired animal control officer was now in his sixties, and sitting at the edge of a mossy creek, repairing a fishing reel.
            A few minutes later, Ruby was sitting on a stump nearby, explaining the reason for her visit.
         

         
         A rowboat waited at the shore, with a tin bucket at the bottom.

         
         “Join me?” he asked, and she nodded.

         
         In moments, they were pushing off from the muddy shore, her feet firmly planted in the bottom of the rough rowboat. He carried
            the reel, with green fishing line as thick as rope, and at the end was a hook that could catch a shark. The tin can was filled
            with doughballs, smelling richly of old bacon grease.
         

         
         He steered the boat down the brackish creek. They entered a deep swamp, flocked with hummocks of weedy land. Trees grew from
            the water, as dark as darts. In the open areas, the water ran so deep she could feel it. It was like floating above space.
            She looked down into the black water and thought of caves.
         

         
         Pettibone carefully baited his massive hook with a doughball. He lowered the line into the deep water, and they watched it
            disappear.
         

         
         “Why did you bring me here?” she asked.

         
         “Seems like the best place to talk,” he said.

         
         “You don’t feel safe at home?”

         
         “What is home? I thought about moving away—after it happened,” he said, and she knew exactly what he was talking about. A chill went through her, even on this sultry day. 

         
         “How come you didn’t?”

         
         “Same thing is going to happen anywhere.”

         
         “Did you ever tell anyone?”

         
         “I thought of that, too—yes. I did tell. The few others like me. There were a handful of us then, not many more now. You know,
            at first I wondered why they hired me. I was thinking, maybe animal control wants to make change. Maybe the powers that be
            decided a Black man could do the job better. Or get shot trying.”
         

         
         “What kind of cases did you get?”

         
         “Mostly animal neglect, out here. People tie their dogs up outside. It gets too hot. Dog knocks over the bowl, old man is
            inside, poor beast dies of thirst. Or they got a litter and no buyers, toss them out in the swamp. Why, some even say a skinned
            puppy makes the best catfish bait. You can snag a big one with that.”
         

         
         He had been counting the feet with the reel. Eventually the line stopped, and she imagined the redolent doughball on the bottom
            of the deep hole, sending out feelers of scent.
         

         
         “Once they got over the shock of my Black face, most people were actually nice. Of course, I knew how to do my job.” His eyes
            shot her way. “I knew how to talk to the old ladies trying to sell you candles while the house reeked like dead cat. Or the
            bubbas telling you they cut their dog’s tails and ears themselves with kitchen shears, cause everyone knows dogs don’t feel
            no pain.”
         

         
         She listened, feeling the soft air.

         
         “You’re quiet,” he said.

         
         “Did most of your cases go to trial?”

         
         “No. I’d slap a fine on most people, try to talk some sense to them. They didn’t take umbrage the way they might have with a white officer. I was just Black man, harping on about pets—a loony, as far as they were concerned. They knew the score. I wasn’t a threat.” 

         
         “Was Mitchell?”

         
         “Of course not. He was an excuse. Not a threat.”
         

         
         “Tell me about that day at the courthouse, if you don’t mind.”

         
         “Always wondered if someone would figure it out.”

         
         “Figure out what, exactly?”

         
         He watched the line, tugged at it experimentally.

         
         “You going to subpoena me?”

         
         “Probably not,” she said. “In the rare cases we can get the governor to call off an execution, the state likes to settle behind
            closed doors. No one likes egg on their face. They look for a way to make it all go away.”
         

         
         “You think you can get our governor to call it off?”

         
         She didn’t lie. “No. But maybe there’s another way.”

         
         “It’s not the governor I’m worried about.”

         
         “The district attorney? Jerrod Tinsley?”

         
         “Maybe. How long before your guy dies?”

         
         “Nine days. That includes today and the day of execution.”

         
         She had spent that day in a rush, tracking down the other officers from the dockets. You never knew, she often told herself:
            Many times it was the witness she didn’t expect to who delivered. But none of them were helpful. Some were downright rude.
            The officers who had interrogated Mitchell had refused to speak to her.
         

         
         “What time is he slated for?”

         
         “Morning.”

         
         “So you don’t really got nine days.”

         
         She smiled. “Thanks for reminding me.”

         
         He thought for a bit, wiping a bug off his check. The line trembled just a bit, and he tugged at it gently.

         
         “Just some little fish,” he said, scornfully.

         
         “Was it in the conference room?” she asked.

         
         “Yeah. I went there after I testified, while the jury was deliberating. Bad animal neglect case. You ever smell a bunch of
            dead ferrets? Well, you don’t wanna. I remember sitting in there, the case so bright in my mind I could smell those animals
            then, and I can now. The lady on trial, she put those critters in cages and watched them starve. She could have fed them but
            didn’t—that’s what got me then and gets me now. I doubt they ever got that smell out of the walls. It was getting late—if
            the jury didn’t come back soon, I was sure my case would adjourn for the day. As a matter of fact, I was getting ready to
            head back down that elevator and go check in the courtroom. That’s when I heard voices, and that district attorney came in.”
         

         
         The line trembled.

         
         “Tinsley?”

         
         “Yup. He had a man with him. In my work, I met mostly the beat cops, including those two fuckers that beat Mitchell up. I
            remember seeing your client being dragged to court. The bruises had healed by then, but I could tell by the look in his eye
            what they had done—and by the look in their eyes, too. Smug pricks. This guy with the DA wasn’t a cop. He was a fellow I’d
            never seen before. He was wearing a courthouse security uniform, but something about it just didn’t seem right to me. I remember
            that. Anyhow, Tinsley saw me sitting there, and told me to shove off. He didn’t say it in those words, but close. His eyes
            went right to those exhibit boxes. I knew. I knew in that moment what he was planning to do.”
         

         
         “How did you know?”

         
         “You ever been a district attorney?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Case like that, once they finish, they want the glory, not the aftermath. If they had any doubts about that evidence, they
            knew better than to let it get to storage. Getting rid of it? Solves a lot of problems.”
         

         
         The line trembled harder, but he did nothing. He appeared lost in thought, in memory.

         
         “I told myself it wasn’t my business, that Mitchell’s defense attorney could handle things. I was lying to myself, and I knew
            it. I left the conference room, and when I got back down to the courtroom, the jury was back. They acquitted her, by the way.
            My word against hers. That was the day I figured out the real reason they’d hired me.”
         

         
         She waited for him to tell her.

         
         “They didn’t want change.”

         
         She thought about what he had said. It was his word against Tinsley’s, and she knew who would be believed.

         
         “Did you hear again from the district attorney?”

         
         “Why, I sure did! How did you know, miss?” His voice was sardonic.

         
         The line stopped trembling. Now it went taut.

         
         Still he did nothing.

         
         “You know, down there, right now, there’s a mile-long catfish with a doughball in his stomach. He’s starting to feel peculiar.
            Soon I’ll pull the reel, and once it really goes sharp, he’ll know what pain is.”
         

         
         He gave her a look. “It was a few years later, after it came out on appeal that the evidence was missing. I get this Christmas
            card in the mail. Don’t say nothing on the inside. Just a picture on the front.”
         

         
         He picked up the reel, and suddenly yanked. The catfish fought, but soon it came, Pettibone wrangling it from the deep, his arms trembling with its weight. It was as long as his arm, yellowish, with a short, snubbed snout, sad eyes, and a hairy chin. It looked at her like an old man facing death. 

         
         “What was the picture?”

         
         “You’re smart, you know. You know these things just like I used to know how to talk to the old ladies. I remember thinking
            he must have had to search for it. It had a picture of ferrets on the front.”
         

         
         

         That night, Ruby and Alonzo Pettibone ate sizzling catfish, served with gritty cornbread cooked in a cast-iron pan, and iced
            tea from a jar, and just before the menu went completely Georgia, he added a mound of storebought macaroni salad, saying,
            sacrilegiously, that it tasted better than homemade to him.
         

         
         The smoke from the fire outside drove away the bugs, and she had grown so used to the sound of cicadas that she almost no
            longer heard them. He told her of his wife, now passed, and she told him about a few men she had dated, but she really didn’t
            think she had it in her to be in a relationship.
         

         
         “No problem with that,” he said.

         
         “Were you and your wife happy?”

         
         He toyed with his fish. “I can’t say we really were. She was a different woman. I always felt bad for her. The world never
            quite made sense to her.” He ate a chunk of fish, pulled a bone from his mouth. “I was glad we didn’t have kids.”
         

         
         The world suddenly felt like it was reaching out around them, holding them tenderly in its cupped hand. Ruby relished this
            feeling. This moment in time, sitting at a fire with a man she had just met, who had caught and cooked a wild fish for her,
            and the smell of it steaming up in the air, the soft, gritty, dry corn cake.
         

         
         “This would be good with jam,” she said, and he laughed.

         
         He was quiet for a bit, stirring the fire with a stick. He returned to his plate. “I don’t go out much. The market, the doctor. But one day I had to go all the way into Pickleweed, to the hardware store there, for some new fishing line. I usually avoid that town, especially now that I’m out of uniform. Anyhow, I saw this one fellow walk in. I’m pretty sure it was that same fellow. You know that older actor in Men in Black?”
         

         
         “Tommy Lee Jones.”

         
         “Spitting image of him. Only not so nice around the eyes.”

         
         

         Ruby spent the night in Alonzo Pettibone’s cluttered living room, her back curling to fit the collapsed couch. She had spent
            the night on many a couch during her cases. Mothers, most often, the very air filled with their grief, asked her to stay.
            Sometimes she was invited to sleep in a missing person’s room, which she always declined to do. The energy there was too strong.
            But she took a couch, not just because she often couldn’t afford a motel room—her death row cases were capped at indigent
            rates—but because it was a solace to the family, to know she was working. They wanted to show her pictures. They wanted her
            to feel their feelings.
         

         
         They didn’t know they didn’t need to ask, she thought, as the night crawled from the swamp and she heard Alonzo Pettibone’s
            sleep mutters from the bedroom through the wall. In the narrow kitchen, the remains of their supper were piled high in the
            sink. His stove held a can of bacon grease, and the cast-iron pan held the crumbs of cornbread. A fish skeleton rose up in
            the dark, making her think of the people she had saved—and those she had not.
         

         
         In the middle of the night, unable to sleep, feeling the pokey springs of the couch, she made her way, barefoot, silently, out the unlocked front door. Officer Pettibone understood the crucial fact about life: Locks did nothing when you were unsafe. She stood at the edge of the swamp, breathing in the rich, fecund, living air. Bullfrogs plopped into the water and night birds coasted among the dark trees, which merged with the black sky. 

         
         She felt the old sadness whipping up from the past, and she knew that it would always be a part of her, because a sadness
            like the one she carried could not be put down. It would bowl the world over if she did. Instead, she reached with her bare
            toes to touch the rowboat, moored there in the shallows. Night creatures swam out there, she knew. There were deep caves.
         

         
         There were women missing, and one of them was her mother.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            17.

         
         The year Ruby was thirteen, her mother disappeared.

         
         Ruby had come home late from school to an empty apartment. The phone on the wall was ringing insistently. She answered it.
            It was one of the women her mother supervised. Desirée hadn’t shown up to work. Where was she?
         

         
         Concerned, her daughter hung up. It wasn’t like her mother not to go to work. She couldn’t remember a single day like that.
            Even if she was running a fever, her mom worked. Rents were rising, and life was tough. Desirée wanted her baby to go to college
            someday.
         

         
         As the hours passed, Ruby became more worried. She looked out the apartment window. She grabbed her keys and walked outside,
            in the fading dusk, to the hotel where her mom worked. The front desk clerk said she wasn’t there. They hadn’t seen her all
            day. Ruby walked to the Piggly Wiggly market where they shopped, where the clerk shook her head. The library had already closed
            for the day.
         

         
         She remembered that initial feeling of panic stealing up her legs. She walked home, telling herself that maybe her mom had
            run into an old friend or something. But she knew that wasn’t true.
         

         
         Back in the apartment, she waited, sitting on the edge of the couch. She heard the clock on the stove tick. The couple who
            lived in the apartment below theirs started arguing. It was time for dinner. Her ears were alert to every sound down the hall,
            every noise that said her mother might be coming.
         

         
         Night fell in earnest. Her heart was pounding. She made soup she couldn’t eat. She burned her tongue. She washed her face with the motel soaps they used. She brushed her teeth. In the mirror, her pupils looked big. 

         
         I’ll go to the police in the morning, she told herself. That made her relax a bit. If she doesn’t come home, I will go to
            the police.
         

         
         

         That night passed like fear, like ships of darkness, as if the air outside had grown so heavy with static that even to step
            outside and try to breathe might make you drop over dead.
         

         
         Ruby’s mom didn’t have a cell phone. She didn’t have a car. There was no way to trace her. No way to call and ask, Where are you? Are you coming home?

         
         Ruby slept in the living room, not wanting to miss the moment her mom would come back, and there would be jubilation. What happened, Mom? she would yell, and spring from the couch. Mom would laugh, telling a story that made everything make sense—
         

         
         She jerked awake. It was very dark, and from down the river came the sound of foghorns.

         
         Rising quietly, she made her way out of the apartment and down the stairs. She stepped outside and looked up to where the
            moon hung, silver in the sky. Old Town was quiet, in the way it was in the empty hours of the morning, when time was lost.
         

         
         She felt for her mother—felt for her in the world. Was she hiding, in one of its many shadows? Where was Mom? What was she
            feeling in that moment? Could Ruby go there? Could she still feel her, along this invisible string of life, the joy that had
            connected them?
         

         
         Yes, said the night. Even if it is imagined, it is true.

         
         She heard soft footsteps behind her and swung around, afraid it was a stranger in the dark. But no one was there.

         
         

         The officer listened to what she had to say, and took a few notes.

         
         “No boyfriends that you were aware of?”

         
         “No sir.”

         
         “I know your mom. I mean, I see her around. She doesn’t seem like a, uh—”

         
         “She isn’t a hooker, sir.”

         
         “Could she have met someone recently?”

         
         “Not that I know about—sir.”

         
         He nodded gravely.

         
         “You say she’s a hotel maid?”

         
         “Yes sir.”

         
         “I can call her manager.”

         
         “Would you?” she asked.

         
         Her eyes were wild with hope and fear.

         
         “I’ll do all I can,” he reassured her.

         
         Years later, she would discover that he never went to the hotel where her mother worked. He never interviewed the other hotel
            cleaners, or pulled the list of who was staying in the hotel. By the time Ruby looked into her mother’s disappearance herself,
            many years later, all those records were gone.
         

         
         “I’ll call a social worker for you,” he said.

         
         Her mother had joined the ranks of the 167,389 persons reported missing in the United States that year. One of them stared
            at her now, from the carton of milk the sergeant had left on the counter, after pouring some into his coffee.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            18.

         
         Ruby was thinking of that now as she sat across from Mitchell. She had given him all her updates, which added up to nothing.
            They were eight days until his execution, and she could see that he was not really there.
         

         
         The inside of the death house smelled bad today. They had killed someone the day before, and the stench of death and fear
            hung in the air.
         

         
         “You know, my mother went missing, too,” she said.

         
         His eyes rose out of his death fog. There were three stages before an execution, Ruby had found. There was hope, then contemplation,
            and finally panic. Mitchell, she thought, was still in contemplation. Panic had not yet arrived. But it would.
         

         
         “Yeah?”

         
         “It was in Portland. I was thirteen.”

         
         “I was seven.”

         
         “It’s more common than people think.”

         
         She saw the painful, wistful longing in his face. Having your mother disappear is more than a loss. It is a hole cut in your
            heart.
         

         
         “I should have known,” he said.

         
         “How so?”

         
         “I don’t know. A feeling I have.” He gave a short, bitter laugh. “Maybe the bone is telling me.”

         
         “The bone?”

         
         “You haven’t met the bone? No, that makes sense. My grandpa wouldn’t tell you. He’d be afraid you’d take it away.”

         
         He spoke with bitterness, and with fear and resignation.

         
         She remembered the feeling she’d had in that cabin—like there was someone else there.

         
         “Is it—in the basket in the corner?”

         
         He looked surprised, then smiled. “See? Maybe it was already talking to you. It never talked to me before. Maybe I was in
            too much pain to hear it. But I’m starting to hear it now.”
         

         
         “What does this bone tell you?”

         
         “It’s more like visions, actually.”

         
         “What kind of visions?”

         
         He looked reluctant. His eyes went away.

         
         “It’s better if you find out for yourself.”

         
         “Where did the bone come from?”

         
         “My grandfather found it one day in the woods, a few years after my mom disappeared. He took it to the sheriff. I think he
            hoped it was from my mom. Isn’t that a terrible thing to hope? But the sheriff told my grandpa it wasn’t my mom. He said it
            was just some dead person from the burial ground at the poorhouse and he should return it.”
         

         
         Ruby was sitting very still.

         
         “When exactly did he find this bone?”

         
         “I was ten.”

         
         “You say the sheriff tested it?”

         
         “I don’t know. I don’t trust a thing that man says.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         He shrugged and looked away. She could see the death contemplation returning.

         
         “I’ll come back soon,” she said.

         
         He gave her a cryptic smile, because soon was the only choice.

         
         

         Mitchell watched Ruby leave. Now that the bone was talking to him, he could see her through the concrete walls. He was watching Ruby push open the metal door and walk into the sweltering, still day. Then she was sitting in her car, and her eyes were moist. She was planning to return to the airport, fly back to Oregon to learn more about this bone. 

         
         The bone was showing him the day his grandfather had found it. He had gone into the woods to hunt rabbits. It wasn’t legal,
            technically. The woods were owned by the state, just like the poorhouse, which had closed down the year before. It wasn’t
            a big deal, though, as long as the sheriff didn’t find out. The sheriff said he didn’t want people there because of the feral
            pigs. They were dangerous. But Grandfather carried a rifle. Grandfather was not scared of anything. He was too sad to be scared,
            since his daughter had gone missing.
         

         
         Grandfather had been to the poorhouse before. He had gone everywhere after Charise went missing, calling for her. He had pounded
            on the door, and it had been answered by a ghostly-looking woman holding her robe closed around an emaciated frame, the last
            of the residents behind her, all in wheelchairs, their skin pitted and white because they never went outside. It had given
            Grandfather the chills. No, she told him, in the shadows of the cold door. We have seen no one.

         
         Grandfather had retreated. When he was a child, his mother had told him about the poorhouse—it was not for their kind, which was just as well, she’d said. To live there was like being locked in a velvet coffin, his mother had said. You might be fed, but you will not be free. And the Brown family wanted freedom. It was why his mother had settled in Chinook, though they were the only Black family for miles around. She had escaped a husband who beat her and moved as far away as possible with her son, Solemn Brown, and she took in mending and sewing to pay the meager rent on the cabin. Oregon had been created with laws against Black people settling there—the South didn’t have dibs on racism—and even after the laws were finally repealed, there were still plenty of sundown towns. But perhaps because Chinook was so small, they let his mother stay, and Solemn Brown grew up in the shadows of the mountains, by the clear green river. Like Ruby’s mother, he was treated like an imbecile at the rural school. He had never known Desirée, who was younger than him, but he would have understood her. 

         
         Now he was back, at the edge of the fields, squinting to see the shadows of the rabbits. The poorhouse was empty now. The
            last of the residents had been picked up by a van driven by a state worker, and the body of the matron had been removed. What
            had happened to anyone else was anybody’s guess.
         

         
         The building was falling apart, the endless wind soughing down the mountains, making the nails in the siding scream as it
            pulled at the boards, the roof sagging with piles of rotting leaves and fir needles. The door of an empty shed hung open.
         

         
         Grandfather stood there, feeling sad. His heart was always aching—so much it was like a sickness—and it was an irony, perhaps,
            that his sight had started going after Charise went missing, as if the loss of his daughter had moved from his heart to his
            eyes, and was wiping the slate clean.
         

         
         He could hear something. It was very faint.

         
         It was singing—like Charise singing. She had a lovely voice, and would often sing as she did her chores. She liked to sing
            Mitchell to sleep at night.
         

         
         He jerked around, the rifle suddenly cold in his hands. He lost all interest in rabbits, even the thought of one stewing in the pot. All he cared about in that moment was the very faint sound of that voice. It was real—he knew it was real. 

         
         Following the sound, he entered a clearing at the edge of the woods that felt different. Later, the sheriff would say it was
            the burial ground. But how would Grandfather have known that?
         

         
         And there it was.

         
         Tucking the rifle under his arm, Grandfather knelt.

         
         

         The bone lay, long and yellowish white, under the dark leaves. Grandfather’s hands trembled as he picked it up and held it
            close, and in that moment, the bone spoke to him. Grandfather saw a car parked by trees, smelled exhaust and the rich scent
            of earth. He felt her fear, her complete sadness. He wanted to know who she was, and he suspected that she could not tell
            him.
         

         
         “Charise?” he asked, but the bone did not answer.

         
         “It’s okay,” he said. “It’s okay if you can’t tell me.”

         
         He cradled the bone, and his whitening eyes went a little blinder.

         
         Carrying his rifle like it was an afterthought, the bone like it was a weapon and a salve, Grandfather made his way home,
            and when Mitchell returned from school that day, he walked in to find the old man holding it on his lap.
         

         
         The sheriff came after they called. He took the bone, promising to return it, which he did. He came back on a day when the
            rain ran off the eaves. He was wearing a rain slicker, and he looked apologetic. “It’s not her,” he told the grandfather.
            “You should put it back. You’re disturbing the dead.”
         

         
         But the bone had disagreed. The bone was not disturbed and didn’t want to be taken back and buried in the dirt. Grandfather put it in the basket in the corner, and there it stayed, clanging and yelling and talking and cursing and doing all the other things bones apparently do. 

         
         The bone whispered to Mitchell now, as it had whispered to Grandfather then. It said, Please, please. Please.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            19.

         
         Ruby didn’t like to remember her years of foster care. She graduated high school and got a scholarship to study criminology
            at the city university. Even before she knew what she wanted to do, she knew who she wanted to be, and that was a person who
            understood what had happened to her mother. She felt she might survive the grief if only she knew.
         

         
         What she remembered most from foster care was the screaming, hollow feeling inside. She wore her shoes thin with walking.
            She walked every neighborhood of the city. Up and down old lanes, past homes festooned with vines, across hospital and school
            lawns, her shoes growing wet. Past homes decorated for Halloween, then for Christmas and Easter, and for May Day with baskets
            hanging on doors. The leaves blew away, and it was spring again. Summer and fall and an endless wheel of terror, looking for
            her mother.
         

         
         There were times she thought she saw her mom, and her heart would explode, and she would go running down the street to catch
            the woman in the bus, or to stop the car at the light. The bewildered woman would turn, her long hair parting. It was never
            Ruby’s mother.
         

         
         

         In later years, Ruby learned that this is such a common phenomenon that it has a name: bereavement hallucination. Over half
            of people who have recently lost a loved one report seeing them—a face in a crowd, or a figure sitting at a bus stop. Often
            it is someone in the distance. The longer the relationship, the closer it was, the more likely the hallucinations.
         

         
         But Ruby didn’t believe that they were hallucinations. She suspected that the dead were still in reach. They were there, tantalizing the living. They didn’t want to be forgotten. 

         
         

         It was during her years in college that she started the map. She found it in an antiques store and was drawn to its buttery
            yellow surface. She hung it up in her dorm room, and the first flag she put in it was a red one for her mother.
         

         
         Her mother, too, was the first person whose report she collected, from that sergeant, now retired. He had white eyebrows and
            seemed to think he had done well. He had smiled at her, handing it over, as if he felt sorry for her, to have a mother who
            left. Child abandonment, he had written in that report. Daughter was born out of wedlock. There was no crime, Ruby was learning, in simply disappearing, and many police assumed women did as men: They left. If anyone
            had committed a crime, that sergeant had decided, it was Desirée herself. For leaving her child. If she reappeared, she would
            face charges.
         

         
         Ruby took all the required courses for her degree. Policing. Courts. Theories of crime. White-collar crime. There was no criminology
            class, then or now, on missing women. It was like they didn’t exist. Not once, in her entire four years, did a professor even
            raise the issue.
         

         
         The number of flags on her map grew. She collected the names from police bureaus, calling to say she was working on her thesis,
            which was about missing women. They didn’t care. Sometimes she visited police stations and dug missing women reports out of
            dusty drawers, and she wrote to faraway bureaus, and soon thick packets began arriving battered in the mail from across the
            country, saying postage due in the upper right-hand corner. But there were so many police bureaus. There were so many women.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            20.

         
         “Greetings,” the grandfather said.

         
         He was sitting outside his cabin, in the kind of cane-bottom chair she had once learned to weave. A cool breeze floated up
            from the river. It was almost hypnotically green.
         

         
         Ruby had come straight from the airport, after a red-eye flight. She felt fusty, and her mouth tasted like ashes. She figured
            this would be her last trip back to Oregon for this case. When she returned to Georgia, it would be for good—until the case
            was over.
         

         
         “Your son tells me you have a bone that talks to you,” she said.

         
         She said it like it was an everyday thing, to have a talking bone.

         
         “I was wondering when you’d figure that out.”

         
         “You didn’t want to tell me?”

         
         He turned his glossy dark face up to her, his endless eyes.

         
         “She told me to tell you, but I was afraid you’d take her.”

         
         “Can I see it?”

         
         He got up, reluctantly, and felt his way into the cabin. After a moment, he came out, holding the bone reverentially in his
            hands. It was wrapped in a long cloth. Ruby saw that the cloth was a scrap of a childhood quilt, and she knew instinctively
            that it was a remnant of history.
         

         
         He opened the quilt to reveal a femur bone. It was yellowed with age, and the surface was pitted.

         
         “Sheriff said it was no one we knew, just some old remains from the poorhouse. But she still has something to say.”

         
         “Like what?”

         
         “Here. You listen,” he said, holding out the bone.

         
         

         The moment the bone was in her hands, Ruby felt a power surge through her that was so strong it was almost nauseating. The
            colors were brighter—they were different, and she saw with eyes that were no longer limited, which was odd, because her own
            eyes had closed. It was like she had exchanged one set of eyes for another, and could see even if hers were shut. The world
            swayed: It was dark, and then it was light. She was in a dark forest. There was a line of feral pigs, all with whiskered cheeks
            and dirt-rubbed snouts: They raised up on their cloven hooves, hairy tails dangling, pink-mottled bellies showing, and they
            advanced. In a circle they ran, and in a circle she felt like she was—
         

         
         Fainting.

         
         “There now, I got you,” the old man said, and it was instinct that had made him move close, and feel the air around her move
            as she fell and he caught her in his arms.
         

         
         Ruby was still holding the bone, as if it were soldered to her hand. She felt sick all over, but it was a premonition: a premonition
            of a past that kept happening.
         

         
         “Where exactly did you find this?”

         
         

         She crossed the river using an old footbridge made from a railroad trestle that had been unused for over a century, after
            the loggers finally left the region. People of the past had laid boards over the trestles, but the boards were rotten now,
            and she took care.
         

         
         Below her, the green water rushed over the rocks, slippery and dangerous. The pools were deep, and the water eddied.

         
         On the other side of the river were the woods, with a narrow, overgrown path. She took the path, plunging her into darkness. There was the sweet smell of ferns, the pungent odor of spruce, and the strong, proud scent of cedar. 

         
         Ruby felt for the gun she wore under her arm. She never told people about the gun, kept in a discreet holster. She was licensed
            to carry it, trained to shoot, and yet she never had, outside of the range. In some ways, the gun had become another part
            of her—an appendage she didn’t use, an extra rib.
         

         
         The sun barely came through the trees, and where it did, it was the soft white color so close to the mountains. It was like
            it had lost all yellow. The flowers were all a dusky pale purple, or gray. It was a land of darkness but beauty. A brown sparrow
            danced up a mossy tree limb, but she saw no other signs of life. The sound of the river faded behind her.
         

         
         The old man had warned her about the feral pigs. Ruby wasn’t worried about them. She had the gun.

         
         The path went deeper into the forest. She passed spruce trees where long, silvery hair was caught on the bark. The pigs had
            been there, rubbing on the trees. She touched their musky hair and watched the woods.
         

         
         She thought about what had happened between her and the bone. She didn’t have a hard time believing it, actually. So many
            strange and unbelievable things had happened in her line of work. It was a wonder that so many people lived in the middle
            of chaos, where the world could split and take them: It was a wonder how survivors kept on living. She had seen people survive
            the most terrible heartbreak, and she had seen them fail for no reason.
         

         
         If anything, what surprised her was that more people didn’t believe in magic. Not the magic of tarot cards and palm readers.
            The magic of a world that could be as beautiful as this—this moment of time in which she walked.
         

         
         The overgrown path ended, abruptly, at the poorhouse. Before her were the vast, empty fields. The crops had gone to weeds, and the finches were here, delighting in the early seedheads. The building she had once imagined had largely collapsed, with great holes in the asbestos roof. The compost pile behind the kitchen was hardened, and the metal merry-go-round was smashed to the ground. 

         
         She took a deep breath. In all her searching for her mother, she had never come here: the place of her mother’s beginning.
            She started all her cases at the beginning; why had she never started her own?
         

         
         She knew why. To come back to the beginning was to acknowledge the end. An end she still didn’t want to face.

         
         She walked across the rutted fields toward the decaying building. The door of a shed hung open, the rusted chain dangling.
            She peered inside and smelled the long-ago scent of car oil. The metal shelves held worthless tools, frozen into shapes with
            rust.
         

         
         The front door to the home was boarded shut. She looked at the buckled porch and punched-out windows and knew that the floors
            would probably be so rotten from water that had dripped from the holes in the roof, she would fall into the basement.
         

         
         The wind had turned cold by the time she retraced her steps across the fields. She looked up to see heavy rain clouds. The
            snowcapped mountains looked close enough to touch. Up there, she thought, people would be hiking. In bright jackets and using
            poles, bought in the city. There would be a ski lodge selling expensive cups of hot chocolate. She felt like a stranger in
            situations like that, and then felt bad for it. Those people were just having fun. There was nothing wrong with that.
         

         
         She stopped back in the clearing. It was here, the grandfather had told her. The burial ground.

         
         The ground was covered with rotting tree limbs and ivy. Ruby had an experienced eye. She could tell that the soil had been worked over. She knew the sunken, pitted appearance of graves. 

         
         

         The sheriff station was closed. A “gone for the day” sign hung in the window, and cheerful lights were left on inside. There was an emergency number on the sign, but that was
            not what attracted Ruby’s attention. It was the flyer posted near it, written in the impatient hand of a man with anger on
            his mind.
         

         
         Hunters needed, it said. Pig killing.

         
         In case the words weren’t clear enough for the locals, steeped as they might be in booze or depression, he had added a picture
            of a wild pig.
         

         
         

         Ruby visited the sheriff at his home, which was a lot meaner than she had expected. It was a cottage at the end of town. Like
            a lot of men, he kept a shop in the garage, and it was there that she found him, working on an old Ford Maverick.
         

         
         “I wouldn’t have taken you for a Maverick fan,” she said, standing in the doorway. The rain was now falling, light and misty
            cold. It made the distant sun look metallic.
         

         
         “Why not?” he asked, hard at work under the hood. He wore coveralls for the job, and looked a bit like a ball wrapped in denim.
            She could feel his sadness—she could feel it clear as day.
         

         
         “I dunno,” she said, lapsing into the vernacular of the region, though she had not been raised here.

         
         “I always liked working on cars,” he said. He stopped and wiped the grease from the screwdriver on his pants leg. “I fix them
            and resell them. More a hobby than anything else.”
         

         
         “Who covers you when you’re off shift?”

         
         “Emergency sends calls to the state police, if there’s an emergency,” he said. “The 911 operators know that one man can’t do the entire job. I get coverage when I need it. I can even take a vacation if I want.” 

         
         She knew she could ask, Why did you lie about testing that bone, because I know there wasn’t that kind of DNA testing back then? Or I plan to test that bone myself; what do you say to that?

         
         But she knew that those questions wouldn’t help, and she felt oddly sad for this man in his garage, next to a house with spotted
            windows. That place needs a woman’s touch, she heard her mom say, and then laugh in that way she did, as wild as the wind. Then add, with a whisper in her daughter’s
            ear: Most men don’t clean shit.

         
         “Mitchell listed you as a reference when he applied for the job at the factory,” she said.

         
         He stopped working, standing up as straight and tall as he could in the gloaming light, the misty rain falling outside. She
            could see the pouches around his eyes, the tiredness that came from never feeling quite well.
         

         
         “Why not?” he asked. “I’m not such a meanie I’d say no.”

         
         “Did you give a reference?”

         
         “Sure. He seemed like an all right kid.”

         
         “That flyer in your window. What’s that all about?”

         
         “Going to clear out those wild pigs,” he said, turning his head sideways to look at her. “The local historical society wants
            to exhume those graves. Give those poor folks a proper resting place.”
         

         
         She felt cold, standing there.

         
         “Who gave them that idea?”

         
         “Me, probably. They’ve been talking about it for a time. Thought we might as well go ahead.”

         
         “What’s the plan?”

         
         “We’re going to cremate what we find, then make a nice plaque somewhere, to honor the dead.”

         
         Ruby was watching the back of his head.

         
         The sheriff had just said they would effectively destroy any evidence, a week before a man was slated to die. She wondered
            if he knew that.
         

         
         His pale eyes rose in the shadows of the garage and told her he did. If not to protect himself then to shed this undying weight
            around his neck, this feeling of disconnection to a past he could not own, could not control, he would kill it and put a plaque
            on it.
         

         
         “When is this pig hunt?”

         
         “In a few days.”

         
         “And the exhumation?”

         
         “Soon as we get rid of the pigs.”

         
         “And this historical society?”

         
         “Main street. Brick building.”

         
         The rain was really coming down now, sheets of cold.

         
         “What makes you so curious about all this? Charise and the dead?” he asked, and he sounded genuinely curious. He wiped the
            blade of the screwdriver on his pants leg again. “I thought your job was exonerating innocent men.”
         

         
         “It is my job. But I’ve been finding missing women just as long.”

         
         “Why not make that your real job?”

         
         “It is a real job, too. It just doesn’t pay.”

         
         “So you find innocent men for money, missing women for no pay.”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “That’s the way of the world, I guess,” he said, turning back to his car. “Men will pay to get each other out of prison; women
            will pray to get out of hell.”
         

         
         She gazed at him, surprised.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            21.

         
         Ruby’s lifework had started one morning when she made her usual cup of coffee and drank it in her studio apartment. Ruby had
            just graduated from university, and she knew she wanted to find missing women. She had applied for an investigator’s license
            but wasn’t sure how to start.
         

         
         By then, hundreds of flags had gathered on her map.

         
         She had been drinking the coffee, looking at the map with a slash of morning sun across it, thinking of nothing and everything
            at once, when all of a sudden she saw it.
         

         
         A cluster.

         
         It was in shades of green, and it was in Michigan. She got closer to the map, her feet tingling, and saw that the heart of
            the cluster was in Harbor Springs.
         

         
         She had stepped back, barely breathing. Now that she had seen it, she could not unsee it: A group of women had gone missing
            in Harbor Springs decades ago. She began pulling their reports from her files, spreading them across her then-empty desk.
            Louanne, Sarah, and Beth. Leah, Jennifer, Debbie, and Dawn. All were in their early to late teens when they went missing.
         

         
         There was something else they had in common, too, she learned from reading the reports: All of them had gone dancing at a
            teen club called the Zone before they disappeared.
         

         
         

         The first girl had gone missing on a hot summer night, Ruby remembered, exiting the plane in the Traverse City airport. She wore her new investigator’s license on a lanyard around her neck. 

         
         Louanne Arnold, age sixteen, had snuck out of the house against her parent’s wishes to go dancing at the Zone. Louanne had
            never come home. Her parents had stayed up late, worried. The police interviewed a friend who’d seen Louanne talking to a
            strange boy outside. But the boy had an alibi: He had been waiting for his mom, who’d soon picked him up, and he had not gone
            back to the club.
         

         
         There were no other leads.

         
         A few months later, the second woman went missing. Sarah Chowder, age eighteen, was a clerk at the local bank. She didn’t
            come to work on the Tuesday after a long holiday weekend. Since she lived alone, no one knew how long she had been gone. She
            had gone dancing at the Zone that Saturday night. Friends had seen her there. No one had seen her since.
         

         
         Over the next six years, five more women in the area went missing. Ruby, parking her car outside the Harbor Springs police
            station, didn’t expect the police would be much help. Most police insisted on treating each case as an anomaly. They didn’t
            want to see a pattern because if they saw a pattern, they’d be forced to recognize that missing women were not anomalies.
            They were an epidemic.
         

         
         But the Harbor Springs police turned out to be much different. They had taken the missing girls seriously. The people of the
            town, which was boxed in by the brutal winters and the wind howling off the icy lake Michigan, were close and tightly knit.
            Ruby learned that the chief, now deceased, had done his very best.
         

         
         The Zone had been on Pleasant Drive, and Ruby went there after her friendly visit to the police station. The club had burned down years before, and all that remained was an empty lot that was for sale. 

         
         Her next step was meeting the families of the women. They gathered in a large, cold high school auditorium, and Ruby listened
            and asked questions. Even after decades, the family members’ pain spilled out, and themes emerged. More than a few of their
            daughters had talked about a handsome young man who worked the club. His name was Raymond Stepper. He had been interviewed
            back then, but so had everyone who worked at the club. There was no reason to suspect Raymond more than any other man, except
            that Ruby had a sense for these things. She also found a reform school file that had never been looked at before, which showed
            his history of sexual assault of girls.
         

         
         By the time she tracked Raymond down a few states away, he was an old man, dying of AIDS from using shared needles. It was
            then that she discovered her secret gift. She was someone the guilty would confess to. In those moments, she channeled that
            person. It was in her eyes. It was in her voice. It told them, I understand because for a moment in time I was so close to you I could almost touch you.

         
         The dying Raymond told her he’d met the girls at the club and asked them if he could walk them home. It had been the last
            walk of their lives.
         

         
         He said he’d dumped their bodies in the lake. The Harbor Springs police dredged it, the families waiting at the windy shore,
            but too much time had passed, and nothing was discovered. A few years later, Ruby heard that a silver ring belonging to Louanne
            had washed up.
         

         
         The case was closed. She removed the flags representing those women from the map on her wall, and in a secret ceremony known only to her, she took the flags to the top of Mount Tabor, not far from her home, and waited for a gust of wind to take them away, so the women could revel in having been found. 

         
         There was one more detail offered by Raymond. After he had burned down the Zone club in a fit of spite, he had moved to South
            Dakota, where he had killed over a dozen women, dumping their bodies in the Badlands. Those bodies had been found, but it
            wasn’t Raymond who was named the killer but rather a local man, who had been arrested, convicted, and sentenced to death.
         

         
         Which was how on the day she solved her first missing women case, Ruby also saved a life, and her career began.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            22.

         
         The bells above the door jingled, and Ruby entered a storefront stuffy with the smells of old books, deer heads, and a dusty
            stuffed bear in the corner. At the counter was a glass-topped display case, and inside was a collection of polished opals,
            jasper, and Native American arrowheads. In another corner was a carved totem pole with peeling paint, and a sign on the wall
            said potlach is chinook for potluck.
         

         
         “Can I help you?” A little wren-like woman with silver hair came out of the back room, making the bead curtain jingle.

         
         “Is this the Chinook Historical Society?”

         
         “Why yes, it is.” The woman looked proud.

         
         “I hear you’re going to exhume the graveyard.”

         
         “Yes, once we get rid of those pigs. They’re dangerous.”

         
         Ruby thought of the circle of pigs, the vision the bone had brought.

         
         “You’re going to cremate the remains?”

         
         The silver-haired woman peered closer at the license the dark-haired exonerator held out, then smiled uncertainly.

         
         “It’s our only option. We don’t have a way to match the dead to names. I mean, apparently they tumbled the bodies in raw,
            as they say around here. It’s going to be a jumble. A mess.”
         

         
         The woman smiled at her apologetically, her eyes slightly fearful. She was afraid of doing something wrong, and being reported.

         
         “Did you take the necessary steps to exhume a burial ground?”

         
         “I—don’t know, actually. The sheriff didn’t mention that.”

         
         He wouldn’t have, Ruby thought.

         
         “You need to file for permission with the court, and ask an environmental health officer to be present, to make sure you’re meeting health and safety regulations,” said Ruby, who had needed to dig up more than a few bodies in her time. 

         
         “Oh.” The woman looked lost.

         
         “The reason is, you never know what you will find,” Ruby said. “It could even be a crime scene.”

         
         The woman blinked.

         
         “Or,” Ruby added, “there could be pathogens.”

         
         Now the woman looked worried.

         
         “You said you don’t have a way to match the remains with names. Do you have names?”

         
         Here the woman nodded, and blinked brightly. She hustled back through the bead curtain and returned with a stack of ledgers.
            That sheriff was a fool, Ruby thought. He had told her right where to find them: the names of the people who had lived at
            the poorhouse.
         

         
         She’d had no idea these ledgers even existed.

         
         The woman stacked the books on the glass-topped counter, above the ancient arrowheads. Some were so delicately carved they
            were like springy lances, and Ruby knew that these had been for the freshwater eels of the river.
         

         
         “The poorhouse closed years ago. It’s quite a piece of Oregon history. Yet ignored.” The amateur historian sounded defensive,
            like she was only trying to do good, which Ruby knew was true. “Before the sheriff boarded the place up, we went in and found
            these ledgers, in what had been the office for the matron. It’s all we have. But we don’t have a way to match their names
            to the dead.”
         

         
         Ruby sorted through the leather-bound ledgers. She opened one and looked at the dates, delicately turning the brittle pages while the woman watched. The handwriting was spidery, and seemed filled with pain as the years passed, the letters becoming spiky. 

         
         Ralph Green, Herbert Cooper, Eleanor Fields . . .

         
         She stopped, her hands suddenly trembling.

         
         There it was. There she was. Her mother, Desirée Spencer. Born on a summer morning, as fresh as the sunrise, her mother greeting the world.
         

         
         “Do you know her?” the historian asked, seeing her face. “We’ve had such a hard time finding any survivors. We’d love to write
            a history of the place, record it before all is lost, but finding these people . . .”
         

         
         “This was my mother,” Ruby said.

         
         “Can she speak to us?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “I’m sorry.”

         
         “I have an idea,” Ruby said. “A way I can help.”

         
         “You can?”

         
         “Sure. But first I’ll need copies of all these pages.”

         
         

         The bone sizzled in Ruby’s hands all the way across the immaculate Reed College lawns, watered green with summer, to where
            a small set of stairs led down to an unmarked door. A small skull and crossbones plaque outside warned of danger.
         

         
         Ruby opened this door to find a narrow hall, with a fan releasing the air of lab odors. Here Reed College students and staff
            worked on all sorts of projects, including the only nuclear reactor run by undergraduate students in the country.
         

         
         But it was not nuclear power that interested Ruby. It was the small lab that lay at the end of the hall. Her best friend—arguably
            her only friend—had fought for a miniscule funding stream to create the lab, the first and only one of its kind in the country.
         

         
         Ruby opened the heavy metal door and stood in the tiny area marked with orange tape where visitors were allowed without decontamination or a jumpsuit. 

         
         Her friend Delaney Ford was the only person in the lab, which was white on white. White floor, white shelves, white computers,
            white machines. The only color was the brown of the stacked body bags, all neatly labeled and numbered, on the white shelves.
            Delaney was a vision of white, too, wearing a white jumpsuit, white sneakers, and a white bonnet over her hair. Her face was
            covered with goggles and a mask.
         

         
         She had not heard Ruby, because she was drilling.

         
         The jawbone she was drilling had been placed in a metal vise on the white table where she worked. The molars glared across
            the room like malevolent eyes. Delaney was using a dental drill to bore into the core of one of the molars. It was here, Ruby
            knew, that she could potentially extract a DNA sample. The smell of burning bone filled the air, before being whisked away
            by the fans. It smelled like a dentist’s office.
         

         
         Ruby waited, patiently watching the back of her studious friend. There were even more body bags than the last time she had
            visited. They were stacked all over. Some were full-sized bags containing entire skeletons, or close to it, while others were
            small parcels containing a single bone. In one corner was a stack of parcels, all labeled Willamette River. Thousands of unidentified bones had been pulled from the shipping river over the years. No one had any idea to whom they
            belonged, but Delaney planned to figure it out.
         

         
         Ruby remembered the day they had met, years before at a public defense conference. Both had been invited for their work helping the innocent. Delaney was a single mom, trying to balance her job as an adjunct professor at Reed College with using her expertise in the growing field of DNA to exonerate the falsely convicted. Ruby was making a name for herself as an exonerator—and earning an income, which helped pay for the missing women work—for her hands-on and often fearless investigations. 

         
         They had sat together at lunch, eating from the usual tray of stale sandwiches. Ruby had grabbed a dry and tasteless ham and
            Swiss, and Delaney was nibbling on a square of egg salad. Both drank black coffee and bottled water.
         

         
         “There must,” Delaney had said, “be a better way.”

         
         “What do you mean?” Ruby had asked.

         
         “Imagine if instead of approaching each case piecemeal and testing for DNA like we’ve never had a murder case before, we had
            our own lab? We could create a system. One part of the system would be a DNA database. In upcoming years, we’re going to see
            a spike in testing, trust me. The other part would be collecting unidentified remains.”
         

         
         Even now, Ruby could still see the dry sandwich in her hand. She could see the paper cup of coffee. Certain moments were like
            that. Gold-plated.
         

         
         “You’re not just talking about false convictions,” she had said.

         
         “No. I’m talking about righting a wrong. Do you know we literally have hundreds of thousands of unidentified remains in this
            country? What if we knew who they were? Some might just be lost, unknown to history. But don’t those people deserve names,
            too? Others are victims of crimes, and we don’t even know it. Think of all the innocents we could exonerate. Think of all
            the cases we could solve.”
         

         
         In that moment, Ruby knew they would become great friends, because they would have this, a mission to unite them. They thought
            alike.
         

         
         It had taken years, but now Ruby was looking at it, the lab they had created.

         
         

         The molar had split, and Delaney carefully removed a sample, dropping it in a glass tube. She stood up, stretching her back, and saw Ruby. 

         
         In a few long steps, the forensic scientist crossed the immaculate lab and smiled at her friend. Ruby smiled back—a huge smile,
            warm and happy. She held out the bone like a gift.
         

         
         “What you got there?” Delaney asked.

         
         “An old man found it in Chinook.”

         
         Delaney looked into her friend’s eyes. She knew Ruby’s story.

         
         “That had to be a hard place for you to visit,” she said.

         
         She gently took the bundle and carried it to an exam table. She opened up the scrap of quilt. Ruby was waiting to see if the
            bone spoke to her, but she saw no reaction.
         

         
         Delaney turned the bone over, examining the ends.

         
         She frowned.

         
         “These look like tooth marks.”

         
         “There are wild pigs up there.”

         
         “You lead the most interesting life.”

         
         Ruby placed Mitchell’s DNA results from her bag on the evidence table next to the door. The grandfather had been nearly unwilling
            to let the bone go until she told him where she was taking it—and what it might tell them.
         

         
         “These are the DNA results from my client,” she said, explaining.

         
         “Got a deadline?” Delaney asked, still examining the bone.

         
         “He’s being executed in a week.”

         
         “Will this exonerate him?”

         
         “Most likely not. But I’d like some answers, and I think the family deserves them, too.”

         
         “I’ll see what I can do.”

         
         In the computer database, Ruby knew, there were now thousands of DNA samples. For years, she and Delaney had sent letters to the families of the missing, asking for their help. Thanks to some magazine articles, the word was getting out, and people across the country were sending in samples. Ruby had dropped her own spit in a tube, and left it to whirl into the system. 

         
         Her arms felt strangely empty now that the bone was gone.

         
         “After we’re done with this case, I have a favor to ask,” she said, and told Delaney about the burial ground and the bodies.

         
         Delaney looked excited. Bones always excited her.

         
         “That’s not a favor,” she said. “That’s an opportunity. You say you have the names of all the deceased?”

         
         “At least some,” Ruby said, patting her bag, which now also contained copies of the ledgers. “What will take work is locating
            their relatives for DNA samples. But I can do that part. We’ll identify those dead and give them a burial—my grandmother included.
            I’m pretty sure she’s there.”
         

         
         “What about the plans to cremate them?”

         
         Ruby thought of the threat of prosecution she had left hanging over the historical society lady’s head. But then there was
            the sheriff to contend with.
         

         
         “We’ll see,” she said, uncertainly.

         
         Delaney set the bone on a metal shelf.

         
         “Want to come over for dinner tonight?” she asked. “I can make spaghetti. I know you love spaghetti.”

         
         Ruby knew that Delaney faced her own kind of loneliness, as a single mother. She didn’t like giving up what little time she
            had with her boy, so she often invited Ruby over to visit. Those visits, to that warm and cozy home, were some of the most
            precious in her life.
         

         
         “Zachary would love to see you,” Delaney added, about her eccentric son who had a passion for Polly Pocket dolls and transformers. The electrical devices, not the toys. Any visits to Delaney’s crowded house came with plenty of excited lectures about the transformer industry and low rated and high rated, single phase and high phase. 

         
         “I wish,” Ruby said, with real regret. “But I need to get back to my place and get some sleep. I’m on an extra-early morning
            flight back to Georgia.”
         

         
         

         Her place was still a studio apartment, only now downtown. She kept the lights low, because she liked darkness. She dropped
            her bag on the floor. She left almost everything in it. She did this on all her cases, as if it were a magic talisman bag.
            She would not let anything go until the end. A woman was in that bag, and a man.
         

         
         Maybe more than one of each.

         
         Slowly, she went to her desk and removed another colored flag from the drawer. This one was cobalt blue.

         
         “I forgot to put you up, before,” she said apologetically to the tiny flag, before writing Betty Dubois on it in tiny script. “The police never reported you missing. Everyone said you must be dead. But the dead can be missing,
            too.”
         

         
         She pinned Betty on the map, among all the other flags in the Deep South. But crime doesn’t discriminate. The hatred and contempt
            for women knows no boundaries. Betty was now a tiny spot of blue in a mélange of colors, stretching from coast to coast.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            23.

         
         The bone lies on the metal table of the laboratory. It is alone. Outside, birds sing the small quiet songs of the falling
            night. In the morning, they will shout that the sun is here, like it is a great surprise, but for now, they have no idea of
            tomorrow.
         

         
         The bone tells a story to Mitchell, across the miles. It flies in the sky. It curls down on a breath of wind and finds Ruby’s
            ear as she curls up in her bed, restless, her feet tangled in her blankets, thinking that she cannot feel, she can never heal,
            she can never just be.
         

         
         Shhh, the bone says, and opens a door for Ruby and Mitchell, who see a pale taupe sky. It is late spring, and the wind smells suspiciously
            like a special kind of soap. It is a tender smell, almost too tiny to notice, but the birds have caught the scent, and they
            carry it in their wings high into the shadows of the trees.
         

         
         There is a crunch of shoes on gravel. The slamming of a car trunk.

         
         Ruby moans in her sleep.

         
         The wind rushes past now: It coils all the way to Hammock County, where the motel owner, Willa, sits up late, kneading her
            knuckles. Lately, the insomnia has gotten her, and she doesn’t know why: Tears prick her eyes at the oddest times. It’s been
            happening since that investigator came to town. The man who killed Betty will soon be killed himself. He’ll be dead, and what
            difference will it make?
         

         
         The bone sang to Willa, and at the same time, it lay its hand over hundreds of women: In that moment, all the flags on the map on Ruby’s wall laid down at once, and Ruby was paddling her feet in her sleep like she was running, running to her mom, her heart open and exploding in delight, but as the dream ended, she was standing in the field behind the poorhouse, and all the grass was mowed down. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            24.

         
         Ruby was driving from the Atlanta airport back to Pickleweed when an old truck pulled up sharply on the empty road behind
            her. The man driving wore a gimme cap, pulled down over his face so she wouldn’t be able to see him. Mud had been smeared
            on his plates.
         

         
         She knew at a glance, hearing the snarl of his engine, exactly what he had planned.

         
         He came up fast, running up on her bumper.

         
         The woods were thick around the road, with narrow dirt shoulders for pulling aside. She knew better than to pull over. He
            would just pull in behind her, and—
         

         
         She glanced in her mirror, increasing her speed. He matched it easily, driving crazy, driving close.

         
         He pulled up even harder, honking. The blasts echoed through the foothills. He wanted her to pull over, be vulnerable to him
            in that moment.
         

         
         Not a chance, she thought.

         
         She was suddenly aware that her bag was in the back seat, and in it was everything important to the case, including the tape
            from the bar. If she disappeared, the entire case would go away. She would end up an invisible flag on her wall, before her
            building manager eventually emptied her apartment. She didn’t have any relatives that she knew about, and not even her friend
            Delaney would know what to do with her accumulated research. Her work would end up in the dumpster in the alley behind her
            building, and life would carry on—the way some wanted it.
         

         
         She floored the gas, but the man’s truck was much more powerful than her cheap rental car, and he was riding right on her bumper. 

         
         She whipped around a curve, and glanced back.

         
         He was holding a shotgun out his window.

         
         The back window blew out. Glass went flying everywhere, and she felt the whoosh of hot air pressing against her head. She
            felt pain in the back of her neck, and knew that something had hit her.
         

         
         Her car swerved. She was going too fast. She regained control. Her handgun was no match for a shotgun. If she pulled over
            to try to fight, he would blow her to pieces before she could even open her door.
         

         
         She saw him lift the shotgun again.

         
         The next shot would hit the back of her head.

         
         There was a sign coming up, down the country road.

         
         the pickleweed motel.
         

         
         Swerving wildly, Ruby swung the car into the empty lot, thankful that no one was parked there at the moment. She felt the
            wheel slip beneath her sweaty hands, the tires spinning in helpless donuts, and she fought to regain control before the car
            flipped or went into the woods. She was breathing hard when she finally managed to shudder to a stop near the trees. She killed
            the engine.
         

         
         Willa came running out of the motel.

         
         The truck had slowed and then backed up to the front. The driver was idling his engine and watching Ruby. He looked at Willa
            and roared off.
         

         
         Ruby got out, picking shards of glass out of her hair. One came away with a bloody swipe.

         
         “You hurt?” Willa asked.

         
         “I’ll be okay,” she said.

         
         She turned to where the truck had disappeared. If asked, she knew she would have a hard time describing it. An older Ford, maybe—they were a dime a dozen in a place like this. The man had been wearing his cap. 

         
         But enough of his face had showed that she could tell he looked a bit like Tommy Lee Jones, and definitely not so nice around
            the eyes.
         

         
         

         Willa used her office phone to call the local police.

         
         “I can give you a ride into town once the police are done,” she said, hanging up. “This guy Donny, he rents cars from the
            back of his shop. Won’t be no Enterprise, but it’ll be a car.”
         

         
         Ruby looked out at the empty, glass-strewn road.

         
         “I think I’ll stay the night here,” Ruby said.

         
         She had six days until the execution.

         
         “You sure about that?” Willa looked worried.

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “I just . . .”

         
         Ruby remembered telling a counselor once that since she didn’t have a mother, it didn’t matter if she died. She still felt
            that way. What was the point of living if you let others die?
         

         
         “Do you think he’ll come back?” she asked.

         
         The woman swallowed. “Maybe.”

         
         “Got an idea who that was?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Really? Seems like in a small town like this, you’d recognize each other’s trucks. I sure would.”

         
         Willa flushed, looking upset.

         
         “No,” she muttered.

         
         “I’ll take room eleven again,” Ruby said, and Willa reluctantly fetched the key.

         
         The Pickleweed police arrived, and Ruby left the office to meet them, curious if either of the officers would recognize her
            name. If they did, they were still quite cordial.
         

         
         “Hello, gentlemen,” Ruby said as they left their car uncertainly, hitching their belts. “Someone shot at me.”

         
         

         The police left after scribbling a few indifferent notes. Ruby dined on candy bars and chips from the vending machine down
            the hall, chased with cups of stale-tasting hot chocolate from the packages left in her room. She flossed and brushed her
            teeth, washed her face, turned off all her lights, and sat by the window, peeking through the heavy curtains. They smelled
            of mold and bleach.
         

         
         The motel lot was quiet. A tow truck had come and hauled off the rental car, all the way back to the Atlanta airport. She
            would take her ride from Willa in the morning and get a new car.
         

         
         At ten p.m., Willa hung a closed sign in the office window, and the light went off inside. Ruby figured that Willa had an apartment back there. She wondered
            what kind of life it was, if it was a happy one. Something told her it wasn’t.
         

         
         It got silky dark. The woods came alive with night, and she could hear owls in the back, and deer moving through the trees.
            She packed her bag and put it over her shoulder, then opened the window in the back.
         

         
         She slid out, landing softly in the woods.

         
         She made her way around the back of the motel, stopping and listening for any cars or footsteps in the dark. She saw that
            the light was out in the apartment. The air conditioner dripped water.
         

         
         At the end of the building, she paused. All was silent. She slid around the corner, then down the front walkway, watching, listening. 

         
         The front office was locked. She tried the lock, gently, then pulled a thin metal bar from her bag. This she slid under the
            bolt, flexed the door, and popped the lock open. She had learned this trick from a retired detective, now dead.
         

         
         She felt for the string that led to the bell, to silence it, then slid inside, closing the door gently behind her.

         
         She felt around the counter. Underneath was the handwritten log, releasing the smell of even more soaps. She closed her eyes
            for a moment, then held the log up to a sliver of moonlight coming in through the window and read.
         

         
         Nothing there. Just names she didn’t know.

         
         Putting the log back, she quietly rustled, touching a box of tissues, a few broken latches and curtain pulls. The cash register
            was next. She felt for the release button, catching the metal drawer before it made noise. It was mostly empty, except for
            some worn bills. She lifted it to find a checkbook underneath.
         

         
         She picked it up, squinted at the name. Pickleweed Motel, it said. Proprietor: Willa Castle. Her signature was a scrawl underneath.
         

         
         She stopped, scratching her chin.

         
         There was the sound of footsteps from inside.

         
         Ruby ducked behind the counter.

         
         She could see a shape from the inside door, reflected in the motel window. It was Willa, wearing a nightgown.

         
         “Is that you, Frank?” she called softly. “Should have never called you. I told you to leave her alone. She’ll be gone soon
            enough,” Willa said.
         

         
         There was a pause. “Frank?”

         
         Willa sighed, crossing the office. She rattled the front door, and checked to see that it was still locked.

         
         “Guess I was wrong,” she said.

         
         Ruby heard her shuffle back to her room in her slippers.

         
         Moving quietly, Ruby reached for a new room key. Room 10. Then she slipped from the office, back down the walkway.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            25.

         
         Because Desirée had been a single mother, no one really knew her heart. She was too wise to burden her daughter with it. She
            had been alone for most of her life, but she was not lonely.
         

         
         For most of her life, men had been an interference—static, not a pleasure. They did not envelop you with warmth and allow
            a flower to bloom. They were the arid desert. They were the clouds that block the sun, the drought that causes a crop to fail.
         

         
         She had known to be careful. Women had so little protection. But she was not bitter. She was happy. She had her darling baby
            girl, she had Old Town, and she had life. It was a gift to cherish.
         

         
         Which was why when she rounded a corner next to an alley one raw morning on her way to work and saw the man standing there,
            she knew all was lost. The car was waiting behind him, the trunk already cracked open. She had crawled into this life a mute
            animal, and fought to have a voice, and now this man wanted to take it from her.
         

         
         All her thoughts from that moment on were of her daughter. She wanted to survive. Not for herself—for Ruby.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            26.

         
         Ruby quietly unlocked the door to room 10. It was spotless, the duvet pulled tight. She made sure the safety latch was bolted
            behind her, then, more important, took an extra security measure from her bag: a portable safety lock that was impossible
            to remove from the outside. She slid this under the door and set it.
         

         
         She sat under the window with her bag and waited. She took her gun from her holster and touched it, briefly, to her cheek.

         
         An hour later, she heard the truck. It slid up the road, its lights turned off. She sat up on her knees and peeked through
            the curtains. The man in the truck watched the motel for a moment, making sure no one else was there, then he backed slowly
            into a hidden spot on the road.
         

         
         In a few minutes, she saw his shadow, loping across the parking lot like a wolf. She ducked again.

         
         His shadow passed above her to the room she had left. With a deft move, he popped the lock to room 11, using the same technique
            she had used. He found the security latch set, because she was not a fool, but within moments he had disabled this, too, by
            sliding the same blade up under the latch and popping it out.
         

         
         She waited. She could hear him rustling around on the other side of the wall, looking for her. She had left the back window
            open and knew he would find this, but he would have no idea where she’d gone.
         

         
         Soon he came back out. She could hear him breathing outside, frustrated. Where was she?

         
         I am nowhere, she thought. I am a missing woman.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            27.

         
         The bone knew what had happened to Desirée, but at first it didn’t know what to do about it. There was only so much, the bone
            had discovered, that the dead could do. There was a membrane between the dead and the living. You could yell at that membrane,
            and sometimes make it move, but it was always there. It was like a caul over the face of an infant. Or like a membrane caused
            by diphtheria or another disease, the way flesh yields and resists when poked by a needle.
         

         
         The bone floated between the past and present. It visited those it had known, and many it had not. People think the dead don’t
            grieve, but they do. They grieve plenty.
         

         
         The bone visited the poorhouse. It saw a solitary truck, winding up a road. It saw a man. It saw many men—spread like pepper
            on the ground. They went on and on and on.
         

         
         The bone saw Ruby, sleeping that first night on the couch. It watched her during those awful days in foster care, with Ruby
            walking until her knees shook, her face so bleak even those passing by could not bear to look at her. No one talked to the
            girl at school because she smelled like pain and grief. The families who took her in actually cared, but Ruby could not feel
            their love. Because it was not mother love. It was a different kind of love—it was actually the same kind of love Ruby now
            had for humankind, and her clients, and the missing, but she could not see that then. She was searching for a love that might
            never exist again. Not for her.
         

         
         She gave it to you, the bone whispered to Ruby, who could not hear it. She gave it to you to keep.

         
         It was okay, the bone told itself, floating up into the soft blued sky. It was okay because it had to be. The bone was going to keep trying to reach Ruby, because Ruby was the only one who could right this terrible wrong. The bone would find a hole in the membrane. It had been known to happen—sometimes ghosts, part of this world, reported to others just how the miracle had occurred. 

         
         It was said that sometimes the sharp edge of a bone—the voice—could break through. That was why people had learned to bury
            the dead. So they no longer had to hear what they had to say.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            28.

         
         Willa was up bright and early, eager to be rid of Ruby. She came down the walkway with a worried look on her face and stopped
            cold to find Ruby sitting on the unmade bed in room 10, the two keys in her hand.
         

         
         “I’m ready,” Ruby said through the open door. She picked up her bag, and that was that.

         
         On the ride into town, Willa glanced over, examining her face. Ruby looked serene. Whatever had happened in the night, she
            was not saying.
         

         
         “That car place I told you about,” Willa said nervously.

         
         “I’d like to go to the courthouse first,” Ruby said.

         
         Willa swallowed. Ruby looked at her sympathetically. She didn’t just look sympathetic, she was sympathetic for the woman’s predicament. Willa was trapped in the same system they all were. You played along, thinking all
            was great. Or you woke up. Ruby didn’t blame anyone for staying asleep.
         

         
         “Going to see if the police found anything?” Willa asked, too brightly.

         
         Ruby gave a sardonic smile. “That would be the police station, not the courthouse. That’s where they beat a false confession
            out of Mitchell Brown. They probably have the bloodstained room immortalized. The Mitchell Brown interrogation room.” Her
            words were bitter, but the delivery was sweet. She smiled at Willa, letting her know she bore her no ill will. The woman was
            giving her a ride, which was certainly more than she needed to do.
         

         
         “I’m sure they were doing their best,” Willa said.

         
         Ruby had no reply to that. She didn’t believe in the adage that everyone was doing their best, including her. If that were
            true, the world would be a different place.
         

         
         Willa breathed a sigh of relief as she pulled in front of the courthouse. She didn’t want to be involved. She wanted this
            to be over. Five more days, she thought.
         

         
         “There’s no parking here. If you could just—”

         
         “Thank you for the ride,” Ruby said.

         
         “It would be better if you didn’t come back. To the motel, I mean.”

         
         “I can find other lodgings,” Ruby said, grabbing her bag. She paused. “I do appreciate you, Willa.”

         
         The woman turned away.

         
         

         “Hello,” Ruby said.

         
         Jerrod Tinsley, coming down the fine marble stairs, gave a jump. Then he looked mad. He didn’t like women having one up on
            him, his florid face said. He reserved that power.
         

         
         Ruby stood directly below him, blocking his way. Of course, he could go around her. He thought, for one annoyed moment, that
            she had a way of looking much bigger than she was. His mother would have said, That girl’s as big as a minute. But she acted bigger, and this bothered him, a whole bunch.
         

         
         “Excuse me,” he said, waiting for her to move.

         
         A flicker of a smile appeared on her lips, but she did not really smile. Nor did it reach her eyes. She had an unusual look,
            he thought, with that pale skin and her naturally dark lips. She looked a bit like a vampire. No, he thought, more like—
         

         
         “Here for more questions?” he asked.

         
         “Not for you,” she said.

         
         “I heard you had some trouble yesterday,” he said, almost unwillingly.

         
         She appreciated how he made it sound like her fault, too.

         
         “I didn’t have any trouble,” she said. “Someone else, maybe. How did you hear?”

         
         “Call from the police this morning. We don’t want trouble.”

         
         Her eyes said it for her.

         
         “Well. If you don’t need me . . .”

         
         He carried on around her, like a ship at sail. She turned to watch his back. His trousers were creased and pouched at the
            back. He was only human, after all.
         

         
         But there was something about him, she thought—not just about this case. He walked like a man with a secret pleasure in tow.
            Like he had plans.
         

         
         

         The courthouse records room was down the hall from the district attorney’s office, and Ruby took a chair at one of the desktop
            computers. Behind the wide counter, a few clerks worked, pushing carts of brown string-tied files.
         

         
         She opened the records portal, saw the state seal, and typed in the name Betty Dubois.

         
         A few old files surfaced, and she clicked through the links. In recent years, courthouses had begun scanning case files, which
            made her work a lot easier.
         

         
         Betty Dubois had had only a handful of citations, all seemingly minor.

         
         The first was a traffic fine, dismissed.

         
         The second was a citation for selling cigarettes to minors at the gas station. Ruby opened this file and saw that the teenage clerk had quit. Betty had written an apology to the court. She had fine penmanship, the kind they taught a generation ago. 

         
         The last item was a probate document. It opened to a small file, the pages crookedly copied. In the matter of Betty Dubois . . .

         
         It was dated less than a week after Mitchell’s conviction.

         
         There had been no will. Betty had not known she would disappear that night. She was hale and hearty—and overworked. She probably
            found it hard to make time for paperwork.
         

         
         Decedent has been declared legally dead. Her estate includes the following . . . Ruby read. There was the gas station; a farmhouse with ten acres, fenced and cross-fenced, with a year-round creek; and a
            motel.
         

         
         The Pickleweed Motel.

         
         Ruby was so caught up in what she was reading she wasn’t aware of anything else. Someone could have been peeking in that open
            door and she wouldn’t have noticed.
         

         
         The executor was one Frank Castle, a cousin of Betty’s. He was entitled to a share, but he had let his sister, Willa, take
            it all, including the motel.
         

         
         Usually it was the job of the executor to locate any other relatives, but he had claimed there were no others.

         
         Ruby looked for whoever had signed off.

         
         Jerrod Tinsley.

         
         

         Ruby had learned, over the years, that most people were easy to find. They had utilities. Property records. Driver’s licenses
            with current addresses.
         

         
         But then there were the people like Frank Castle, who were as slippery as the wet blue Georgia sky. His last known address was a post office box. The one before that was an apartment building outside of town that she drove to, finding it gutted and filled with graffiti. Behind it lay a wooded ravine. A sluggish river flowed past, crowned with yellow foam. 

         
         There were certain things Ruby could do, and she did them now, her shirt soon plastered to her back with sweat as she went
            to the local deed office, the telephone company, and finally a cool café in downtown Pickleweed, where she plugged in her
            laptop and ran searches on sites accessible only to police and licensed investigators.
         

         
         She thought of a case she’d had once, where she had been hired to find not a missing woman but a missing man. She seldom took
            cases outside her bailiwick; they were a rabbit hole that never ended. She knew she could make a lot more money—a lot more—doing
            the work other investigators did. If she were willing to work for private attorneys, there was a never-ending stream of doctors
            who raped their patients and wealthy men who were on their twelfth DUI, and all of them wanted an investigator, which meant
            they were paying for someone to find dirt on the victims or create such chaos that the state would simply give up. Those clients
            wanted a get-out-of-jail-free card. That world was as different from this one as night was from day. The two leaked into each
            other, and shared the same planet. But they were not the same.
         

         
         She had taken that missing man case, though, and she remembered it now, running searches, trying Franklin Castle and F Castle
            and everything in between, and then Willa Castle and Betty Dubois, looking for any information. She had taken the case because
            her heart always ached for the families of the missing, and she knew that a grown man could go missing, though they seldom
            did. Actually, she considered, men did go missing, but it was more often because they were a lost hiker, or a suicide that
            didn’t want to be found. Not many grown men disappeared because of foul play.
         

         
         This one had—or so his sister had believed. That she was not his mother had moved Ruby, because mothers protect their sons, sometimes more than they protect their daughters. So Ruby had taken the case and begun the search. 

         
         His name was Norman Millican, she remembered as the databases, slow in the muggy heat, began spitting back the same useless
            data on Frank Castle she had already found. The same defunct address. A phone number that had been disconnected a generation
            ago. She shivered as the sweat on her shirt dried, and began wishing she had ordered a hot coffee and not an iced one.
         

         
         Norman Millican had gone camping in a popular campground in California, high up on the craggy cliffs above the sea. No one
            saw him leave. His belongings were still in his tent.
         

         
         For over three years, she had worked that case, alongside her others. Sometimes she had to take a break for a time, to exonerate
            another innocent or find another missing woman, but she always returned to Norman Millican. He began to fill her dreams. It
            was odd, having a man in her dreams, because honestly it seldom happened, even when she was in a relationship or working a
            death row case. She usually dreamt of missing women. Or her mother.
         

         
         In her dreams about Norman, she remembered, there was always caution. Something about his case was wrong. The facts didn’t
            add up—just like with this one. On the surface, he was a young man, depressed, who disappeared. He could have thrown himself
            off the ocean cliff. It wouldn’t have been the first suicide there. Or he could have slipped. That happened, too. There were
            warning signs along that sandy, high cliff, but people still climbed over them, to pose with their arms out like the eagles
            floating in the distance. Or they went when no one was looking and took their own swan dive, and the sea washed the blood
            from the rocks.
         

         
         That was what the police assumed had happened, and Ruby didn’t blame them one bit. Every sign pointed to it. But his sister had dreams, too, and it was enough to keep Ruby going. 

         
         Until she found the truth.

         
         Norman Millican had not jumped to his death. He had vanished for a reason. He had done something terrible to a girl in their
            town, and decided to disappear. That was when Ruby learned that there were other reasons men went missing, and those reasons
            were usually the opposite of why women went missing. The day she found Norman Millican was the same day she led him into a
            police station, his face red with road rash from when she had tackled him, his wrists tied with a rope she had found in the
            back of his stuffy, fetid van. That night, she had stopped dreaming of him, and her mother had reappeared.
         

         
         Sitting back now, looking at her worthless searches, she tried to remember just how she had found Norman. Was it a truck driver
            who had stopped to help him change a tire? A pastor who had offered him a meal? An emergency room nurse to whom he unwittingly
            gave his real name? All of those things and more had occurred in her cases, and they all ran together now: a country as filled
            with disparate facts as the swamp outside Alonzo Pettibone’s home was filled with trees.
         

         
         

         Donny’s Car Repair was not far from the courthouse, in what remained of downtown Pickleweed. Most of the storefronts were
            empty, dusty. She passed a defunct wedding dress shop, a closed haberdasher, and a laundry that looked to be limping along.
            About the only industry that still seemed alive, she reflected, was that of incarceration.
         

         
         She had added a printout of the probate document to her bag. With the copies of the poorhouse ledgers and the VHS tape, along with Mitchell’s employee file and witness interviews, it was getting pretty crowded in there. 

         
         Donny was expecting her—apparently Willa had called, or stopped by. Ruby knew that by now, the town would be buzzing with
            gossip. Despite what people might think, this added a layer of safety to her work. People out to kill her were less likely
            to do so if they knew that others were watching. It also helped with information. Most people, no matter how impassioned they
            were by a case, were even more curious: They wanted to stand next to the one from the outside and learn more.
         

         
         Donny was at his counter. Behind him was his shop, with derelict cars hanging on lifts. Another man was hard at work. Donny
            had a beard, braided into a little tail and tied with a pom-pom, which she found unusual. His ears were dirty, but his eyes
            were clear. She recognized him instantly as a kindred spirit. She couldn’t even say why. Maybe it was because he seemed close
            to her age. She could imagine him in downtown Portland when she was a teenager, smoking clove cigarettes and cracking wise
            outside the Metro Cafe on Broadway, where punk kids littered the streets. A sea of misfits and parentless kids.
         

         
         “Howdy,” he said, friendly. “Willa said you’d be by. Need a car? I got a few I can rent.”

         
         “The state only pays for budget cars,” she said, pulling an authorization paper from her bag. It was already smudged from
            long flights.
         

         
         His stained fingers went down the rates.

         
         “Damn, girl, you don’t get paid much, do you?”

         
         He had caught her hourly wage.

         
         “Indigent pay for indigent defense,” she said.

         
         “I make more than this,” he said. He seemed honestly affronted.

         
         “That’s what the state pays defense investigators,” she said. “The defendant may be constitutionally entitled to an attorney, but they are not entitled to an investigator.” 

         
         “Then how they going to get an investigation?”

         
         “They expect that from the police.”

         
         “Ha!” He laughed, showing even teeth.

         
         “You don’t think highly of the police here?” she asked.

         
         He shrugged. “You’re in Georgia. Anyone who tells you we don’t got a complicated history with the police is lying.”

         
         “I like your pom-pom,” she said.

         
         “My daughter.” He smiled. “I let her do my beard for me. Got to make it look pretty, she said.”

         
         “Tell her she does good work.” She turned to look at the cars he had parked outside. She wondered which one she would drive
            away in. She guessed the Honda.
         

         
         “Aren’t you gonna ask me about your case?” he said.

         
         “Sure. What question should I ask first?”

         
         In the shop, the man dropped a wrench and cursed. Ruby thought of the sheriff.

         
         “Let me see.” He tugged his beard. “Ask me about Betty.”

         
         “Okay. What do you know about Betty?”

         
         “She was a nice lady. Most of us kids—well, kids back then—knew her growing up. She was one of those ladies always doing something.
            The bookmobile. The free dental clinic. Always helping out. The kind that showed up with two casseroles at a wake.”
         

         
         “Yet she had two businesses, too.”

         
         His smile turned into a grin.

         
         “That’s right. The motel and that gas station. People were always telling her to sell both. Time wasters, they were. That
            motel still is.”
         

         
         “Willa owns the motel now.”

         
         “She used to help out there when Betty was alive. Pretty much managed it for her. She’s good people—Willa.”

         
         “Good enough to tell on her brother, if it came to it?”

         
         “You must mean Frank.”

         
         “She got other brothers?”

         
         “The less said about Frank, the better.”

         
         “I’ve found that whenever people say that, it isn’t true. Those are exactly the times you should talk.”

         
         “Frank? He’s a loser.”

         
         Ruby found it unsettling how easily people excused each other. But then, she excused herself from a lot—especially the responsibilities
            of friendship.
         

         
         “There are losers, then there are losers,” she said.

         
         “Yeah. That’s true. What do you want to know about Frank?”

         
         “An address would be a good place to start.”

         
         “No idea. Maybe ask Willa? On second thought, maybe not. That poor woman is saddled with him as a brother. She won’t help.
            Did Frank do something?”
         

         
         “He tried to run me off the road, and more. I don’t think the police here care.”

         
         His eyes had widened. “I heard about that,” he said. “It’s all over town. But no one said it was Frank.”

         
         “I’m pretty sure at least a few of them know,” she said. “I just pieced it together myself. He’s the brother of Willa, right?
            She’s the owner of the motel. Inherited it from Betty. Why would he want to kill me?”
         

         
         He stared at her for a long moment. “I don’t know. Honestly.”

         
         “He mixed up with something he’s worried I’ll find?”

         
         It had happened often enough that her arrival in a town was enough to make every criminal scurry for cover. They worried she might uncover their crimes, too—especially if their crimes were related to the one she was investigating. She had run into a lot of trouble this way on gang cases. And organized crime. 

         
         “Frank? I got no idea.”

         
         “I ran his name. Didn’t find a record.”

         
         He made a gesture with his hand. “Guys like him . . .”

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “I can see why you like your job now.”

         
         She smiled.

         
         “He’s an ass, all right. But I don’t know why he’d try to kill you, except maybe he’s upset that you’re trying to help the
            guy who killed his cousin. That’s enough, isn’t it?”
         

         
         “Maybe,” she said. “But considering how close we are to the execution, he could just wait.”

         
         “It’s the principal of the thing, to a guy like Frank.”

         
         “He has principles?”

         
         He smiled a little.

         
         “Tell me about this Frank. He work for others?”

         
         “Frank?” he scoffed. “That man hates work.”

         
         That wasn’t what she meant, and he knew it.

         
         “How about Jerrod Tinsley?” she asked. “What kind of fellow is he?”

         
         He looked away. The fun of the interview was wearing off, and he was beginning, like many, to think of courts and being called
            as a witness.
         

         
         “Homeboy but not,” he said, and she knew exactly what he meant.

         
         “He has aspirations.”

         
         “Sure.”

         
         It was true of many district attorneys, she had found. It was a fast track into any number of successful careers, especially politics. While going into defense was the kiss of death for a political career, becoming a prosecutor was a blessing. Play your cards right, and you could advance into the highest offices. It was the career path she had seen often: law school to district attorney to state government to national government. Even the White House. 

         
         “You know what those aspirations include?”

         
         “Don’t know the man personally. He’s not exactly friendly to guys like me.”

         
         “Men here go to prison a lot?”

         
         “Isn’t it true everywhere anymore?” he asked, looking tired. “So, what kind of car do you want? That Honda?”

         
         “The Honda will do.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            29.

         
         At the Chinook Harvest Fest on a cold fall day many years ago, a girl named Emma Higginbottom was making a corncob doll. To
            do this, you took a dried ear of corn, the husks still on. You pulled down the husks, and voilà, you had her skirt. The skirt
            made a fine rustle, and Emma swayed the doll back and forth, listening to that dry, evocative sound. It was a sound that made
            you think of winter, and the snows to come. It made you think of fires outside and dances in the barn, even if you were just
            by yourself.
         

         
         Emma was the daughter of the sheriff. She had a wide face and lips that turned purple in the cold. The whites of her eyes
            were so white they looked blue. Her mom had called her Morning Glory when she was little. It was a bit of a joke: The girl’s
            eyes were the perfect blue of the morning glories on the barn.
         

         
         Now Emma was at the Harvest Fest, making her doll. She sat at a table in the community center by herself. There weren’t many
            children in Chinook. People moved here to have kids, but somehow they never came.
         

         
         For the eyes of the doll, Emma used a table knife to gently pluck out two corn kernels. You had to be careful, making a corncob
            doll. One wrong move and it was ruined.
         

         
         For the nose, another kernel gently plied loose. For the lips, she picked up a paintbrush and gently painted two of the kernels
            a deep, sympathetic red.
         

         
         For the hair, she picked up a clump of corn silk from among the supplies on the table, and used a dab of carpenter’s glue to set it. 

         
         There. Her corncob doll looked back at her: deep-set eyes, a dainty nose, very red lips, and long blond hair.

         
         Now the doll needed clothes. She had her skirt, but her top was naked—Emma knew that wouldn’t do. Picking up two corn husks
            from the stack, she quickly wove these into loose wings, and glued them on the back of the doll. For her front, she pasted
            on two more pieces.
         

         
         Now the doll was winged—and covered.

         
         She rose from the table and flew into Emma’s hand. The doll was alive now, as all dolls become, but because she was made of
            corn, Emma knew, she was special. Corncob dolls went way back in this area. Outside of some old cabins, you might find a row
            of them, perched with their wings, sitting above a row of shrunken apple heads, bobbing on their rough twine strings.
         

         
         “What will you name it, Emma?”

         
         That was her father, a much younger sheriff, appearing above her. His wide face was flushed from the punch they were drinking.
            The grown-ups had spiked one bowl. In the corner, near a stack of hay brought in for seating, a band was playing. They sound
            like a racket of screws left in the bottom of a toolbox, Emma thought.
         

         
         She looked up at her dad. She loved him, a lot, even if he wasn’t home much. Her mom had left two years before. Exactly what
            had happened was not spoken about at home. Her dad got very red in the face when her mom was mentioned.
         

         
         Emma knew better than to say what she had been thinking.

         
         “I don’t know yet.”

         
         “You keep an eye on that doll.” He smiled at her, and his eyes looked loose with drink.

         
         “Sure, Dad.”

         
         She ran off with the corncob doll, making her fly in her hand.

         
         

         The next day was still and cold. They always managed to have the Harvest Fest the day before true winter arrived. Farmers
            who grew pumpkins had left some on the edges of their fields, and the woods across the river were dark and still.
         

         
         Emma had been told to stay away from the woods. She knew of the pigs. The story was that long ago—like a hundred years or
            more—a herd of pigs had escaped from a cruel farmer named Henry. They had killed him and eaten his face before going, but
            that part of the story Emma was never sure of. The pigs had lived in the woods ever since. They had not attacked anyone since
            Henry, but the townspeople were still scared of them. Emma thought the grown-ups were being silly. They were just pigs.
         

         
         On this day, her father left for work, and she was on her own, as she so often was. She ate congealed oatmeal from the bottom
            of the pot. The milk had gone sour. She had left her doll on the table while she poured the milk down the sink, and from her
            place, her cheek against the crumb-spotted wood, the doll spoke to her.
         

         
         You know what to do, the doll said.
         

         
         Strangely, Emma did.

         
         She put on her warmest jacket, and zipped it up. Over her flaxen hair she pulled a scratchy but warm hat. Her mom had knitted
            it. That’s what she told herself, at least. In truth, she had a hard time remembering her mom. When she thought of her mom,
            she heard the sound of her rattling the pots and pans while her dad sat like a sullen lump next to the woodstove, looking
            at his feet.
         

         
         Now her mom was gone, but Emma had the doll, and the doll was warm in her hand as she let herself out of the small cottage where her mother’s curtains still hung stiff in the windows, hid the key under the green stone as her father had taught her—he was paranoid about leaving the girl with a key, as if she would give it away and invite a passel of robbers home with her—and carried the doll through the town. No one paid her much mind. 

         
         At the edge of town was the bluff, and down below, the river. To the north was a single cabin, where a Black boy lived. His
            name was Mitchell. Emma was not allowed to play with him. Her father didn’t say why, but she knew it was because Mitchell
            was Black.
         

         
         She walked down toward the old railway bridge, looking back to see if anyone was following her. No one was.

         
         She crossed the bridge, taking care on the old boards. On the other side, she hesitated only slightly before taking the path
            into the forest.
         

         
         

         Emma hadn’t told her dad the doll’s name, because it was Momma.

         
         Momma was in her hand now, warm and tightly held. Her skirts lay down, obediently, under Emma’s fat palm. Her eyes looked
            up at the minty sky. Her mouth smiled at Emma. Thank you for bringing me back to life, she said.
         

         
         In the town, among some of the elders, they said a corncob doll was witchcraft. Emma knew better. It was magic.

         
         Emma was afraid to ask the doll more about her mother. She didn’t want to find out—she was still hopeful that one day she
            would come home from school and find her mom there, rattling pots and pans in the kitchen as before. She would be happy to
            see Emma, and the tarnished cookie tray would be on the counter, the cookies still warm from the oven. They would be snickerdoodles,
            Emma’s favorite.
         

         
         The forest was so quiet. Emma could feel, and maybe even smell, the feral pigs that hid in the trees. She knew intuitively that they would not harm her. They liked children—that’s what the Momma doll told her. 

         
         Emma stopped. She was standing at the edge of the fields of the poorhouse. The place had closed a few years before. Her dad
            said the state was going to try to sell the land, but he doubted that would ever happen.
         

         
         This land is no good, Emma had heard often enough from the local farmers. Nothing wants to grow here, and if it does, it’s
            mean-spirited.
         

         
         Emma lifted the doll so she could see the distant building, already decaying. Her mother watched with her kernel eyes.

         
         There was a crackle in the woods behind her. Emma whipped around, the blood rushing from her face in her sudden fear. She
            was thinking of the wild pigs. Had she been wrong?
         

         
         Expecting to see a wild boar, instead she saw her father.

         
         He looked very angry.

         
         “What are you doing here?”

         
         His usual red face was white with cold, his eyes wet. He wore the jacket he wore when hunting. It was thick and smelled bad.
            It was unusual because he should have been at work right now—he should be wearing his uniform.
         

         
         “I was . . . just . . .” She didn’t know what to say. She had never seen her dad look so mad. Not since her mom had left.

         
         He looked down at the doll clutched in her hand.

         
         “Ain’t you got school?” he asked.

         
         It was like him to not keep track.

         
         “It’s teacher planning day.”

         
         Every year, there was no school the day after the Harvest Fest. He should know that, she thought, and then: He wouldn’t.

         
         “What are you doing here?” he demanded.

         
         “I was just walking. . . .”

         
         “I told you to stay out of the woods!”

         
         Emma wanted to argue. She wasn’t allowed to play with Mitchell. She couldn’t go by the river, because of the rapids. She wasn’t
            allowed in the woods. Her dad didn’t like most people in the town—he had bad things to say about them. There was so little
            for her to do. She was tired of coloring books and the sound of the TV in an empty house.
         

         
         The Momma doll had gone very quiet in her hand. She had no more to say. Emma was silent all the way home, obediently following
            behind her dad. Emma didn’t like the way her dad’s jacket smelled, and now she was more afraid of the pigs than ever, which
            made no sense.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            30.

         
         That little girl was all grown up. Her name was now Emma Griffin, and she had married a man up in Alaska. She was gay but
            had never come out, which plays a role in this story. Her secret lover was another teacher in their small, overheated school.
            Her lover’s name was Patricia Rosner.
         

         
         Patricia was curled up in a hotel bed. Both of them were attending a teachers’ conference. It was taking place this year in
            hot, humid Savannah, because it was so cheap in summer, and the two of them had just finished making sweaty, slippery love.
         

         
         Now Patricia was reading the local paper while drinking coffee. Her hair lay wetly at the back of her skull.

         
         “Hey. Isn’t this guy from your hometown?” she asked. She handed over the folded paper.

         
         The article was at the bottom of the first page.

         
         “Oregon Man Set for Execution.”

         
         Emma began to read it, and at the mention of Chinook, all the memories came back. The poorhouse, the green river.

         
         She had kept that doll all these years. Now she was tucked away in the top drawer of her dresser. Even her husband knew not
            to touch the Momma doll.
         

         
         Mitchell Brown had been convicted for murdering a woman and making her disappear. She had not known.

         
         “Are you all right?” asked her lover.

         
         Emma remembered how her mother had run off. Then she thought of how Mitchell’s mom had run off, too, a few years before hers. It had been the town gossip, briefly. 

         
         “No,” she answered.

         
         “Did you know him?”

         
         “Mitchell?” She looked evasive. “My dad—you know.”

         
         Patricia knew. She was the one Emma told everything, including how, when she was eighteen, under her pressing, her dad had
            finally said her mother had left him after threatening divorce. In college, Emma had made some efforts to find her mom, but
            all leads were dead ends.
         

         
         Patricia scooched over to put her head in her lover’s lap. She stroked her thigh. They entwined fingers.

         
         “What is it, honey?”

         
         “Maybe my mother didn’t run away,” Emma said.

         
         She had never said it before, not even to herself.

         
         “This Mitchell guy was a little kid when she went—”

         
         “That’s not what I’m saying.”

         
         “Oh, Emma.”

         
         “I never really believed my dad. I mean, how many moms just disappear and never contact their kids again?”

         
         “Did he ever file a report?”

         
         Emma was ashamed to admit that she did not know.

         
         “He was so angry with her for leaving. I just . . . accepted whatever he said. Then later, I had no idea how to find her.
            I thought maybe she didn’t want me to find her.”
         

         
         “You could file a report now.”

         
         “Now?”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         The hotel phone, bland and beige, beckoned. Patricia stretched, all pink and white, and Emma appreciated her physical form in that moment—the tenderness of flesh—but more than that, she appreciated the steel in her lover’s eyes. People, she thought, are delicate machines. You never know when we might end. 

         
         Or begin.

         
         She made the call.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            31.

         
         Ruby spent a restless night. As she did so often as an execution grew close, she didn’t sleep at all. She drove, aimless,
            feeling the warm wind whip outside the car, and her mind was filled with snapshots of the past—it was filled as if with flotsam.
            Like the tide was coming in, to sweep everything away.
         

         
         Eventually she stopped in at an all-night diner, on the newer highway that curled around the town, and she drank tea from
            a heavy white mug while picking at a slice of pecan pie à la mode, the ice cream slipping across the plate, and watched a
            truck driver take the crown of whipped margarine from the top of his dinner-plate-sized cinnamon roll and plop it whole in
            his mouth. The jukebox played, and she could have been in any time in the last seventy years. The cook had a hairnet, the
            waitress a soft belly. Ruby was nowhere. She was here.
         

         
         The cicadas blasted as she left, the warm night surrounding her, just the inkling of a dawn rising in the east, centering
            the trees and this place on earth. I am here, she corrected herself. I am here, and Mitchell Brown is slated to die in four
            days.
         

         
         

         Tired, her eyes hot and aching, she pulled into a truck stop for a nap. She had found that truck stops were good places for
            a rest. Truck drivers were—mostly—a friendly lot, willing to look out for a woman napping alone in her car. There were a lot
            of women truck drivers now. They were fearsome on the road.
         

         
         Curled up in her back seat, she thought of Mitchell. Which made her think of Betty, and the fact that she had never been found.

         
         She sat up, not having rested at all.

         
         Breathing deep of the cool morning air, she left the car for a table near the concrete restrooms, where a church lady was
            selling Styrofoam cups of hot coffee from a giant metal urn. The coffee was scalding hot, and Ruby drank it carefully, looking
            toward the swampy woods.
         

         
         Bodies, she thought.

         
         

         The Pickleweed police station was in a deserted industrial park on the outskirts of town, where, Ruby thought without irony,
            no one could hear you scream. She pushed open the heavy door to find a girl behind the counter, wearing the spit-and-polish
            uniform of a junior cadet. Oregon had had a program like this once, she remembered—until cases of older male officers taking
            advantage of the teenagers came to light, and the state shut it down.
         

         
         This girl was maybe sixteen, her hair as bright as brass. She smiled tentatively at Ruby, but the officer rising from his
            desk behind the counter did not smile. He was one of the officers who had come to the motel, and he looked discomfited by
            Ruby’s arrival.
         

         
         “If you’re here about that shooting, we haven’t—” he began.

         
         “I’m not here about that,” Ruby said, resting her elbows on the counter. “Though I’m pretty sure I know who it was.”

         
         “Yeah? Who?” He sounded confrontational, because he was nervous.

         
         She thought of Willa, stepping into the front office that Ruby had broken into, saying, Frank. She didn’t want to tell that story.
         

         
         “Maybe ask Willa,” she said.

         
         “Willa thinks you stole a motel key.”

         
         “She say why I would need to do that?”

         
         She turned to the cadet.

         
         “I was thinking about how we never found Betty,” she said, speaking directly to the girl. She liked to say we because the world was a we. “I’d like to know about other women reported missing down here.”
         

         
         The officer looked very young, too. He couldn’t have been out of his early twenties.

         
         “It’s all public record,” Ruby said. “All I want is for you to run a search in your system. Just type ‘missing’ into your
            search bar, and then add ‘women.’”
         

         
         We know how to run a search, his face said.
         

         
         The cadet looked up at him, her face questioning.

         
         “Go ahead,” he said. He retreated toward a back hallway, where she knew he would be calling the district attorney.

         
         

         Ruby stayed, leaning against the cool, firm counter, as the cadet typed. There were brand-new computers on the desks. The
            carpet was new, too, the office chairs ergonomic and plush. Blinds covered the windows, and an air conditioner filled the
            air with crystal coolness. A gumball machine was in the corner for the visiting school groups.
         

         
         Ruby’s eyes went to the back hallway the officer had disappeared to. Back there were the holding cells, she thought. That’s
            where they would have taken Mitchell. She imagined the concrete cells, the one inmate—since there was always an inmate given
            this task—assigned with washing them out with bleach.
         

         
         The printer in the corner hummed. The cadet rose, nervous, to fetch the printout. She handed the warm papers to Ruby, smiling,
            hopeful she might leave now.
         

         
         Ruby glanced at the results. She rifled through the listings. There were plenty, but she had suspected there would be more.

         
         “These don’t go back very far,” she said. “Let’s check your hard copies, too.”

         
         “Not today.” The officer was coming back. He looked stern. He had been told to be tough—to get her moving.

         
         “How come?”

         
         “They’re in the archives.”

         
         “The limestone vaults?”

         
         He looked uncomfortable. “Yes.”

         
         “All right. I’ll get to them later.”

         
         She stopped to get a gumball on the way out of the station. She was hoping for grape, but the machine spit out a pink one.
            The officer and cadet watched her go sit in her car in the lot, which was nearly empty except for all the brand-new police
            cars lining the edges. The fancy cars for chasing criminals that never came, the tanks in the back for drug lords that never
            arrived. The lines of riot gear. All the money spent in policing that never seemed to make anyone safer.
         

         
         

         I really need coffee, Ruby thought, feeling woozy from lack of sleep. It had been two days. She hadn’t slept at the motel,
            either.
         

         
         She held the printout in her lap, seeing dozens of names that organized themselves into letters and then broke apart. I am
            too tired to read this list, she thought. I thought it said—
         

         
         She shook her head, clearing it.

         
         She had read it right. The most recent report had been called in that very morning. The Georgia state police had taken the
            call, and entered it into the system. At least that part had changed for the better.
         

         
         A woman named Emma Griffin, née Higginbottom, had called to report that when she was a little girl, her mother had disappeared. But her mom had not disappeared from Georgia. She had gone missing in Oregon. 

         
         Complainant alleges her father told her that her mother ran away. Initial searches have not located any signs of Rosanna Higginbottom,
               née Bouchard. Last known location was Chinook, Oregon. There is a wedding certificate.

         
         The sheriff, Ruby thought. His wife.

         
         

         Emma Higginbottom was waiting in line at the hotel breakfast buffet. She had a solitary croissant on her plate, and was watching
            as her lover took waffles from the steamer, watching with love as she dolloped them with fresh butter and poured on hot syrup,
            blueberry and maple. Two kinds, because Patricia said conferences were madness.
         

         
         They made their way to a square white-cloth-covered table, among the others. The newscaster on the television hanging in the
            corner droned on about heat waves and humidity, crime and a state recession. The baby panda at the zoo was celebrating a birthday.
         

         
         “You need to eat more than that,” Patricia chided Emma, before she saw a woman with a lanyard around her neck approaching
            them, and knew that their life was about to change.
         

         
         

         “I thought I recognized you,” Ruby said, taking the extra chair at their table after introducing herself.

         
         “How did you know it was me?” Emma asked. She still had the pink cheeks of youth, ruddier now with worry.

         
         “I looked you up,” Ruby said. People were still getting used to how the internet made them easier to find. “Your picture was
            in the Alaskan Herald. It was from when you won that teaching award. Then I found a listing of you here, this week, as a conference attendee. So
            here I am.”
         

         
         Emma looked at her white plate and the croissant, clearly overwhelmed. She had made a call, maybe even impetuously, and suddenly a woman wearing a license and black trousers appeared in her life. 

         
         “I’m sorry,” Ruby said.

         
         “Do you know something about her mother?” Patricia asked. She was steadily eating her waffles. Ruby looked over at the buffet,
            at the teachers lining up for scrambled eggs, biscuits, and gravy.
         

         
         “Maybe. I’m working the Mitchell Brown case.”

         
         She watched Emma’s face.

         
         “That’s what started this,” Emma said. “We saw the article.”

         
         “Did you know him, back in Chinook?”

         
         “I wasn’t allowed to play with him,” Emma said. There was hesitation in her voice. “But I did get to know him more in school.
            He was a few years older than me. He was a nice guy. Not that it doesn’t mean he wouldn’t . . .”
         

         
         “Kill someone and make them disappear?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “What can you tell me about him?” Ruby asked.

         
         Emma looked down. “I don’t want to break a confidence.”

         
         Her lover spoke gently, wiping syrup from her chin.

         
         “He’s going to die soon, honey.”

         
         Emma cleared her throat. “Mitchell is gay.”

         
         Ruby was shocked. For whatever reason, that was not what she had been expecting, and she had to question her own prejudices
            as to why.
         

         
         “How do you know that?”

         
         “He told me. It was in high school. I think we . . . just knew.”

         
         Ruby nodded.

         
         Emma took a deep breath and continued. “He was a good kid. I mean good inside. I just have a hard time believing that he would . . . anyhow, I was the one he confided in. I don’t think he told anyone else. At that time, in that school, in that area, you didn’t say you were gay. Everyone who was had to stay closeted. That included Mitchell, and that included me.” 

         
         Her lover snuck a glance around the room to make sure no one was listening, and put her hand over Emma’s fingers under the
            table, where no one would see.
         

         
         “Some things don’t change,” Ruby said.

         
         “No, they don’t. Mitchell was scared, and I didn’t blame him. I don’t think he dated anyone from around there. I know I sure
            didn’t. We both waited. I didn’t really see much of him after he graduated. He got that job, and I moved after graduation.”
         

         
         Ruby thought of prisons and how this would be the last thing Mitchell would tell his attorney.

         
         “You know, my mom was raised in Chinook.”

         
         This time Emma was shocked.

         
         “In the poorhouse there,” Ruby added.

         
         “When was that?”

         
         “A long time ago. But she went missing, too, from Portland. She and your mom and Mitchell’s mom all disappeared within a few
            years of each other.”
         

         
         “That’s a lot of missing women,” Emma said.

         
         “There’s probably more.”

         
         “What makes you say that?”

         
         “Experience.”

         
         Ruby pulled the police printout from her bag. When the case ended—they always did, one way or another—she would return any
            evidence like the tape that had to go back, then empty everything else into a case file, seal the envelope, and start anew.
            Each case was like this.
         

         
         “I was hoping you could tell me more,” she said.

         
         Emma began talking. She moved the croissant around the plate, like it was her in the woods that day. Her running into her
            dad.
         

         
         Ruby had a very peaceful feeling. It came over her, sometimes, in this work. It was like being in the eye of a hurricane.
            Everything was very still.
         

         
         When Emma finished, her eyes were filled with pain. Patricia gave her fingers a squeeze. Ruby looked at the television. Mitchell’s
            face flashed across the screen: They were mentioning his upcoming execution. The district attorney had announced a press conference
            following it.
         

         
         She turned away, met Emma’s eyes.

         
         “How old were you when Mitchell was convicted?”

         
         “Eighteen,” Emma said.

         
         “You must have been about ready to leave home.”

         
         “I went to college. University of Alaska. It’s where I met my husband.”

         
         Patricia took her hand away. She finished her cold waffles.

         
         “That fall?”

         
         “I left at the end of summer.”

         
         “Your dad must have had more free time then. Maybe even to travel. He travel much?”

         
         “When I was young, sometimes he’d leave me in the care of the woman who ran the market,” Emma said, making a face. “He went
            on hunting trips. I hated it. She smelled like milk and circus peanuts.”
         

         
         “After you left home?”

         
         “I wouldn’t know. I never went back. It’s been ten years, and I never went home.”

         
         The tears were back, the grief.

         
         

         “Hello there.”

         
         The bartender was putting a fresh till into the register. A wet towel lay on the clean bar, and the smoker outside was still
            cold. A pot of coffee perked.
         

         
         “We’re not quite open yet, but you’re welcome,” he said when he looked up and saw Ruby.

         
         She sat on the same stool she had before and waited. When the coffee was done, he poured them both a cup, then pushed a metal
            pitcher of cream down the bar at her. She doctored her coffee and took a sip.
         

         
         It was the best coffee she had ever tasted.

         
         The bar was dark, quiet. He must like these quiet moments, she thought, before the people came. The contrast.

         
         “Heard about your case on the news,” he said.

         
         “Four days now.”

         
         He shook his head.

         
         “Did you help the police in identifying all the people who were here that night?” Ruby asked.

         
         “Tried to, that’s for sure.”

         
         “What about the man sitting next to Mitchell that night?”

         
         He leaned against the bar, drinking his coffee, trying to remember.

         
         “I’m sure I mentioned him back then, but it’s been too long. Sorry.”

         
         “They didn’t call you to testify?”

         
         “They said they had enough witnesses, which was fine by me.”

         
         “Do you know if the police ever spoke to that guy?”

         
         “I’m assuming they did. They tracked down everyone.”

         
         “How would they have found him, if he wasn’t a regular?”

         
         He scratched the back of his neck. “I don’t know. Seems like they found others that might have been hard to find.”

         
         “Like Mary Baldwin and that cook?”

         
         “Yeah. What did they have to say?” he looked curious.

         
         Ruby knew that when patrons—or workers—at a bar stopped coming in, bartenders seldom asked why. They just moved on.

         
         “They’re both dead.”

         
         “Sorry to hear that—about the cook,” he said.

         
         She yawned, overcome with exhaustion.

         
         “The witnesses at the trial saw Mitchell leave,” she said, “but none of them mentioned that he was sitting next to someone.
            They’ve been thoroughly pecked at by defense attorneys, and I don’t think they are lying. I think the state picked witnesses
            who couldn’t describe that man, and now it’s too late to find out what he looked like. Or had to say.”
         

         
         “Does it matter?” he asked, gently.

         
         “A man who spoke to a murder suspect before the crime was committed—sure it matters. What did Mitchell tell him? In most cases,
            that’s going to be worse for the defense, not better. Trust me on that. If a guy is going to go kill someone, it usually doesn’t
            happen out of the blue. And if Mitchell was drunk, he’d have been more likely to blab about his plans.”
         

         
         “Maybe it was one of those impetuous things. You know, he pulls up at that gas station. Sees the woman is alone inside.”

         
         “Then it was a burning desire inside him, and those desires aren’t easy to hide. Few men can hide them. The kind who can,
            it’s usually because they’ve made a practice of it. They’re cold inside. Different.” She sighed. “If I’m a cop or district
            attorney, I’m going to want to interview anyone he talked to. So, let’s assume they did. Why hide it?”
         

         
         “Maybe they figured they had enough,” he said.

         
         “Maybe,” she said.

         
         She drank her coffee, shaking her muddled head.

         
         He saw. As an expert on people, he knew. This woman, he thought, needs comfort.

         
         “You look tired,” he said. “I got a back room. It’s safe, I promise. I let the drunk ladies sleep there all the time, so they don’t get robbed or worse trying to get home. You can rest back there for a bit, if you like.” 

         
         “I’d like that, but I’ve got to eat first.”

         
         “I know just the thing. I got to fire up the grill anyhow. Got some fresh fish in the back. Make you the best fish sandwich
            you’ve ever had, then let you take a rest.”
         

         
         Which was how she ended up on a leather sofa in a quiet, dark back room, her belly happy with what had been the best fish
            sandwich she’d ever had, with leftover slaw, chased by an icy cold beer, ready to dream, her travel alarm from her bag next
            to her. From behind the wall, she could hear the music turn on, softly, and the pinball machine ting.
         

         
         She slept.

         
         

         She woke with a start. The alarm had not gone off—reaching for it, she realized that she had not set it—and she could sense
            that it was getting dark outside. Feeling like she was still dreaming, she moved through the now crowded bar out the door.
            The bartender, busy, did not see her go.
         

         
         She stepped into the sunset. The humidity was so high she felt like a sea was hanging in the air, dripping down her neck,
            pooling in her clavicle.
         

         
         She realized that she was thinking, not for the first time, about how our parents make us real. They form us from blood and
            cells. We come from them, as helpless as the proverbial infant we are, and we choke on their spirit until the doctor suctions
            it from our lungs, and hands us to the nurse to spank. Then we come alive. But we are not really alive until our parents are
            with us, standing by our side, cuddling us, feeding us from their breasts or carrying us on their backs.
         

         
         When they disappear, our very bones melt.

         
         She froze. There, in her bag.

         
         She reached for it, feeling as if another set of eyes was leading her. Look again at that picture, the bone said.
         

         
         Ruby held the picture, seeing it anew. The Caddy for the kitchen worker, the pink car for Mary Baldwin, the dirty Gremlin
            for Wes Rogers.
         

         
         The brown Datsun.

         
         Why, of course, she thought. You didn’t notice because you grew up seeing this, surrounded by it from a young age.

         
         Oregon plates.

         
         

         She drove back to Hammock County, feeling restless and filled with a strange energy. The nap, she knew, meant she would not
            sleep. The stars, hanging in a foggy sky, told her it was too late to do anything about the license plate or the man at the
            bar tonight.
         

         
         She found herself back at the truck stop, with its rows of concrete restrooms. A few semis had pulled in for the night, their
            windows covered. They were long-haul drivers, crossing the country. She had heard that Georgia was one of the more complicated
            states to cross because of varying restrictions on weight classes and exclusions from the Atlanta interstates—some of the
            many factoids she had learned from truck drivers, some of her favorite witnesses. They were her eyes and ears on the road.
         

         
         Grabbing her bag, she went to the women’s room. Here were a few johns, with no doors on the stalls, and a buzzing fluorescent
            light in a metal cage. The floor was sticky, but in the back was a solitary shower, with a rusted metal showerhead. A sign
            bolted on the wall said respect each other, and then 3 minutes.
         

         
         Ruby turned to see that the door had a lock. She slid the bolt home and tried the shower. The water came out lukewarm. It was warmish in the pipes, she thought—no need for a water heater here. That was fine with her. She stripped, reaching for one of the motel soaps Willa had given her. The soap left silky steaks of bubbles on her pale skin: She felt like a sliver of moon, here in the concrete restroom. She rinsed, mindful of the three-minute time limit. A woman truck driver could be pulling in, to sleep under the twisted pines, the ropes of moss. The last trickle of water ran down her face. 

         
         Stepping out of the shower, she realized that she had forgotten to pack a towel. Oh well. She brushed herself dry in the warm
            summer air.
         

         
         She dressed in the change of clothes from her bag, put her holster under her arm, and washed the outfit she had been wearing
            in the sink, rinsing the clothes well and wringing them out.
         

         
         Feeling clean and well cared for—it was remarkable how low that bar had become, after her mother disappeared—she went back
            to her car and cracked the window in the back. She hung the wet clothes out the window, knowing they would be dry by daybreak.
            She locked the doors and lay down on the cool back seat. Ruby looked out the cracked window at the sky. That narrow slice
            of air leading to the sky mesmerized her. She wasn’t sure why. She just knew it did.
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         At the death house, Mitchell was tired of contemplating his fate. He didn’t want to hear from that damn bone anymore. Let
            his grandfather have all the coffee klatches with the dead he wanted. Mitchell was still a young man—or rather, he had been
            when he came here—and he was done thinking about death. He still wanted to run and jump and play; he wanted to dance like
            Ruby had danced, to feel the joy of music and the rush of a healthy young body.
         

         
         This was not allowed, so he spent his final days the best way he could. Now he understood why Wicked Willy did push-ups in
            his cell. Mitchell hadn’t understood before. It wasn’t a discharge of energy—it was a way to harness it. To pretend you had
            some great future, outside these walls.
         

         
         He had always been a model inmate. This was not hard to do when you’re in a cell. They had a room they were taken to for exercise.
            Mitchell drilled the old, half-deflated basketball with the chew marks on it from the insane and driven insane against the
            concrete wall. Once, he had found an insect in that room, and he had marveled at it, and later thought about it a lot. The
            insect was alive, but unlike Mitchell and the other men on death row, it didn’t know when it would die. No living creature
            should know exactly when it would die. That curse was something only humans delivered to each other, in the form of the death
            penalty. He realized that this was the point. They were stealing the mystery of life from him.
         

         
         Now he lay on his cot, aware of the hours draining away. He was waking up out of the death fog of the past few weeks and didn’t like the reality he was finding. 

         
         He tried to distract himself with memories. The problem with dying young is you don’t have enough memories to entertain yourself.
            He thought of his mother, Charise. His memory of her was fuzzy, but he would never forget the squishy feeling of her ample
            belly. As a little guy, he had liked to stroke the soft inside place of her arm, and she would laugh while he did it, and
            then look faraway and distracted.
         

         
         He remembered cooking the first trout he had caught. He liked it with maple syrup, because it reminded him of campouts with
            his mom, on the shore of the river. She was the one who’d taught him how to fish. Charise liked the woods. She liked nature.
            She often went into the woods, acting like there was something there for her to find, though Grandfather had warned her to
            be careful.
         

         
         Restless, Mitchell got up. For the first time in many years, the cell felt too small: He was aware of its edges. Wicked Willy,
            counting days till his death like they were cards in a deck, waiting for the joker to turn up, watched Mitchell carefully.
            Sometimes men went crazy in the last days. Mitchell would soon be placed on death watch, with two officers assigned to monitor
            him around the clock. Sometimes men tried to cheat the executioner. They tried to kill themselves, and this the state did
            not like. They wanted that power. They got to be gods in that moment.
         

         
         “You okay, son?” Wicked Willy called. Usually the men on death row didn’t talk to each other. This was not the place for friendship.
            You didn’t make friends with dying men.
         

         
         “I’m fine,” Mitchell said tersely.

         
         Wicked Willy fell silent. They could hear an officer approaching, his rubber-soled shoes soft against the floor. He had heard
            the voices. Talking was not allowed.
         

         
         The officer stopped outside Mitchell’s cell. He looked at Mitchell with some sympathy: It wouldn’t be long now, and Mitchell had been an all right guy. For a killer. It was a truism of the job, which the officers repeated to each other ad nauseam: Never forget who you are dealing with. One wrong move—a handshake through cell bars, for instance—and you could pay a very steep price. He had seen guards almost killed by a few inmates. 

         
         “You need something, Mitchell?” the officer asked, paying him the courtesy of using his name.

         
         “Can I go outside?” Mitchell joked, but it was not a joke. He had not asked anything like this in ten years. He had been a
            compliant animal, and now he was bristling with fear and restless anger.
         

         
         “Ha. No.”

         
         “I want to go outside before I die!”

         
         “Come on now.”

         
         Wicked Willy came to the bars of his cell, too, and the officer was aware that he was between the two men. Even though they
            could not reach him, he stepped out of range. You just never knew. Sometimes men threw things from their cells. Shit and piss
            were not the worst of them. One guy had made a slingshot from a sheet and used it to drill a bolt from his cot at an officer.
            That officer had lost his eye.
         

         
         “You don’t got much longer,” the officer said, trying to be nice. “Just hold on.”

         
         “To what?” Mitchell asked.

         
         He sat down on his narrow bunk, then got back up.

         
         “I want the exonerator,” he said.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            33.

         
         “You don’t remember the man at all?” Ruby asked Mitchell, behind the smeared glass with its small round hole. She had shown
            up at dawn, and he had looked relieved to see her—relieved and almost shocked, as if he had wished her here.
         

         
         The glass had fingerprints on it, as if men were pleading, and behind Mitchell, the chipped visiting room walls were carved
            with names of men who had been here before. She was pretty sure she saw blood, too.
         

         
         He shook his head. Even if he somehow got out, she knew that the path from here to a future was more than rocky. It was like
            walking a tightrope across black space. That’s how one man she had exonerated explained it to her. One minute you are facing
            death in a way few people do: You know the very minute you will die. The next you are out, breathing fresh air. Only you don’t
            know if someone will come back and steal that air from you again. Every police car in your rearview window. Every knock on
            the door. Every voice behind you in the street . . .
         

         
         Three days now, she thought.

         
         She studied the man in front of her. Mitchell had passed through the death contemplation and was now in the death panic. It
            was a deep, existential panic. He looked unreal because he was facing the unreal.
         

         
         “I don’t remember anything from that night,” Mitchell said, trying to collect himself and answer the question. “I never have.
            I remember going inside the bar, and drinking. Talking to people.”
         

         
         “Who?”

         
         “I don’t know. It’s never made sense. It’s like I got amnesia.”

         
         Ruby considered. Usually if someone had a blackout, their memory loss started with the drunkenness. But Mitchell seemed to be unable to remember what had happened before he got intoxicated. 

         
         Unless he was drunk by the time the man sat next to him. Which was certainly a possibility. It was also possible that the
            trauma of being beaten had wiped his memory clean.
         

         
         “What can you tell me about the bar?” she asked. Sometimes this helped.

         
         “Let’s see. It was close to the factory.” He looked pained, like he had spent many a long night on his bunk considering this.
            “Pinball machine or two. A jukebox, I think. Nice bartender, but I can’t tell you what he looked like. You know what I do
            remember? A song that was playing. It was that song by Steve Winwood. ‘Higher Love.’”
         

         
         She heard it, then, in her head. They both heard it.

         
         “Who else was drinking?”

         
         He frowned. “There might have been some old lady. Sorry. That’s all I got. It’s like the whole night was a blur. You ever
            have an operation?” he asked.
         

         
         She shook her head.

         
         “Well, when I was little, I had a belly button hernia. They had to put me under because I was little, right? I remember being
            wheeled into the operating room and then, bam—nothing. That’s how that night was for me.”
         

         
         She treaded very carefully. “I heard something about you. From a childhood friend of yours named Emma.”

         
         Fear swept across his face, and he looked around as if someone might be listening.

         
         “I won’t tell,” she said, reassuring him.

         
         “I never did, not even while they were beating me. I figured it wouldn’t make a difference—besides to make my life a lot harder in a place like this.” 

         
         She nodded. “It’s one of the few virtues of death row. You aren’t in general population. But then, it depends on the prison.”
            She waited for a moment. “It probably doesn’t matter, like you said. They never claimed it was a sex crime—though it was implied.
            And you saying it now would just seem like last-minute bullshit.”
         

         
         He exhaled, relieved. At least he had something private, a secret about him no one else knew, to take to his grave. He only
            wished he’d had time to act on it. He never would get to experience adult love, he thought.
         

         
         Ruby looked at her watch. It was barely past sunrise, but she had a lot to do today.

         
         “Will you be here, for the execution?” he asked suddenly.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Terrence—that attorney—he said he’d come, too. Do you think her family will be here?”

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         “I don’t like it that they still blame me. Like I will be gone, and years from now, they will think of my name and think I
            killed her.” Tears had welled up in his eyes, and in a way she was happy to see them, because it meant he was still alive,
            but she was pained, too, because it meant he was not ready to die. He would face a hard death.
         

         
         “Sometimes people are exonerated after the fact,” she said, her heart aching.

         
         “Like Emmett Till,” he said.

         
         “And others.”

         
         “They keep a running list in here,” he said. “But mostly of men who got out.” He halted. “There aren’t many.”

         
         “No.” She never lied. She never held out false hope. “There aren’t.”

         
         “You always hope something like that will happen,” he said. “But when you’re in a place like this, what really happens is
            nothing. That’s how they kill you. By doing nothing.”
         

         
         “I wish I could stay,” she said, softly. “But I still have some things to check out. I will work to the end.”

         
         “Yeah. Well—if I don’t see you before, I’ll see you then,” he said.

         
         She rose. Then she turned.

         
         “There’s one more thing,” she said. “I keep thinking of cracked windows. You know, like when you roll down your car window
            for air. Why would that be?”
         

         
         He looked genuinely confused.

         
         “I have no idea.”

         
         

         “That’s the license plate number we need,” Ruby told Terrence, pointing at the picture of the brown Datsun.

         
         They were at his desk, which was in the middle of a swarm of activity. The walls were pocked with law degrees, the desks were
            communal, the industrial carpet was stained with spilled coffee. But his legal team was filled with energy. They were jumping
            through all the hoops that came before every execution: the last-minute motions, the hopeless petitions, the never-successful
            pleas.
         

         
         One assistant was busy going through the piles of dog-eared discovery, which had been gone through a hundred times before. Ruby saw the missing person report and what she had found, including her hastily written report on Alonzo Pettibone. None of it mattered. She had worked cases where she had found outright exculpatory evidence—including DNA results that proved innocence—and still the man died. By law, it wasn’t enough to find new evidence. The defense had to prove that the prosecutors had known about the evidence, known it was exculpatory, and then withheld it deliberately. This was called a Brady violation, and it was an almost impossible legal standard to meet. 

         
         But in truth, she thought, not even the law mattered. At least not as much as some people thought. When Ruby successfully
            exonerated someone, it was usually because she found a motivation that overrode the risk—a greater reward to do good rather
            than maintain the status quo. It was risky to grant clemency, or order a new trial, or give a pardon. In many parts of the
            country, like this one, overturning a death penalty conviction could destroy a career. People needed to have a reason for
            taking that kind of risk. Only in rare cases was it their conscience. More often it was because their back was to the wall,
            or they had an ulterior motive. Ruby had developed her reputation in part because she knew the game, and understood how to
            play it. She didn’t judge. She knew humanity well enough to know that even the powerful were scared. You had to make it worth
            their while. You had to protect their interests.
         

         
         Though it was early in the morning, Terrence was already in his court suit, his tie unknotted, his shirt carefully pressed.
            He was readying for a last-minute trip to the state supreme court, to plead for a hearing on Mitchell’s behalf. He and Ruby
            both knew how that would end. His throat was sore from arguing in court, and he sucked a lozenge as they tried to enlarge
            the photograph of the brown Datsun on his screen.
         

         
         Another assistant leaned over them, trying to help.

         
         “This isn’t a cop show,” the assistant joked.

         
         Ruby smiled. In the cop shows, the police hit a magic button and a fuzzy video from down the street could be read. But the
            truth was, you can’t create what wasn’t there in the first place. If the original video didn’t capture the details, there
            was no way to get them.
         

         
         Which seemed to be the case here. They could make out the fir tree in the middle, but the letters would never be clear.

         
         “The police were able to read it—if they found him,” she said.

         
         “Are you sure about that?” Terrence asked.

         
         Ruby sat back in her pulled-up chair, thinking. Around them, other assistants shuffled papers, and one held out case law to
            Terrence, who accepted it. He shoved it in his battered briefcase.
         

         
         “No. You’re right. Wes Rogers was the kind of man who had a record—and a parole officer,” she said. “They could have found
            him that way. The bartender could have put them in touch with the cook. Mary Baldwin could have been located from her declined
            credit card.”
         

         
         “And the driver of the brown Datsun?”

         
         He glanced at his watch and rose, knotting his tie, looking down at her with sympathy. He felt bad for pulling her in so last-minute,
            but he admired her for trying so hard.
         

         
         Ruby was staring at the grainy picture. She had thought before that the car was nondescript. But it wasn’t. There was a good-sized
            dent on one bumper and what looked like bumper stickers, scraped off.
         

         
         “Someone recognized this car,” she said.

         
         “Who?”

         
         “I’ve got an idea. Tell me more about your governor. What’s he like?”

         
         Terrence gave one last look at his watch.

         
         “What do you need to know, besides the fact that he’s never granted clemency? The courts are our only hope.”

         
         It’s too late for that, Ruby thought, and he knows it.

         
         “What does he care about?” she pressed.

         
         He began to walk away, not out of rudeness, but necessity.

         
         “His career, like all of them. Like all of us, I guess.”

         
         Then he was gone, and the assistant turned to her, smiling in apology.

         
         “Is the governor up for reelection?” Ruby asked the assistant.

         
         “Next year,” the young man said.

         
         “He secure?”

         
         “Not really. Lots going on in the state—more crime, homelessness—and people are pointing fingers.”

         
         Ruby knew what that meant. He wouldn’t stop the execution if it were Mother Teresa in the chair. Unless, Ruby reminded herself,
            she made it worth his while.
         

         
         

         The young officer at the limestone vaults seemed happy to see her. Ruby couldn’t imagine how boring his days were, sitting
            in his cage above this airless archive. He signed her in on his clipboard and they rode the rickey elevator down. They were
            at the bottom—eight floors deep—when he finally jerked the lever. The air felt even tighter down here.
         

         
         In olden times, people might have thought demons lived in the stony white caves. There was a faint feeling of water, as if
            to drill much deeper would lead to an underground river far under the earth.
         

         
         The smell of burning rubber was stronger, and this time the elevator door actually got stuck. The officer had to jerk the
            lever a few times to make the doors open all the way.
         

         
         “Elevator’s been breaking down,” he said.

         
         “What happens if you get stuck down here?” she asked.

         
         He gave her a wide-eyed look. “I get stuck.”

         
         She checked her phone. No service. Of course.

         
         “Is there an emergency procedure?” she asked.

         
         “The next guy on shift calls the elevator guy. That’s what they tell me.” He shrugged, but she could see he worried about
            it.
         

         
         “How did they get the limestone up, back when this was a mine?” she asked, curious, as they entered the vaults.

         
         “There were shafts between the floors.” He pointed way off, into the dark. “You don’t want to see them now.”

         
         “How come?”

         
         “They fell in years ago. They’re rubble.”

         
         He pulled out his penlight. This floor was for paper records, and the dry air was pungent with the smell of mildew. He shined
            the light on row after row of file boxes, some of them bulging with time. Coils of old faxed papers, unreadable now, spilled
            down the shelves, and the ground was littered with fallen papers. They formed dirty snowdrifts over the white stone. She looked
            down to see an old receipt that said chains.
         

         
         “This mine was first dug back in 1809,” he said, looking over at her to see if she was as interested as he was in the history
            of his own private prison. “They used what is called room and pillar mining—it’s most often used for coal, but it works for
            limestone, too, if you want what’s underground and not just up at the quarry surface. You cut in vertically at each floor,
            creating rooms. To hold each room up, you leave pillars.” He stroked one of these massive white supports as they passed. “The
            pillars are carefully calculated to hold up the floors above us. You got to know exactly how big they need to be. One inch
            too narrow and the whole thing might come down.” He shined the light on the limestone ceilings above them as if to confirm
            the truth.
         

         
         “It sounds like you know a lot about this place.”

         
         “I got nothing better to do, sitting up in the cage all day.”

         
         “Why did you get sent here?” she asked. It was very cold down here.

         
         He didn’t answer that question, looking at his black rubber shoes.

         
         “There’s been five collapses of limestone mines in recent years,” he replied instead. “That’s a lot, when you consider that there are less than a hundred mines like this left in the United States. But the bosses tell me, Don’t worry, Jacob.” She could see the concern in his young face, the shadow of faint acne on his cheeks. “There was one collapse in Tennessee
            that killed seven people. It registered 3.2 on the Richter scale. If the pillars go—even one—it can cause a domino effect
            and the whole mine falls in on itself. It can make a sinkhole a mile wide. That’s what you see, sometimes, when you look at
            what looks like a man-made lake. It’s a collapsed mine. They fill them with water. Or the groundwater comes up. That can be
            like an explosion, too.”
         

         
         She gazed at him, wondering if he was trying to scare her. No, she thought. He was processing his own fear. He had sensed
            her compassion, and she sent it out to him now, surrounded him with tendrils of warmth.
         

         
         “It must be scary, sitting in the cage above all this,” she said.

         
         “Yeah. It’s like the Misty Mountains in The Hobbit,” he said, blushing. “That’s what I tell myself. I’m sitting above a treasure.”
         

         
         “You are. Many treasures. And secrets.”

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Sure. You could have information down here that changes the world—above.”

         
         “I never thought of it like that.”

         
         He glanced deep into her eyes. He was mesmerized by how intent her gaze was, by the peaceful, warm way she made him feel.
            It was like the corridors vanished, and even the white stone held warmth.
         

         
         “What police force were you on, before being sent here?”

         
         “Tiny town by the name of Birch. They were nice there.”

         
         “You let anyone know I’ve been visiting?”

         
         “Was I supposed to?”

         
         “No.” She smiled. “You seem like an awfully nice young man. What got you sent here—to the Misty Mountains, where you might find mythical metals?” 

         
         He smiled, delighted by her.

         
         “My mom wanted me to be a cop. I don’t know. The captain said I wasn’t good with people. He’s right.”

         
         Ruby thought of her friend Delaney, and Delaney’s young son, recently diagnosed with autism.

         
         “What did you want to do?”
         

         
         His youthful face flushed. “I was the Lego champion in school.”

         
         “Then you should go be a Lego champion somewhere.”

         
         “Is there such a thing?”

         
         “I bet you could research it,” she said.

         
         He shined the light on the shelves. They had come to a place that felt like a box at the end of a maze, surrounded with thick
            walls of paper.
         

         
         “Your records should be around here. I was always good with numbers. With remembering things like this. Right there.” He pointed
            his light. “Those file boxes there. We can take them back up top, if you want, and we can look through them there.”
         

         
         “I’d like that,” she said.

         
         He looked happy. “It doesn’t look like there’ll be a lot in those boxes, but trust me, there will be plenty.”

         
         “Well, then, give me a hand.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            34.

         
         The sheriff was nettled. Jim Higginbottom was often nettled. If veins were brambles, his would have had thorns, his insides
            always pricking at him in distaste. In irritation. He’d been like this since he was a young man, and felt like his body didn’t
            quite fit in the world. Little things other people took in stride irritated the shit out of him. Like the way they coughed—though
            he coughed, too—or the opinions they had, though he knew that his opinions could be wrong, too. He moved through his days
            in a cloud of anger and couldn’t even say why. It was like anger wasn’t even an emotion anymore.
         

         
         It was a state of being.

         
         He had carefully arranged everything: the pig hunt, the exhumation. He was well aware of the laws regarding exhumations, and
            knew that excavating a burial ground could cause all sorts of headaches and complications. It was far easier to do as he had
            learned to on a farm, growing up: as long as you did quality work, rules and regulations be damned. But that investigator
            had put the fear of God into the woman at the historical society and now he had to wade through all the ridiculous red tape.
            He had spent the better part of one morning in a headache-inducing exchange with the health department, and now half the women
            in town were complaining about the pig hunt, because their kids wanted to join and he had said no. It wasn’t a merry fucking
            holiday.
         

         
         Now, oiling his hunting rifle in his station, readying for the pig hunt tomorrow, he thought of his daughter, Emma. He remembered one Christmas morning, getting up early, trying to cook some bacon so he could at least make it festive. Emma was maybe eleven by then, and he had looked out his window to see Mitchell Brown, trying to learn how to drive his grandfather’s rusted old truck. The boy was maybe fourteen or fifteen at that time, and his blind grandfather was sitting next to him, giving instructions. It was a Christmas fucking miracle that the kid hadn’t hit anything.
         

         
         Jim had run out, still in his plaid robe and slippers, though it was icy, grabbed ahold of the driver’s side door, and asked
            them what the hell they were doing. The grandfather had cackled, whiskey on his breath, and said he was teaching his grandson
            how to drive. It was his Christmas gift.
         

         
         So the sheriff had them pull over, and his Christmas, followed by a tangle of bacon, was sitting in the truck with Mitchell
            Brown and his grandfather, with Emma, excited, squeezed in next to him, while he taught the young man how to drive. Slowly.
            Surely. Safely.
         

         
         Later, Emma had said, “That was the best Christmas ever, Dad. Since Mom went away.”

         
         He thought about Rosanna lately, too. Sometimes he wondered. Sometimes he knew. It was like his brain was one of those old-fashioned
            cabinets they had in the hardware store, with a tiny drawer for each size of screw. Who knew what was in each drawer? You
            had to open it to find out. Maybe someone had misplaced one screw, and you would find a 5/8-inch one with the 3/4-inch ones.
            You might find your wife gone, her purse and car keys gone, and you might wonder if you did it. Because you know you did something. That was part of the irritation you carried. Irritation at yourself.
         

         
         He shook his head. The rifle was ready. It had been ready for a long time. He wondered why he hadn’t ever planned the hunt
            before, and then he knew: He liked the fact that the pigs were in the woods. It kept the locals from going there too much.
            It wasn’t their land, after all. People should stay where they belong.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            35.

         
         It was lunchtime by the time Jacob and Ruby got the file boxes to the cage above the vaults. Her blouse was covered with dust,
            and dirt covered her arms. Wiping her brow, she left a streak.
         

         
         “Is that your lunch?” Ruby asked the officer. His lunch box waited on the metal desk in the small cage. It was the old-fashioned
            metal regulation kind. In jails and prisons, she knew, the lunch boxes were now required to be clear plastic. So the staff
            couldn’t smuggle drugs or other contraband inside. A metal lunch box like this could also be used as a weapon.
         

         
         Her mind was crowded with such facts. Sometimes she wondered what niceness would fill it if she were in a different line of
            work. But then who else could live in this moment, with the smell of the elevator and the sight of the sun over the hills?
         

         
         “Yeah. Why?”

         
         “I was thinking of going out for lunch. Maybe you could join me? Are you allowed?”

         
         “Sure, if no one is coming. I know a place not far.”

         
         Which was how they ended up eating hamburgers at an old roadside stand she would have never found herself, alongside a creek
            with a falling-down dock, the trees heavy with vines. The warm air smelled like forever, and they had their own picnic table,
            where the records officer opened each box and the names flew out ahead of the papers, and Ruby caught them in her hand and
            said it would be okay.
         

         
         

         “I think you found your treasures,” Ruby said.

         
         “How?” Jacob asked. They had finished their burgers and were now organizing the dozens of reports they had found into neat
            stacks across the picnic table. The girl at the window watched, curious.
         

         
         From the stacks, they were winnowing out those reports that were clearly not foul play. There were not many. There was more
            of a chance, Ruby thought, that a missing woman wouldn’t even get a report. Once, she had located a missing woman whose baby
            had been left in a Safe Haven Baby Box outside a fire station. Ruby was troubled by those boxes, because in her experience,
            few women left their infants out of choice: Many times an abusive man forced them to, or a captor dropped off a child from
            a woman he had locked up somewhere. There were no investigations into where the babies came from.
         

         
         “These are the treasures,” she said, picking up a report. She was quite sure none of them had ever been downloaded into the
            system. More flags for her map, she thought.
         

         
         “I doubt the women feel like that,” he said. “If they are still alive.”

         
         “Probably not,” she agreed. “That’s odd,” she said.

         
         “What’s odd?”

         
         “Look at this.” She moved her hands over the stacks.

         
         “Look at what?”

         
         “There’s almost nothing for these years,” she said.

         
         “Could it be, you know, a natural variation?”

         
         “I don’t think so.” She frowned.

         
         “What does it mean?”

         
         Ruby sat back, thinking. He leaned forward, eager, and she thought what a caring young man he was. Under her breath, she sent
            a wish that he would find his path in life.
         

         
         She thought of a case she had solved involving a killer who rode the trains. He called himself the Vagabond, which pissed off true vagabonds, who were generally misfits but harmless. Riding the trains allowed him to stop in different places and kill women, and no one had tied the murders together. Until one day, working an exoneration involving a man blamed for killing one of the Vagabond’s victims, Ruby noticed clusters of missing women near freight train hubs. 

         
         “Maybe this,” she said now, putting her hand on a smaller stack, “is actually the norm for around here. And this,” she said,
            moving her hand to what came later, “is what happens when a killer comes to town.”
         

         
         His eyes widened. “What can I do to help?”

         
         She smiled at him. “You could help me make copies of these reports.”

         
         

         The Union City factory supervisor had a deep, rumbly cough. It was a cough that told of years of menthols, and his teeth were
            stained from them, too. He wore his hair natural and styled close, and his throat was laced with dark lines from years of
            hard living. His hands looked like mitts.
         

         
         Ruby had come here straight from saying goodbye to the records officer, copies of the reports now in her bag. She was talking
            to the supervisor amid the clamor of the factory floor. The machines making the sneakers were very loud, and along the rows
            were dozens of employees—all Black—cutting the sneakers and lacing them together. The sneakers looked very bright in all the
            solemn grayness, the harsh lights overhead and the cold concrete floors.
         

         
         “You keep records of the cars the employees drove?” she asked him.

         
         “Sorry, miss—no.”

         
         She nodded, thinking. She had stopped by here in part to cross his name off her list—and because she sensed this place was
            part of a puzzle she was trying to piece together.
         

         
         “Had another one of you come ask about him,” he said, coughing. She watched his chest heaving under the stained blue shirt. This could be Mitchell, she thought, if he had stayed. Then she thought, no—Mitchell was too deft at living for that. His life was on an upswing and he was going with it. 

         
         She didn’t remember any reports of defense team members coming here—or the police, either. But those records were spotty.

         
         “An investigator?” she asked.

         
         He frowned, trying to remember. “Can’t really say.”

         
         “Would you have any records?”

         
         “Come to the office, and we’ll see.”

         
         

         The main office was above the finishing room floor, and a large window overlooked the finishing line below. Ruby watched as
            the fresh sneakers came off the line and were inspected by a manager wearing a white bonnet, before they were tucked into
            boxes with crisp sheets of tissue paper.
         

         
         The tissue paper, unloosened from its stacks, blew around the concrete floor, catching in the bonneted feet of the employees,
            who looked like a sea of legs from here. You could see the heaviness in those legs. The tiredness.
         

         
         Ruby tore her eyes away from the scene to the supervisor rooting through his metal cabinets. There was nothing on the walls.
            There was no pride here, just work.
         

         
         He pulled open a scratched drawer. “I know he gave me a card,” he said. “I keep everything, just in case. Management likes
            to know everything that happens.”
         

         
         “When exactly did this man appear?”

         
         “Back when it happened, after your guy got arrested.” He coughed again, opening another drawer, this one filled with a litter of small items. “You said you come from Oregon?” 

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “That’s headquarters. Never been there, but I hear it’s nice.”

         
         Ruby thought of the wide, cool lobby, with its scented air and the marble statues of athletes in the corners, the soaring
            windows. The duck pond nearby.
         

         
         “It’s nice,” she said.

         
         “Here you go—I found it,” he said, handing over a card.

         
         Ruby took the small business card. It said David Morgan, Private Investigator on it, and she knew just from looking at it that it was probably fake. The SOS number—from the Georgia licensing agency for
            investigators—was missing a digit. It wasn’t something a lot of people would know, and it didn’t take much to make up a fake
            business card.
         

         
         “You ask for other identification?”

         
         His face screwed up and told the answer.

         
         “It’s all right. We seldom think of that.” She smiled at him warmly. “People see my license, they never ask for more identification.”

         
         “Should I?”

         
         “It’s too late now,” she joked.

         
         She turned over the card. Whoever had made it was smart, she thought. He’d picked a name that would be impossible to track
            down. There were probably a thousand David Morgans in the South. There might even be a real David Morgan or two licensed as
            an investigator in Georgia, and she could—and would—waste valuable hours checking.
         

         
         It could have been a cop, she thought, hiding what he was doing. Or, she amended, it could have been anyone.

         
         “Were you are the bar that night?” she asked.

         
         “Me? No, miss. I’m married.” He flashed a dull silver ring. “I go right home to the wife or there’s hell to pay.”

         
         Ruby thought of the bar, right down the road, and the apartment building Mitchell had moved into, directly across the street.
            She had already stopped by there. It was a dull, depressing place, with dark hallways and burned-out lights and a bad smell.
            Many of the factory employees lived there, she had learned.
         

         
         “I bet a lot of the employees here go to that bar,” she said.

         
         “Sure, I guess.”

         
         “How many got interviewed later, by the police?”

         
         “Don’t know, miss.”

         
         Ruby thought of headquarters, the man she had met there. “I’m going to guess the name of the man you report to. Ronald.”

         
         His face broke open with a smile. “Well, yes, miss.”

         
         “Did you tell him about this investigator?”

         
         “He wasn’t working for the company back then.”

         
         They weren’t involved, her instincts told her. None of these men were. Except maybe that fake investigator.

         
         “Any chance you saw the car this man was driving?”

         
         

         The Pickleweed DMV was the usual small, crowded, and unpleasant space. Ruby pulled her ticket, glanced at the wall clock,
            took a seat on a hard plastic chair, and closed her eyes. She had learned to do this in foster care to deal with her grief.
            She left this world and went into her imagination, where creatures roamed and the sky split with joy. In her daydreams, when
            she was younger, she had found her mom, and the two of them were reunited. These dreams she replayed over and over again.
            The moment. The scene. The happiness.
         

         
         As she got older, the fantasies changed. Her mother had survived—she had never been taken. The two of them were as Ruby was now. Walking in a park. Or playing with a baby. Ruby had never had a child, never wanted one, and she wondered if that would have been different if her mom were still here. She didn’t have an answer to that. What she did know was that she was happy in these daydreams; she was whole. In some of the fantasies, she and her mom were traveling. In others, she was at her mom’s deathbed, and she was saying a proper goodbye. She was thanking her for all the years. 

         
         She blinked back tears, there in the impossible chair, and then her number was called.

         
         

         A helpful if exhausted-looking clerk glanced at her license.

         
         “You can access the Oregon DMV from here, correct?” Ruby asked.

         
         The woman looked over her shoulder at the clock. She had five minutes until closing. “We’re all linked now,” she said. “Can’t
            tell you everything, but I can give you basics. Including registrations.”
         

         
         “Let’s start with Charise Brown.”

         
         The woman typed. It took a few moments.

         
         “Looks here like she has a state identification. No driver’s license. Last renewed, wow, years ago. Nothing since.”

         
         Ruby nodded. Since Charise had never been scanned into the system, she had never been declared dead. She was a nonentity.

         
         “How about a Jim Higginbottom?”

         
         “Oh. Says here he’s law enforcement. I’m not sure I can give you information.”

         
         “No?”

         
         “I’d have to check—you know how it is. People go looking for police, sometimes. He wouldn’t want anyone tracking down his
            private vehicles.”
         

         
         “I’m sure he wouldn’t. Let’s try his wife, then.”

         
         The clerk had begun to look uncomfortable. She glanced at the clock again. They had two minutes left. The security guard was
            ushering people out and getting ready to lock the door.
         

         
         “Rosanna Higginbottom.”

         
         “Okay. But this is the last one.”

         
         “Fair enough.”

         
         The woman typed.

         
         “Looks like she had a license. Expired now. Last car she had, let’s see—ooh it’s been a time.”

         
         “Let me guess. A Datsun.”

         
         “That’s right. Do you want the plate number?”

         
         “I sure do.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            36.

         
         The next morning, Ruby was standing in front of one of the buildings in downtown Pickleweed, this one housing the Pickleweed Current. She was drinking coffee from a large to-go cup and looking at the mural painted on the wall outside.
         

         
         The mural showed only white people: a happy history of a town devoid of the people who built it. There was a man strolling
            in a conspicuously white suit with a toothpick in his mouth, a distant plantation with a colonial mansion, and girls in pinafore
            dresses frolicking in the sun. An ice cream parlor served only white children. Pickleweed Through the Ages, said the colorful title splashed across the top. The artist had added his proud scrawl.
         

         
         She yawned. She had spent the night at the truck stop again, this time treating herself to a longer shower.

         
         She reached for the front door, surprised that the paper was still alive. The front office was empty. She picked up a fresh
            paper off the counter. It was very thin, more the size of a circular than a real paper. Still alive, but dying like papers
            across the country, she thought.
         

         
         She thumbed through the few pages. “Swimming Pool Repairs to Take Longer than Expected.” Death notices. “School Notes: Students Are Writing Essays About the Strength and Courage of Robert E. Lee.” She wasn’t surprised to see a profile of Jerrod Tinsley. She skimmed through it. It was a pure puff piece, much of it a tribute to his work on the Mitchell Brown case, and a mention of his press conference scheduled for after the execution. She moved on. “Jump Rope Club Gets Hopping.” “Ladies’ Luncheon a Savory Success.” “Town Pushes for Stronger Dog Control Laws After Mauling.” This interested her, and she began reading. Animal control says it stopped hiring their own police after an internal audit showed a dismal conviction rate from the last
               sworn officer.

         
         “Can I help you?”

         
         The man who’d spoken was large, with ink-stained fingers and frowzy white hair that stood on end in a circle on his head.
            He had a big wen by one eye. His glasses had slipped down his nose.
         

         
         She knew instantly that any friendliness would evaporate once she identified herself and he heard the North in her voice.

         
         “I’m trying to learn more about a few people,” she said, showing him her notepad, where she had written names.

         
         He peered at them, then at her license.

         
         “Not sure I can help.”

         
         “Maybe they’re mentioned someplace in your paper,” she said.

         
         “Maybe, but we don’t have an index like that.”

         
         “How do you store the older papers? Microfiche?”

         
         He looked unwilling. “Yes.”

         
         “Then that will do.”

         
         

         The microfiche reader was in the back of his office, the machine grimy. The grime was not dirt but ink from the editor’s inky
            hands; he’d come to look up something before the paper went to bed.
         

         
         She turned on the ancient reader, wishing for an aspirin and reading glasses. These things always gave her a headache. She
            turned up the light, but at best the screen was a dark gray.
         

         
         She inserted the first reel and began, there, in the town of Pickleweed, when the paper was much bigger, and Betty Dubois
            was a young woman.
         

         
         

         By noon, when the editor was ready to hang his “gone for lunch” sign in the window, Ruby had found three articles.
         

         
         The first was about Betty Dubois, spinster of Pickleweed. The term spinster wasn’t used anymore, but it was back when she participated in a dance contest and won the High-Flyin’ Award. The picture
            showed an ecstatic Betty, her skirt flaring high as she spun in the air, a look of pure bliss on her face.
         

         
         The second article was on the newer highway, and it quoted a Miss Betty Dubois saying the highway would kill her gas station
            by diverting all the traffic.
         

         
         The third article contained the only mention Ruby had found of any of the other names on her list, which included Frank Castle.
            It featured a picture of people outside the courthouse, on a sunny day when everyone was forced to squint. The man in the
            front was big and bluff, and he was wearing a white shirt, no jacket. Behind him was an array of court staff.
         

         
         District Attorney Elected, the caption said. Jerrod Tinsley Takes the Reins. The people in the photo were named—the clerks, the few security guards—which was how Ruby learned that Frank Castle had once
            worked as a courthouse security guard. He wore an old-style uniform; the shirt had wider lapels, and there were neat button
            flaps over the pockets.
         

         
         In the photo, Frank Castle had his hands along his belt, his head lowered against the sun washing out most of his face. He
            was in his forties then, she guessed. She could barely make out that tiny dot of black and white, but she saw enough to recognize
            him.
         

         
         

         Ruby watched prosecutor Tinsley heading up the street for lunch, surrounded by several professional-looking men. She stopped, watching them. They were dressed in expensive suits, and had that swagger that told her they were not locals, or courthouse staff. They looked like the kind of wealthy men who sat on the boards of very rich companies. Yet they had dust on their shoes. 

         
         She frowned, and made her way into the courthouse.

         
         There she found an elderly but spry security officer, checking the courtrooms as part of his rounds.

         
         “I’d like to know about Frank Castle,” she said, after introducing herself.

         
         “He got fired,” the lead security said.

         
         “Fired for what?” Ruby asked, enjoying the feeling of the cool halls. It was mercilessly hot out.

         
         “Everything. He’s the kind of guy who shows up late and picks a fight over nothing. Everything was trouble with him. Don’t
            know how he got hired in the first place.”
         

         
         He rattled a locked door, then moved on to the next.

         
         Apparently, Tinsley had not warned others not to talk to her. That would be a risky move, she knew, because she could and
            would call people to the stand to prove interference. It was easier for him to bide his time, she thought, and let the final
            hours drain away. The execution was set for the day after tomorrow, after all. The chances of her stopping it now were close
            to nil.
         

         
         “You see much of Frank outside work?”

         
         “Me? No,” he said, derisively. “Frank Castle is the kind of guy who hits you up for a beer at the bar, saying it’s his turn
            next, then disappears. Besides, we got nothing in common.”
         

         
         “When was he fired?”

         
         “Well, let me think on that,” he said, his shoes squeaking down the hall. He tried another door, this time to an old-fashioned press room. The door opened, and she glimpsed a room that looked like it had been lifted from a movie starring Cary Grant. At one time, courthouses had these rooms for reporters during major trials. They would come here to type their stories, and rush to a bank of phones to call them in to newspapers across the country. 

         
         “Someone missed this one,” he said, pulling out the massive key chain on his belt and locking it. “If I’m remembering right,
            Frank didn’t last long. He got fired after a year or two. Not many stay in this line of work. It’s dull, when it’s not stressful.”
         

         
         They could hear the rattle of a custodian’s bucket behind them as the man dragged it down the hall. The custodian was wearing
            a prison inmate uniform, Ruby noticed. The mop swished.
         

         
         She and the guard went down a flight of stairs.

         
         “Got any idea where he lives nowadays?”

         
         “No idea, sorry.”

         
         “He’s someplace.”

         
         “Country like this, there’s a million places a man can live. Hunting cabins in the woods. Abandoned prepper compounds. We
            got plenty of land a man can eke out a life, especially if he got a supply of firewood. You got places like that where you’re
            from?”
         

         
         Ruby thought of the rural areas of Oregon.

         
         “We sure do,” she said, warmly.

         
         “Working in a place like this, we get all beliefs. I try to be reasonable with people. I let them know that.”

         
         “You ever see Frank back here, later?”

         
         His hand froze on a doorknob he had probably touched a thousand times. His key chain shook.

         
         “Not sure I have,” he said, and she felt he was lying.

         
         “Jerrod Tinsley sign your checks, or the courthouse?”

         
         “Miss.”

         
         She thought of the exhibit boxes as they made their way down the final hall, where he checked doors.

         
         “You all have a service entrance here?” she asked. “For staff to come through?”

         
         “Yes. In the back.”

         
         That was where the boxes left, she thought. They didn’t even have to go through the front. Where the lead security would have
            been that day, watching the last of the excited jurors leave, while people celebrated outside. No one would have witnessed
            it. There would be no need to lie and say, I never saw it. Because he never did.
         

         
         They stopped back in front of the café, with an almost-empty glass case. In the corner was the table where she had sat, drinking
            her coffee and reading the dockets.
         

         
         “I know what you’re doing,” he said, earnestly. “It’s your job, which is why I’m talking to you. But that man is guilty. You
            really shouldn’t be helping him like this.”
         

         
         “What makes you think Mitchell is guilty?”

         
         “The jury said so, didn’t they? And that evidence, it may have gotten lost, but it was there. They caught him red-handed.”

         
         

         After the courthouse came a series of bars, where men shook their head, or told aimless stories that never got to a point.

         
         Ruby had found that investigations were like playing a game of Whack-A-Mole. You kept hitting the pop-ups until somehow, something
            worked and you hit the right one.
         

         
         Or the game ended.

         
         Her last stop was the local library, where she first spent some time ruling out any local investigators named David Morgan. Then she spread the missing women reports from the police station and the archives across a table. 

         
         There was a pattern—she could see it right away. The disappearances had started decades ago when a handful of women went missing
            from local bars. Then the pattern abruptly stopped. The few missing women of the next fifteen years could be explained by
            other causes, like hikers getting lost on the Appalachian trail. Then suddenly the pattern resumed—and increased. Most of
            the women had disappeared after visiting a tavern or bar, but never the same one. Others had simply vanished. There were no
            witnesses. No leads. But on the other hand, there was little police work, either.
         

         
         Ruby ran the women’s names on the library computer. She wasn’t surprised when nothing came up for most of them. As usual,
            most had not been reported as missing in the papers. Ruby didn’t blame people for not knowing there were so many missing women.
            How could they? Even if the families made a stink, it was hard to get attention. This was doubly so for women of color, trebly
            if they had difficult histories or were known to drink.
         

         
         She stopped, feeling headachy. Getting up, she packed her bag and strolled over to where the librarian was getting ready to
            close up for the day. If truck drivers were her eyes and ears on the road, librarians were the bartenders of the community,
            often tapped into every local issue and political plot. The woman smiled at her, skeptical but eager to help, as she approached.
         

         
         Ruby leaned against the desk.

         
         “I’m new in town.”

         
         

         She was leaving the building—the librarian locking the doors behind her—when her phone rang, jangling her from her thoughts.

         
         The sticky air hit her like a wet towel to the face. The sunset was a rusty banner.

         
         It was Delaney.

         
         “I’m still working on the bone,” Delaney said right away. “DNA breaks down over time, and with exposure, so this has been
            a tough one. I had another reason to call you.”
         

         
         “What is it?”

         
         “It happened when I entered your client’s DNA into our system.”

         
         “Yeah?”

         
         There was a long pause.

         
         “There was a match. To someone we already have in the database.”

         
         Ruby was puzzled.

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         She could hear Delaney take a deep breath.

         
         “He’s related to a woman living in Georgia. She sent in her DNA in case anyone ever found remains of her missing relative.
            You’re not going to believe this.”
         

         
         The sky was now the color of blood.

         
         “Her last name is Dubois.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            37.

         
         The sheriff had never liked killing pigs. When he was a little sprat, he had been raised in a place with pigs, and he had
            vowed to never own pigs himself, because pigs, fattened before they even reached two, screamed like toddlers being murdered
            when it came time. They knew, too. Somehow, even before someone had boiled the water and readied the winch, or sharpened the
            blades, those smart-ass pigs knew they were going to die.
         

         
         And they screamed about it. They screamed in rebellion; they screamed in fury and fear.

         
         The farm where he had grown up had a large pen, and the pigs were like little mean old men, always staring at you with those
            beady eyes, their tusks having to be sawed down. The pigs had sharp teeth and could give you a very nasty bite. He had hated
            the pigs, it went without saying.
         

         
         

         All that afternoon, the hunt went on. Sometimes the pigs escaped the circle of men, running with loud squeals through the
            forest, and the men sweated, taking more nips from their flasks. They were getting tired and frustrated. The fun was going
            out of the hunt: It was work now.
         

         
         But now the trap was finally closing. The river was ahead, showing through the tight green trees. The water looked like glass
            along the edges, and the middle was nothing but deep rapids.
         

         
         The men stepped out of the woods, triumph on their faces.

         
         They raised their rifles in unison.

         
         With a deep, bellowing grunt of utter fury and despair, an old boar lowered his long, deadly husks and ran directly at the
            man most responsible for this travesty: the sheriff.
         

         
         The sheriff had been expecting such a charge. But he was not expecting such speed. The massive boar came at him, low and impossibly
            fast, his muscular legs churning up the forest floor, his tusks long and sharp. For a crazy moment, their eyes met and the
            sheriff could swear it was a pig of the past, coming for him.
         

         
         Yelping in fear, he sprung instinctually to one side, lowering his rifle to take aim—and the boar went thundering past.

         
         The other pigs, seeing a break in the line, went running toward freedom, too. The men, in a fury, fired at them as they ran.
            Several pigs fell, including the lead sow. Her body jerked as it was mutilated by the bullets she had feared, and she died
            at their feet.
         

         
         A few pig survivors raced off into the forest. The men were left looking at the ones they had killed. The sheriff, breathing
            hard, used the tip of his boot, now wet with blood, to push at the pulsating flesh of the sow.
         

         
         “This one was the leader, I bet,” he said to the other men, who were holding their rifles and looking upset.

         
         “Naw. I think it was that big old boar. You let him get away, Jim.”

         
         “I know. Would rather live to fight another day than have that asshole skewer me.”

         
         “You should have shot him.”

         
         The sheriff gave the man a dirty look. He was still the sheriff—he could deny the guy a hunting tag or pull him over forty
            times in a week if he wanted. The man blanched.
         

         
         “I guess if it had been me, I might have stepped aside, too.”

         
         “We’ll come back, get the rest.”

         
         Somehow, they all knew that wouldn’t happen. What had occurred that day in the forest seemed to make sense, but it did not.
            They would not join the sheriff for another pig hunt. They had a bad feeling about him. Maybe they always had.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            38.

         
         Her name was Cordelia Dubois, and she had sent in the DNA sample after reading an article in Time magazine about the lab and Ruby and Delaney’s work there. Ruby had asked not to be named in the article. She didn’t want
            fame. She wanted to do the work. Delaney had been more than happy to pose, giving the camera a big thumbs-up and telling Ruby
            to get over herself.
         

         
         “I consider myself the family historian,” Cordelia told Ruby, after welcoming her into her cozy home outside Atlanta the following
            morning. “Betty not being found bothered me. I thought, what if someone finds her bones somewhere and don’t know what they
            mean? Like a hunter. So I sent your friend—she’s your friend, you say?—a sample. Spit in the tube just like her new website
            told me to. That way if anyone ever does find Betty, I’ll know about it.”
         

         
         The living room was crowded with family pictures, including a large portrait of a civil war soldier hanging over the mantel.
            Ruby was surprised to see that it was a Union soldier. Usually, white people in the South claimed to be Confederates, even
            if it wasn’t true.
         

         
         “That’s my great-great-grandfather Eldridge Dubois,” the woman said, proudly. “Now,” she said, patting the crochet-covered
            couch, “you have a seat right there. I’ll be back in two shakes of a lamb’s tail.”
         

         
         Ruby sat, waiting.

         
         Cordelia was soon back, carrying a silver tray holding two cloudy glasses of iced tea and a plate of store-bought cookies. Her feathered mules almost caught the edge of the rug, and she lowered the tray carefully. “Don’t get as many visitors anymore,” she said, smiling. She had clearly readied for Ruby after getting her call. 

         
         “I’m not much of a cook,” Cordelia said. “Around here that’s bad as admitting your great-great-grandfather snuck down to Tennessee
            to fight with the Union. There were only a few thousand of them—the white soldiers from the South, I mean. He led a Black
            unit.” She bit into a cookie, and took a dainty sip of her tea.
         

         
         “What made him do that?” Ruby asked, drinking her own tea. It was very cold, very sweet, and delicious.

         
         “Not everyone in Hammock County believed in slavery. My great-great-grandmother was a fixture on the Underground Railroad.
            She was a Quaker.”
         

         
         “I thought Quakers didn’t fight,” Ruby said.

         
         “These ones do.”

         
         It was quite comfortable in the house. It felt like the home of the grandmother Ruby had never had. She could curl up on this
            couch and nap the day away, watched over by the ancestors on the wall.
         

         
         “So,” Cordelia said. “The execution is tomorrow.”

         
         “It is,” Ruby said. “Were you planning on attending?”

         
         “No. I don’t believe in the death penalty.”

         
         “Well, you’re definitely the odd one out.”

         
         She was watching Cordelia closely, trying to discern something. She had similar bone structure to Betty’s and Willa’s. But
            the family resemblance ended there.
         

         
         “Is that why you’re here?” Cordelia asked. “On such a beautiful morning?”

         
         “I’m here because we have a DNA match,” Ruby said. “Not to any remains, at least not yet,” she quickly added. “But you are
            related to someone in our system.”
         

         
         “Who?”

         
         “Mitchell Brown.”

         
         She watched the news hit the woman. The first sign was in her carmine lips, painted with an Avon shade. Ruby had seen that
            color before, and smelled the scent of her youth.
         

         
         “But . . .” Cordelia said, flabbergasted. “He’s the one who . . .”

         
         “Or so they said.”

         
         “He’s my relative? So that means . . . he was related to Betty, too?”

         
         “Apparently, yes. Exactly how we don’t know yet.”

         
         “But . . . he’s a Black man.”

         
         “Many Black Americans have some white in them.”

         
         “I know that. I just . . .” The woman was confounded.

         
         “That’s why I came,” Ruby said. “To figure it out.”

         
         “Okay. Let’s do that.” Cordelia clasped her hands together.

         
         

         They walked the room like it was a museum, and Cordelia explained the connections. The first Dubois, recruited into the Quaker
            faith after watching slave catchers mutilate a Black man. A wedding party outside a Quaker meetinghouse. Country streets,
            somnolent afternoons. A family reunion with people sitting around tables.
         

         
         One photo was of the Pickleweed Motel. It had been taken in better days, when the sign was new. A little boy was sitting on
            the curb outside, playing with a stick in the dirt.
         

         
         “What can you tell me about the motel?” Ruby asked.

         
         “Well, I know that Betty bought it. She was always smart with money. But she had bad luck, all the same. The gas station.
            That was a bad move. She buys the place, the county builds a new road. Gets the motel, the economy crashes.”
         

         
         “What about Willa and Frank?”

         
         She looked uncomfortable.

         
         “What about them?”

         
         “They’re cousins of Betty’s, right?”

         
         “I don’t know much about them, besides the gossip.”

         
         “Tell me the gossip, then.” Ruby smiled.

         
         “Well, their dad was a cousin of Betty’s, which makes them distant cousins, I suppose. Their mom died young, and their dad . . .
            well, they got words for men like that now. Bad words. But back then, why, they didn’t do much. I think people were afraid
            of him.”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         She looked uneasy. “Because of what he was. A bad man, like I said.”

         
         “He treat the kids poorly?”

         
         The woman’s face said it all.

         
         “You got a picture of Frank?”

         
         “You just went past it. That little boy at the motel.”

         
         Ruby went back to the photo. It was blurry, but something about the little boy moved her.

         
         “Not long after that, Frank and Willa got taken away, and that was the last anyone saw of them for a long time.”

         
         “What happened to them?”

         
         “The county took them. Back then, if you were a ward of the state, they made it hard for families to get you back. I heard
            Betty tried, but there was red tape up to here.” She gestured under her chin, and it looked like she was cutting her own throat.
            “Frank tried to protect Willa, from what I heard. Eventually, they grew up and left.”
         

         
         “When did you last see them?”

         
         “Oh, they were little. Maybe at the time of that picture? I heard Frank eventually turned up working at the courthouse. And
            Betty had Willa helping at the motel.”
         

         
         “If there are more of you, why did Willa inherit everything?”

         
         “Whatever do you mean?”

         
         “In the probate, Frank was the executor. He claimed there were no other relatives. He gave it all to Willa.”

         
         “Why, that—” the woman exploded.

         
         “You didn’t know?”

         
         “Of course not!” She was upset, and spots of color appeared under the powder on her cheeks. Her bright mouth pursed. “Frank
            told others that Betty had left everything to Willa. It was all cut-and-dried, he said. We had no reason not to believe him . . .
            none of us live down there anymore. Nothing there for us. And this . . .”
         

         
         “It’s okay,” Ruby soothed, not because it was but because she was concerned about the woman, and she led her to a chair with
            doilies on the arms to sit. Cordelia regained her breath.
         

         
         “Well, I’ll be damned.”

         
         “You really want that motel?” Ruby asked.

         
         “No. I suppose not. It just isn’t right.”

         
         Cordelia patted her chest, and Ruby passed her the glass of tea. She drank, steadily.

         
         Ruby circled the room. She stopped at a picture of a large brick building, and a bad feeling began crawling up her legs. The
            institutional nature of the building reminded her of the poorhouse. But it was clearly here in Georgia. The antiquated lettering
            was crooked underneath.
         

         
         hammock county home for children, it said.
         

         
         “What’s this?”

         
         “That’s the home where Willa and Frank got sent.” She made a face. “I have the picture for posterity, I guess. I hear it was
            an awful place. Just plain awful. If they thought their dad was bad . . .”
         

         
         Behind the home there were pens and pastures, and an old red barn. Ruby could see animals in the pens, and what looked like children tending them. The poor need to work. Even children. They might become lazy, otherwise. They might start feeling like they had the right to exist. 

         
         “What kind of animals did they raise?” Ruby asked, stepping closer to the old photograph.

         
         “Oh, all kinds. Chickens, mostly. And pigs. They slaughtered them and sold the meat. Can you imagine, being a ward of the
            state and being forced to kill the animals you raised?”
         

         
         “Their dad, what was his name?”

         
         “Jerry Lee Castle. He’s dead now.”

         
         “He the kind to spread it around?”

         
         “I’m sure he was.”

         
         “You got any relatives by the name of Higginbottom?”

         
         Cordelia drank her tea. “Not that I know. But clearly, there is a lot I do not.”
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         It was quiet in the closed-up apartment. Ruby was gone so often that the coffeepot was covered in dust. The top of the fridge
            had a rind on it; the antiseptic insides held little besides a bowl of withered cherries, a half-empty yogurt, and a chunk
            of cheddar cheese, hardening in an opened wrapper.
         

         
         If only Ruby could see, the bone thought. She had been right: There would be more victims. There was the pink flag for Charise,
            not far from the red flag for Desirée in Portland, and the new flag for Rosanna Higginbottom.
         

         
         There was enough red for the cluster to be clear.

         
         But there was something else.

         
         Slowly, like a man traveling and taking his time, the red stream parted the Midwest, and here and there were other flags,
            also red, and then there was a sudden burst of color in Georgia. Especially in Union City, and in Hammock County.
         

         
         Another cluster.

         
         In Georgia, the red deepened into purple and then blue as the years passed, and Ruby would soon add flags to this map for
            the women whose reports she’d recently found—so many missing women.
         

         
         There is one flag the bone wants Ruby to consider—it is a blue that matches the southern sky.

         
         It is the flag that says Betty Dubois, and the bone knows what happened.
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         It’s the night of the murder.

         
         Mitchell enters the bar, flush with his promotion and new life. He’s been on the job for two weeks, settling in, and he likes
            it here. He’s never lived or worked in a place with mostly Black faces, and had no idea how tense he had been before. Or how
            relaxed he could feel.
         

         
         He takes a stool at the bar, orders a beer, grinning at the bartender. The place is starting to fill up, but there is still
            an empty stool next to him. An older woman sits at the end of the bar, drinking one of those huge, hideous concoctions with
            eighteen shots of cheap booze and a maraschino cherry and an umbrella on top. A handwritten sign behind the bar says limit: one all-day sipper per customer. But most of the patrons are drinking beer.
         

         
         Down the bar, a man is eating a burger with fries. The bar offers food, from the grill in back, but Mitchell doesn’t have
            money for that right now. He’s focusing on getting ahead so he can furnish his new apartment. He didn’t bring much from Oregon.
            Life is cheaper here, though, so his dollar will go farther. He’s excited. He wants to fix up his new place so he can start
            dating. He’s heard there is a vibrant gay community in Atlanta. Black men, too. It’s a new start for him.
         

         
         Someone puts a coin in the jukebox and chooses a song. Steve Winwood. Mitchell hums and sways with the music. He can hum and sway here and no one looks twice. He thinks of his grandfather, and feels a pang for leaving him behind. He thinks the old man would like it here, too. But grandfather will never leave Chinook. He has his bone, and this thought casts a pall on Mitchell’s happiness. 

         
         “Is this stool taken?”

         
         He turns to see a man above him, behind him, and the two of them stare at each other in shock. In recognition.

         
         “Hey!” Mitchell blurts.

         
         Then he apologizes. “You’re the last person I expected to see here. What are you doing in Georgia?”

         
         The man stares at him for a long moment. He takes the stool, almost unwillingly, his own mind a churn of thoughts, and the
            biggest one is He cannot tell anyone he saw me.
         

         
         

         A few beers later, Mitchell is telling a story. He is not sure if he has told anyone this story before. The man next to him
            has turned into a blur. The bar is a blur. At the end of the bar, the old lady watches with gimlet eyes, as if laughing that
            he cannot hold his liquor.
         

         
         In truth, Mary Baldwin doesn’t like the look of the man talking to the happy young man. He gives her a bad feeling, and she
            remembers him later, and describes him in detail to the police. There was a district attorney present for the interview, a
            big man who seemed very interested in what she had to say. But they never followed up. Or maybe they called her and she didn’t
            answer. That is very much a possibility, too.
         

         
         The odd part is, Mitchell doesn’t feel like he’s had that much to drink—he’s had a few beers before. When he was working at the factory in Portland, sometimes he’d go out with the others. They did fun things, like axe-throwing and bowling and billiards. He’s looking forward to making friends like that here. He should be tipsy by now—the hours have passed, along with the beers, and he’s gotten up to pee a couple of times, and drunk some water—but he should not be as inebriated as he suddenly feels. He gets a strange, cold and hot feeling all over. For a moment, he thinks, If I were a girl, I’d think I’d been doped. 

         
         But the thought passes. He cannot hold on to any thought for long.

         
         “Anyhow, I never expected to get to know you,” he tells the man next to him.

         
         The bartender is suddenly before him. The man next to him, he has noticed, gets quiet when the bartender comes over. It’s
            like he wants others to think they are strangers. Inside his cloud of intoxication, Mitchell doesn’t like how the man is acting.
         

         
         Mary Baldwin watches. When the bartender isn’t looking, she adds cheap vodka from airline bottles to her giant glass. She
            gets the bottles at the neighborhood liquor store—she steals them when the clerk isn’t looking. Eventually she will stop coming
            to the bar, when it becomes easier, and cheaper, to just drink handles.
         

         
         “I’m cutting you off,” the bartender is saying, and the thought crosses his mind that if Mitchell were a woman, he would suggest
            he sleep it off in the back room. He doesn’t like the way the young man’s eyes are moving.
         

         
         “Okay.” Mitchell is having a hard time moving his lips, too. His legs feel like they are barely attached to his body. At any
            moment, his soul might fly away.
         

         
         “Won’t let you drive, either.”

         
         “I live close,” Mitchell hears himself say. It sounds like a voice speaking from far away. Like the ceiling.

         
         “You work at that factory, right?”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “Never seen someone get drunk as easy as you.”

         
         “I can walk. Let me take a piss first.”

         
         He usually didn’t say words like piss. He had been raised too well for that. If the ghost of his mother was watching, she was screaming at him.
         

         
         Surprisingly, his legs work well enough to walk. They carry him, woodenly, to the bathroom, and he returns, having even washed
            his hands. He thinks he is feeling better.
         

         
         “See?” he says to the bartender, but the bartender is not there. He is down the bar, serving a large group that has just come
            in, and Mitchell is talking to empty air. The people from this group will later testify at the trial, confirming that they
            saw Mitchell leave the bar, but little else.
         

         
         No one else is aware of Mitchell except Mary Baldwin, the cook who finished his meal hours before and is now reading the handicapping
            form, and Wes Rogers, who is in the corner, scoping everyone out, as is his habit. The cook is waiting to go home until he
            knows that his wife will be there, after her late shift at the local hospital. Wes is thinking about following Mitchell out
            and robbing him, but something tells him that the husky young man might be strong in a fight, even if he looks shit-clobbered.
         

         
         Mitchell, finding that no one is talking to him, including the man he thought he knew, leaves. He finds himself in the parking
            lot, confused. It is cooling off with night, and the fresh air feels startling. His truck is suddenly before him, and he reaches,
            instinctively, for his keys.
         

         
         

         The man waits until Mitchell leaves, and, with calculated ease, finishes his own beer. Fingering something in his pocket,
            he heads for the door.
         

         
         No one notices him leaving—except Mary Baldwin, the cook, and Wes Rogers. All would mention this fact later in their interviews. It probably meant nothing, they all said. 

         
         

         A sea of eerie green, darker with night. The feeling of a warm wind rushing in his window. A flickering light in the distance.

         
         Mitchell knows he took a wrong turn. He has driven out of Union City without even realizing it. The intoxication comes in
            waves. One moment he feels he can think, and his arms and legs seem to be working fine, and then minutes later he comes to
            again, aware that he has blacked out and has been driving the whole time.
         

         
         He has no idea how much time has passed. It might have been minutes, hours, or days. All he knows is that the road is straight,
            it is impossibly dark out, and he is lost.
         

         
         He is beginning to get scared. Someplace deep inside him, a voice cries out. This is not right, it says.
         

         
         There, up ahead. It is a gas station.

         
         In his relief, he feels sweat pop out all over him. He will stop here and get help.

         
         

         Betty Dubois watches the young man almost fall out of his truck. The truck is old—she is used to that—but she sees that the
            plates are not local. Neither is the drunk young man, clearly. She can tell that just from the color of his skin.
         

         
         She thinks that maybe the fellow is high, too—there is something beyond booze in the jerky way he leaves his truck. He walks
            like he is clearing hurdles. He looks at the concrete step outside as if it is a million feet high. He makes his way up the
            six inches and finds the door handle. His face is beaded with sickly-looking sweat.
         

         
         She expects him to fall over, but he does not.

         
         Instead, in a brief moment of lucidity, he makes his way to the cooler and grabs a soda. He brings it to the counter. He tries
            on a grin, but it looks more like a grimace.
         

         
         She smiles cautiously at him. She takes in his handsome features, paralyzed with drink.

         
         “You okay, son?” she asks. Where she lives, people still call Black men “boy,” but this Betty refuses to do. Any man under
            a certain age is “son,” any girl “darling” or “honey.”
         

         
         “Fine,” he rumbles, then clears his throat. He wipes dry lips coated with a white substance. His mouth is dry, and his stomach
            heaves.
         

         
         “You don’t look fine.”

         
         Now he remembers why he is here—he is scared. And drunk.

         
         “I’m not okay,” he tells her, his eyes wide. They are screaming at her, Something is wrong, and I cannot tell you what.

         
         “I can see that,” she says, gently.

         
         If he were a white man, Betty would call the local police, and they would take him to the station to dry out for a few hours.
            They kept an empty cell in the back for just that. Every town had its collection of drunks, and Pickleweed was no different.
         

         
         But that treatment was not for men like him. To tell the truth, it wasn’t safe for a lot of the locals, either. They might
            find themselves charged with all sorts of crimes and end up in the state prison, working the crops. Everyone suspected that
            the cops had quotas, but no one rebelled much against it—they were too convinced that without the police, there would be lawlessness.
            Betty reflected that this might be true. It was a conundrum, all right.
         

         
         “Did you use drugs, son?” she asks. At one time, Betty had served on the town’s auxiliary medical unit, created because they were so far from the closest hospital. As a trained volunteer, Betty learned how to tend to overdose victims and give insulin and B vitamin shots to alcoholics having delirium tremens. 

         
         “No.” He shakes his head, confused.

         
         He’s just drunk, she thinks. Nothing he can’t sleep off, but she can’t let him get back behind the wheel.

         
         She gives it some thought, and decides, smiling.

         
         “Tell you what,” she says, pushing the soda toward him. “Take this. It’s on me. You probably need some fluids. Have a little
            nap, outside, in your truck. I’ll come wake you in a few hours, when you’re feeling better. Then I’ll tell you how to get
            home.”
         

         
         “Union City,” he remembers.

         
         “See? We’ll get you there.”

         
         “You will?” His mouth feels numb.

         
         “Sure. You just need to sleep it off. I’ll watch over you, I promise. Everything will be fine.”

         
         He is worried, even in his stupor. He turns around, looking over the brightly lit gas station with the jar of pickled eggs
            next to the ropes of jerky and the jar of pickled hot sausage, and feels a vast disturbance of spirit. You are in the wrong place, that feeling tells him. It starts in his feet and climbs up his knees.
         

         
         “Am I okay, ma’am?” he asks.

         
         “You’ll be fine,” she reassures him, again. She pats the cold counter. “Put your keys here. Come on now.”

         
         He digs for his keys, and, forgetting she had offered him the soda for free, grabs for his wallet. He pulls it out with numb
            fingers.
         

         
         Betty watches him carefully lay his keys and wallet on the counter. She starts pushing the wallet back, but he has already grabbed the soda and is weaving his way back to his truck. The step is harder on the way down. He lurches to his truck, opens the driver’s side door, and crawls inside. 

         
         In a few moments, she goes to check on him, peering through the crack in the window. He is already asleep.

         
         

         In the dark down the road, in the shadows, the man is watching. He has pulled over and killed his lights. He sees Betty’s
            white hair and smiles.
         

         
         After a bit, he opens his door.
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         “hammock county home for children,” said the pocked metal sign on the road, and in front of Ruby, shrouded in the misty hills, was the home. Ancient oaks draped
            in moss lined the drive, and from their bark emanated the dusky roar of the cicadas.
         

         
         She parked in the front. In the back, she could see, there were still pastures and pens, and a freshly painted barn.

         
         She made her way up to the porch, thinking about how many doors she had knocked on over the years. Someday, maybe she would
            knock on all of them, asking the question under her heart: Have you seen her?
         

         
         A woman answered the door, and Ruby felt a strong sense of déjà vu, because she had visited hundreds of places like this in
            her work. Orphanages, with modern-day names like “residential facilities.” Transitional housing—that’s what they called halfway
            homes nowadays. Group homes—what were once called insane asylums. Different names, still the same. Places of exile.
         

         
         Including for children. Like this home.

         
         She could hear them, though, humming in the walls like the insects outside. After a brief explanation, she was admitted.

         
         

         The current director was more than willing to have Ruby look over her place—once she signed a release to not divulge the names of any of the children currently in residence. Ruby looked at their milky, pale skin and unfocused eyes and agreed. She thought of her own years in foster care and was glad that at least she hadn’t been sent to a place like this. She recalled a social worker saying it was hard to find foster homes for teenage girls, but at least she wasn’t a teenage boy, because they were the hardest of all to find homes for. They were sent to institutions like this. 

         
         She studied the kids while on her tour. Many looked shrunken for their age, with hollow chests. Others were inflated with
            medication, their skin puffy. Their hair looked clean, but it had the dull look she often saw in such places, from the industrial
            shampoo. It was from despair, too, Ruby knew. There was no institution in the world that could feel like a family. In her
            foster homes, at least she could walk to school. She could invite other kids over, and go into a kitchen where there was a
            real parent, who sometimes smiled at you.
         

         
         “What exactly would you like to know?” the director asked. They had ended the tour in the cafeteria, where the bell had rung
            for lunch. The kids were sitting down at tables. Each carried their own tray, and they had been taught to not even touch elbows.
            From the corners, armed guards watched.
         

         
         “There were two kids here, a long time ago,” she said. “Frank and Willa Castle. I’d like their records, if I may.”

         
         “This way,” the director said, leading her away from the cafeteria, and Ruby felt the eyes of some of the children surreptitiously
            follow her.
         

         
         “Are the kids here up for adoption?” Ruby asked.

         
         “Most of the kids here are in what I call system limbo,” the director said as she led her down the cold hallways. “They were
            removed from their parents, and the courts have never gotten around to terminating rights. Or they have such challenges, we
            think it’s best they remain a ward of the state.”
         

         
         “Why is that?”

         
         The woman stopped. “Once they terminate rights, the child is free for adoption. But I’m sure you understand the problem. There
            are over half a million kids in the foster system. People only want the babies. Maybe toddlers. They don’t want older kids
            and adolescents. Especially kids who were molested and abused. So what happens to a kid like that who’s open for adoption?”
         

         
         “What happens?” Ruby asked as the director resumed walking. They were heading toward the back of the building, where a small
            room with a wooden door had a gold plaque that said Records.

         
         “The state tries to place them. There are no takers. So they stay here. But the child knows they are free for adoption. They
            know that in this entire county, no one wants them. What do you think that does to their psyche? It’s better that they stay
            in the limbo. Trust me”—the woman unlocked the door—“I’ve seen what happens otherwise.”
         

         
         

         A few hours later, Ruby had combed through all the records. In one file, she had found Frank and Willa Castle, their child
            faces staring up from the paperwork.
         

         
         There was little in the file, but what was there didn’t need to be expounded. She read the reasons for their removal and felt
            the air leave her body. Poor Willa—and poor Frank. It gave her a new perspective on the man who had tried to kill her. Who
            had once worked for Jerrod Tinsley at the courthouse.
         

         
         There were no other relatives listed.

         
         The siblings had left when Frank was eighteen. He had taken Willa with him, though she was younger. Asks if he can leave with his sister, said the file. Request granted. And a final note: Troubled young man, but he does care about his sister.

         
         

         Ruby wandered outside and saw some of the kids throwing grain to a clucking cluster of chickens running madly underfoot.

         
         The director joined her. She had put on a pair of muddy galoshes and looked much happier out here than she had inside. Her
            face had relaxed, and she smiled at one of the boys, who couldn’t have been more than eight. He was young enough to still
            have hope in his face.
         

         
         “Good job, Grant,” she called, and the boy went back to shaking grain. The air was pungent with the smell of damp feathers.

         
         “When I took this place over,” the director said, “the county was talking about getting rid of all the farm animals. They
            were phasing out compulsory work. But I knew better.”
         

         
         “Kids love animals.”

         
         “Exactly! Kids love critters. They like being outside with the animals. More than once, we’ve caught them sleeping in the
            sheep pen. They like the warmth. Animals accept you when no one else does.”
         

         
         “What about slaughtering them?” Ruby asked.

         
         “That part we definitely stopped. These animals stay. Well, the chickens, once they stop laying—some of them take a discreet
            trip to the soup pot. But most of the animals here are lifers. It gives the kids hope. I don’t know if that makes sense.”
         

         
         “It means they won’t be killed, either.”

         
         “Yes—psychologically, they know they can stay. We even get kids who come back to visit the animals they’ve known. We harvest
            the eggs and sell them at the farmer’s market. It’s a reward for good behavior—getting to be on the farmer’s market crew.”
         

         
         Ruby was watching the chickens and thinking about all the times on a case when she had assumed one thing, and the opposite had been true. There had been many times she’d thought the innocent were guilty, and others when she was so laser focused on one suspect, she missed everything else. She tried to think about those times not as mistakes but as part of the process. You don’t know until you know—you have to try all the roads. 

         
         “Do you still have pigs?” she asked.

         
         “No.” The woman shook her head. “Just the chickens, a few sheep, some ducks and goats. We had some mini horses, but they cost
            a fortune to keep up.”
         

         
         The little boy had emptied his grain bin—an old plastic milk jug cut down into a scoop—and he looked forlorn.

         
         “Get some more,” the director called. He trotted off happily.

         
         “That one is still young enough,” the director said. “I think he’s got a fighting chance to find a home. But we have to act
            quickly, because the longer a child stays in a place like this, the harder it gets for them to adapt to a normal family.”
         

         
         “I was told that when the Castle kids were here,” Ruby said, holding up the old file, “it was hard for relatives who wanted
            them to get them back.”
         

         
         The director nodded. “That’s true. They used to think that one bad apple meant the whole family was rotten. If a child was
            removed for a significant reason, like sexual abuse, they didn’t trust anyone in that clan. But now we know that’s not necessarily
            true. We do family placements when we can. We call them kinship placements now.”
         

         
         “If the Castle kids were here now, could they have gone to their cousin Betty?”

         
         “If her home was safe.” The director lowered her voice. “I know this is no place for a child.”

         
         

         Ruby left, but before she was even down the drive, she had to pull over, in a clearing under the trees, because she began to feel dizzy, even unwell. She felt her hands on the wheel and heard the bone, calling from far away. It was saying, Will you listen to me now?

         
         Okay, she thought, opening her mind to the impossible. Tell me. I’m listening.

         
         The sky split open for her then, and she was back in the woods outside Chinook, only now something terrible had occurred.
            She was in the mind of something, something that was no longer with us, not in the same way. She was a set of dimly twinkling
            stars. Ruby was at the stars, and she was looking down—on the poorhouse, once again. She saw through a hole in the roof into
            a room back in time. The matron was there, writing in her ledgers. She was writing a name in the front of the book. She looked
            up, into her doorway, and Ruby was in Georgia. She was in a car pulling up outside the factory where Mitchell had been transferred.
            She was a set of hands on the wheel. She felt the sickness rise in her then, and she knew why most people didn’t want to listen
            to the dead. It was miraculous and awful. Why, she might step through, herself, and—
         

         
         She came to suddenly, her skin clammy and cold all over, and she could feel how hard it was for the bone, too. How much effort
            it took to communicate from that place. She heard the bone faintly now, from a distance, pleading with her. Save him, the bone was saying.
         

         
         

         Ruby stood outside the factory, watching the last of the workers leave for the day. They said goodbye to each other, carrying their empty lunch boxes. They would go to their apartments across the street and wash the plastic bags they had carried their sandwiches in—bread bags that once had labels, now worn off—and they would hang the bags over the kitchen sink spout to dry as she and her mother had done. Once, eating a sandwich at school, she had accidentally eaten a tiny piece of label that said Franz, and, amused, she had imagined it growing into a factory inside of her, all clanging metal and rising yeast. 

         
         A man was coming out, talking with the supervisor.

         
         Ronald, as fresh as a West Coast sunrise in the Georgia glimmer.

         
         

         He saw her, and his handsome face registered pleasure. Then he was crossing the sidewalk to say hello. He towered above her,
            friendly.
         

         
         “We were just discussing you,” he said.

         
         The others had left; it was just the two of them.

         
         “I was just thinking about factories,” she said.

         
         “Tell me over a drink?” he asked.

         
         

         They went not to the Drinking Spot but to another place down the street, a smaller pub with a swinging sign outside. She noticed
            that his accent changed in the room. People were mimics, she had found. If they were around bad people, they became bad, and
            they didn’t even know it.
         

         
         Ronald, his last name plain old Smith, ordered himself a beer, and she had a glass of white wine that tasted as crisp as summer.
            They sat near the bay window, to watch the sunset. She pictured it diving over the Pacific.
         

         
         He seemed to be thinking the same. “I have a place in Winchester Bay, by the ocean,” he said. “It’s not the fanciest place,
            but I like it there. Have you ever been?”
         

         
         She was surprised and pleased. Winchester Bay was an Oregon fishing town, with old men and women sitting in the shadows of
            the sea, and stinging spray over the smell of freshly shucked oysters. It was exactly the kind of place she liked.
         

         
         “I have,” she said, sipping her wine.

         
         “I imagine a lot of the places you end up are poor.”

         
         “Well, I’ve never seen a rich man on death row.”

         
         He drank his beer, wiped his mouth. The bar was warm, but not too warm: it smelled of hops, like Old Town. She felt an almost
            dizzying array of emotions.
         

         
         “I looked you up,” he said. “It must be lonely work.”

         
         “I think most people pick careers to be happy, or at least secure,” she said. “There’s nothing wrong with that. But my career
            picked me.”
         

         
         “I imagine it must feel like being a person of biblical times going out into the wilderness to pick up the dead goats after
            they had been driven out.”
         

         
         She blinked: It was a terrible, and accurate, assessment of her work.

         
         “The more you do it,” he said, “the harder it must be.”

         
         “It stops seeming real,” she said. “The city becomes the dream. The mirage. The real world is out there—here in the wilderness.
            It’s Mitchell in his cage, waiting to die.”
         

         
         “No wonder you didn’t want to talk to me.”

         
         They drank, quietly, for a moment. Soon, she knew, he would ask if she’d like another drink, and she would say no, because
            she was on a case—she was always on a case—and she had never found a man who was willing to fit into that kind of work, to
            support her the way she supported him. She didn’t want something ordinary. That was the truth. Because she was not ordinary—none
            of us are, really—and neither was the world. It was extraordinary.
         

         
         “I came down here to check the factory,” he said. “We have several factories here in the Deep South, where labor—and housing—is
            cheaper. Others are overseas. I travel a lot, too. I get it. Maybe not entirely, but I do.”
         

         
         “Have you ever married?” she asked, taking a sip of her wine.

         
         “No,” he said.

         
         “Did you really come down here on the eve of an execution to check the factory?”

         
         He looked outside to the gloaming night. In the apartment building up the street, women in kitchens were making sandwiches
            for tomorrow, the men in front of the tube.
         

         
         “The supervisor told me you visited. Do we have anything to do with this?”

         
         “I don’t think so.”

         
         “Can I help?”

         
         A wildness filled her. The wildness of hope.

         
         “Do you know what happened?”

         
         “I’m afraid not.”

         
         “Then maybe not.” She smiled at him.

         
         “The fellow who visited before, was he a real investigator?”

         
         “Nope. I checked.”

         
         “Well, shit. We should have known better. He had access to the files, you know—don’t know if the supervisor told you that.”

         
         “He did not. Was anything missing?”

         
         He looked uneasy. “Yes. Mitchell’s file here. The supervisor didn’t realize it at the time. But that’s what I just confirmed.
            We went looking for it, and it was gone.”
         

         
         “How long has it been gone?”

         
         “No idea. No one ever asked before.”

         
         “Do you know why someone would take it?” she asked.

         
         “No,” he said. “But you have the original copy from Oregon, right?”

         
         “Right.”

         
         His face was genuinely kind, and caring.

         
         “If you don’t find anything by tomorrow—”

         
         “He dies.”

         
         It was as simple as that: the dead goat, torn apart by the wolves. The scapegoat the people had decided must suffer for all
            their sins.
         

         
         “You’ve saved a lot of men, I read. Dozens.”

         
         “More have died.”

         
         “And you find missing women, too.”

         
         She appreciated that he didn’t say, or imply, what others sometimes did: that the missing women were a side job.

         
         “Other than that, I couldn’t find anything on you. No interviews, even though I found mention of you on some pretty high-profile
            cases.”
         

         
         She smiled a little to herself. “The attorneys like to take credit. It’s okay.”

         
         “I’m sure you could get publicity, if that’s what you want.”

         
         “That’s not what I want.”

         
         He looked at the last of his beer, sliding down the inside of the glass. He didn’t seem in a rush to drink more, like many
            people. She liked him now.
         

         
         “What do you want?” he asked.

         
         “That’s a big question,” she said quietly.

         
         She could feel it in the air then. The hum.

         
         They looked at each other for a long moment.

         
         “How about you?” she asked.

         
         He sighed, rubbing his chin. “When I was a little boy . . . no, I won’t burden you with that story. Instead I’ll just ask,
            because I know you probably want to finish your work here, when you get back to Portland, and I’m there, too, will you go
            out with me? We could even drive down to Winchester Bay.”
         

         
         “I’d like that,” she said.

         
         He smiled, truly happy. He carried their empty glasses to the bar, and the bartender smiled, too, observing that the couple
            looked years younger than they had when they came in. He liked to think his pub was like that: Magical things happened here.
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         The two officers of the Pickleweed police—Aaron Evans and Patrick Dufur—reacted the way they had been trained to. They kept
            their guns pointed at the suspect until they had him in their car, cuffed so tight his fingertips turned blue. Mitchell was
            groggy and nauseous. He struggled to remember how he had gotten there.
         

         
         The morning sun was bright, and he blinked, looking around, bewildered. He was outside a gas station in a place he had never
            been before.
         

         
         He could see from the back of the police car into the gas station.

         
         There was blood all over the floor.

         
         His eyes widened, and his heart thumped in his chest. The police had left him in the locked car to go inside, and the kid
            who had called them was standing frozen by his bike, just looking.
         

         
         Mitchell could see gobbets of blood on the cooler doors. It looked like a slaughterhouse in there. An interior prayer started
            in him, and it went, Dear God, don’t let this be true and This cannot be true. This is not happening. I am sleeping. I will wake up. I will wake up back in my apartment in Union City.
               I will wake up by the Chinook River.

         
         One of the officers came back outside, staring at him as he made a call on his walkie-talkie. It was the coldest stare Mitchell
            had ever seen, and being a Black man, he had gotten some cold looks. This one went beyond cold. It took him a moment to see
            it for what it really was, and he didn’t think it had anything to do with race. It had to do with murder.
         

         
         It was hate. Icy cold, white-hot hate.

         
         Later that day, they took Mitchell to the police station. There, in a back room made of concrete with no windows, the officers took turns beating him. They knew he was guilty—it was obvious. His keys had been found on the counter, and in the front seat of his truck, next to where he had been sleeping, there was a blood-splashed wallet. 

         
         In the concrete room, Mitchell could barely breathe. The blood had settled in his lungs. His eyes were black with it. His
            lips were so swollen that it hurt to swallow. His neck was scratched from being choked. Over and over again, the officers
            asked him, Where is she? And one even cried with rage while beating him, saying, I know you done it.

         
         Later, he would not remember confessing. All he remembered was the terror. He knew, in that moment, he would never leave the
            land of small concrete rooms. He had been jettisoned from a world where he had never belonged, and now there was no going
            back.
         

         
         At the gas station, the officers scraped samples of the blood off the floor, and put them in vials. They asked a local farmer
            with bloodhounds to search the woods, using a scrap of clothing from Betty’s farmhouse closet.
         

         
         Mitchell’s truck was taken into impound and the bloody handprint photographed. After a few days, he was stripped out of the
            clothes he had worn while being beaten, and these, heavy with blood, were put into an evidence bag and, along with the vials
            of blood, taken to the tiny crime lab in the back of the station, where they were examined by the solitary technician. He
            knew his job. They all knew their job.
         

         
         Mitchell was clearly guilty, and if they had to add a paperweight or two to keep the papers from flying off the desk, they
            would, because they didn’t want to take the chance that a killer might walk free. None of them felt bad about it because they
            were making sure a guilty man got his just deserts.
         

         
         No one on the jury stopped to ask why the wallet was on the seat next to Mitchell and not in his pocket. Or why the police didn’t look for other tire tracks, or dust the counter for prints. Or if there was video from the bar, and if there was, why it wasn’t shown. 

         
         Actually, one person did ask those questions. District Attorney Jerrod Tinsley asked himself, as the trial ended with a gavel
            drop and a death sentence. What had seemed so cut-and-dried in a trial, he knew, could fall apart like flowers left in a vase
            for too long.
         

         
         So he called the impound lot. Time to crush that truck. The video, he couldn’t do much about. It was already in the vaults,
            and he didn’t want to risk his career by stealing it. They did things by the book there, and he didn’t want his name, or any
            other, showing up on a clipboard later if the defense started poking around. No one was going to care about an irrelevant
            tape, anyhow. The exhibit boxes were another story. He knew that any proper appeal attorney would want to retest the bloody
            clothing and examine the lab results. They might notice that the tests were suspicious, and realize that what was said on
            the stand might not be true.
         

         
         He called a man with a dog in the fight. Frank Castle.

         
         Frank dressed in his old uniform, and then the boxes were gone.

         
         Ten years later, the district attorney was haunted by what had happened. Not because he felt guilty, but because at the press
            conference after the execution he would be announcing what Ruby had learned at the library: He was running for governor against
            the incumbent. His advisors—including those wealthy shareholders in the prison system—had told him that the governor was weakening,
            especially on the issue of crime. It was a prime opportunity for Tinsley to move into the position. The prison system was
            more profitable than oil, and he wanted to be in prime position when the gusher was tapped.
         

         
         But first he needed Mitchell Brown to die. The execution of a high-profile murderer was guaranteed media coverage. Tinsley would appear on televisions across the state, talking about the need for a governor who was tough on crime—just like him. It was the opening sally against an opponent already on the ropes. This execution would launch Tinsley’s campaign. 

         
         In a different story, the bone will tell you, the district attorney would have felt conflicted by the obvious tension between
            truth and justice. But he didn’t. He felt perfectly okay about what he had done, because in his mind, he had framed a guilty
            man.
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         As the sun came up, Ruby sat in her car outside the gas station where the crime had happened. She had known, on this day of
            execution, that sleep would not come.
         

         
         Mitchell was slated for execution later that morning.

         
         She pulled the map from her crowded bag, opening it in the pearly soft half-light. The trees looked thick with darkness. She
            smelled distant woodsmoke and low rivers, the exposed mud. The cicadas were dwindling but still insistent.
         

         
         She traced the route Mitchell had drawn from Oregon to Georgia, then found the spot where she was sitting now. It was mostly
            farmland around here. Farmland and foothills, the misty morning rising.
         

         
         Stretching her neck, she felt the bones creak. The take-out coffee cup at her side was empty. Someday, her friend Delaney
            had once joked, they’d go to take Ruby’s blood and it would be coffee.
         

         
         It was a forensic scientist joke, Ruby figured.

         
         The woods were quiet. To the north was the Pickleweed Motel. Willa would be rising now, preparing for her day. She would be
            placing tiny soaps alongside sinks, shaking out stale duvets. Turning pillows, looking for marks of life on the sheets.
         

         
         Ruby stared at the map. She used her finger to draw her own path, from the bar to the gas station. It had been a clean shot.
            Mitchell had followed the road straight here.
         

         
         Something about that bothered her.

         
         Feeling teary, she put away the map. She had failed, she thought, and it was too late to rectify that. Not just to save her client’s life but to catch the real killer, too. Not only of Betty, she suspected, but of the other women who had gone missing. 

         
         Ruby knew she could tell herself she would return here and work those cases. Maybe she would. But she also knew that as soon
            as she was finished with this case, her phone would ring. There were too many missing women, too many men on death row, for
            her to work them all.
         

         
         Mitchell would be dead by then. Ruby had posthumously exonerated several men who had been executed, or died while on death
            row. It gave her no satisfaction. If anything, it was the most painful aspect of her career. She felt their reproach. You were too late, those voices said.
         

         
         She rummaged through her crowded bag, pausing at Mitchell’s job application. She remembered thinking how sometimes it was
            one detail that broke a case. Like that section he had filled out on his challenge. How he’d gotten to know everyone around
            Chinook.
         

         
         Her hand found the copies of the ledgers, each one held together with a neat clip in the top left-hand corner. It was something
            else she had promised herself to do: find the relatives of these people. She could even go looking for her own long-lost relatives,
            find them somewhere in the fields of life.
         

         
         She closed her eyes. They felt grainy and hot. It never got easier, to say goodbye to someone you had tried to save.

         
         She thought of her last vision, and the matron in her chair, writing down a name. She would have noted each new person that
            arrived, and all that died. The few that were born at the poorhouse, like her mother. The effervescent, purehearted Desirée.
         

         
         Ruby opened the first ledger at random, and began turning pages. There were a lot of Ralphs, many Elizabeths. Popular names at the time. A Georgette appeared, an Englebert. A Samuel. She was wasting time, she was sure. 

         
         She stopped. In the vision, the matron had been writing a name in the front of the ledger.
         

         
         Trembling, she turned to the first page. Here the matron had written her own name, with her title. The staff had their own
            page, you see. Because they were not quite residents.
         

         
         They were employees.

         
         She saw it then, and she knew.
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         Back in Chinook, the sheriff stood on the bluff outside the cabin, watching the sun rise over the river. Grandfather stood
            next to him. He was missing the bone, but he knew it was for the best. It still talked to him.
         

         
         “I guess today is the day,” the sheriff said, and the grandfather stared, sightless, feeling the memories of the river. He
            was remembering Mitchell as a child, chasing dragonflies down the shore.
         

         
         “Is that why you’re here?” the grandfather asked. The sheriff had never willingly visited before.

         
         “Yes. I . . . wanted to let you know I was thinking of you. At this time.”

         
         “You never cared before.”

         
         “That’s true. I was so wrapped up in my own pain, I couldn’t see it.”

         
         “See what?”

         
         “That maybe neither of them ran off.”

         
         There. It was said.

         
         The grandfather listened, his nose alert, his white eyes seeing. He couldn’t actually see, of course, but he knew in that
            moment that the sheriff was having a rare moment of honesty.
         

         
         And it was too late.

         
         The sheriff thought of his daughter, Emma. He wanted to call her, say, Come home, Emma. I will fix everything. But he knew he never would, because that was a promise he couldn’t keep. He could not change the past or himself. The die was cast. People changed, he had found, one small step at a time, and he had never taken the first step. His wife, Rosanna, had wanted him to. She had railed at him often enough, You can change, Jim. You can change. But he did not, and now it was too late.
         

         
         The grandfather was silent, sniffing his memories.

         
         The sheriff looked at the river. He saw a lifetime spent near it, in a town he had tried to protect—and failed. That’s mostly
            what he saw.
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         The farm that had once belonged to Betty Dubois was outside Pickleweed, in one of the many hollows of the region. It felt
            like a place lost in time, the trees dripping green. The sky was a smudge of hot blue.
         

         
         At one time, Ruby could see, Betty had painted the fence white, and planted roses along it. The roses were ungainly now, overgrown
            and covered with black spots, and their rotting petals fell as Ruby’s car passed.
         

         
         Ruby parked outside the farmhouse, which looked empty. The windows were cracked, the gutters hanging. She imagined how Betty
            would feel, seeing her beloved property this way.
         

         
         Ruby’s knees tingled. She made her way up to the buckled front porch and pounded on the mud-smeared door. There was no answer.

         
         She walked around the house, trying to peer in the windows, but they were covered with old curtains, gone to grease. There
            was an old washtub on the back porch, with a ring of dirty water in it, and a lot of empty beer cans strewn about. The beer
            cans had a bright, metallic look in the foggy morning.
         

         
         She stepped back, examining the house. There was no basement, only a crawl space. She got down on all fours and peeked into
            it. It smelled musty, but not of the dead. She would recognize that smell. The stages of decay had particular odors that Ruby
            recognized even from a distance. Even buried, remains had a stench that permeated the soil, and besides, the crawl space was
            too low for anyone to crawl into and bury a body. There was no one here.
         

         
         She backed out and stood up, looking beyond the back field to the brambly, thick woods. Fenced and cross-fenced, she remembered the probate document saying. There were ten acres of woods here, all private property. A bad feeling began to grow inside her. 

         
         The cicadas had stopped buzzing, she suddenly realized. She looked down and saw that the ground was strewn with their dead
            husks.
         

         
         At the back of the overgrown yard was a decaying car, almost drowning in the high grass. Ruby walked closer, looking at the
            dirty windows. The tires were collapsed.
         

         
         It was the brown Datsun.

         
         A quick look at the license plate confirmed that she was right. She wiped dirt from the back window and peered inside. The
            back seat was empty. She put her hand, briefly, on the trunk.
         

         
         The bone was singing to her now.

         
         There was a distant sound of tires grabbing the road.

         
         He was coming.

         
         

         The man slid out of the same truck that had chased her. His black hair had gone almost entirely silver, with black still showing
            as streaks. His wide face was lined with age, and his once red lips had paled. His dark eyes took her in as she stood in front
            of his house.
         

         
         Suddenly he didn’t look so much like Tommy Lee Jones. He looked like—

         
         “Frank Castle?”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         He was carrying a six-pack of beer. She took in his ropy arms, and saw that he was wearing a knife in a sheath on his worn
            leather belt. His dark eyes fixed on hers, and she thought of her mother.
         

         
         She was aware that she and Frank were alone.

         
         She held out her investigator license, looking into his eyes. She was looking to see if he recognized her last name. He did not, and she thought, Why should he? He never bothered to find out. 

         
         “You got balls coming here,” he said.

         
         His voice was not friendly.

         
         “I want to talk.”

         
         

         Once inside his place, he put his beer away, and she sat on the blanket-covered couch, the coils springing even under her
            light weight. He grunted at the sound and popped his first bottle of the day. He did not offer her one.
         

         
         “All right, go ahead,” he said, drinking.

         
         Ruby felt inside herself. Usually in these moments, she became another person, part of herself and yet different. She was
            the open vessel where men could deposit their pain, the final womb where they could confess. She specialized in this. It was
            one reason she was so good at her job.
         

         
         But it was not happening now. The wide openness was not there. Instead she felt the constriction of pain. She knew she was
            looking at the man who had taken her mother. She knew she was looking at him.
         

         
         “My job is to assist men on death row.”

         
         “Yeah.” He drank again, long and noisily.

         
         “I’m working on a case involving a man named Mitchell Brown.”

         
         “I know, all right.”

         
         “Your cousin went missing. Betty Dubois.”

         
         “Know that, too.”

         
         “They never found her body.”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “The execution is this morning.”

         
         He held his bottle of beer, his eyes cold.

         
         “Going to fry him?”

         
         “They use lethal injection now.”

         
         “Hmm.”

         
         “My mother’s name was Desirée.”

         
         She saw it then, just a twitch in his left eye because he hadn’t seen it coming.

         
         “You were the caretaker at the poorhouse,” Ruby said.

         
         “You’re—”

         
         “Your daughter.”

         
         

         Terrence Fulks arrived early to the death house, as he always did on the day of an execution. It felt like all the air had
            been sucked out of the place. No one breathed on the day of an execution. They all waited, and when the horn sounded, they
            knew that another one of them had gone. It was like a cell leaving a body—like the last exhale.
         

         
         He sat with Mitchell in the visiting room. He could see the stress aura around the man. It was time.

         
         “Have you seen Ruby?” Mitchell asked.

         
         “No,” Terrence said, with surprise. “I was expecting her here.”

         
         “Me too.”

         
         “Maybe she’s on her way.”

         
         “We don’t have long,” Mitchell said, as if the attorney were getting executed, too, and maybe in a way he was.

         
         The warden appeared outside the door. It was time for Mitchell to go back to his cell. There he would be asked to change into
            a disposable jumpsuit. Men often voided themselves in the final moments, from fear as much as the poisons, and the prison
            liked to save on laundry.
         

         
         Mitchell looked ill. You were never prepared, Terrence thought. People wanted people to think the condemned were at peace when they were executed. The truth was, most went with hands and knees shaking. Some were so incapacitated by fear they could not walk, and had to be carried to their death. 

         
         

         Frank Castle had not moved. He held the bottle in one hand, his face a mask of surprise—and fury.

         
         Ruby thought of all the men she had caught, and how anger was the one thing that tied them all together. They could be young
            or old, rich or poor, but what connected them was they hated women and loved nothing. They didn’t feel the dawn or the specialness
            of the day. They were empty inside, except for that swirling, cold tornado.
         

         
         “Did you know I was alive?” she asked.

         
         “No,” he said. “I always figured she got rid of you.”

         
         He was upset, she could see, that her mother had never told him about her, not even under duress.

         
         “Mitchell’s mom didn’t have an abortion, either,” she said.

         
         “So?”

         
         “Does it bother you?”

         
         “Why should it?”

         
         “Because I suspect you did the same thing to Charise that you did to my mom. Nowadays they call it rape, to take advantage
            of a child like that.”
         

         
         His eyes glinted. “Oh, she wasn’t a child. Your mom neither.”

         
         She felt a sickness, a revulsion.

         
         “Here’s your life story,” she said. “I think you started killing women when you were still young, and lived around here. Maybe you got scared. Maybe you were afraid of getting caught. So you hit the road and ended up in Oregon, and you got the caretaker job at the poorhouse. It would have reminded you of where you had come from. A place to exact revenge for all that had happened. I have experience with men like you. You don’t turn against the men that hurt you. You turn against women.” 

         
         He was staring into her eyes. He did not like this story.

         
         “I’m sure you killed plenty there, finding women hitching on the highway, or picking them up in the city, where you later
            tracked down my mom. You buried them in that graveyard along with the poorhouse dead. But then the poorhouse closed, and you
            had a decision to make. Maybe you were homesick. Or just tired of those cold winters. So you decided to come back to Georgia.
            You killed Rosanna Higginbottom and took her car. Because you had her car, her husband assumed she’d run away. Once you got
            back here, you kept on killing. This is why there was a fallow period during the years you were gone. And a spike after your
            return. Did that worry you, or did you know this was the safest kind of murder to commit?”
         

         
         He gave a mean little shrug.

         
         She took a deep breath. “Which leads us to that night. You followed Mitchell from the bar. He drove to the gas station, and
            you saw an opportunity. Two birds, one stone. But one part doesn’t make sense to me. How did you know Mitchell would be at
            the bar that night?”
         

         
         

         Terrence was in the viewing room. None of the relatives of Betty Dubois had decided to come. One of her school friends did
            show up. The press had set up cameras outside for the press conference. In a black sedan parked nearby, Jerrod Tinsley waited.
         

         
         Terrence took a seat and looked through the viewing window. The death chamber was empty at the moment. The gurney was ready. The doctor had already checked the machine. He would be there to watch the death, and record the final moments. 

         
         Terrence shifted in his chair, waiting.

         
         

         Outside Mitchell’s cell, the two officers assigned to making sure Mitchell didn’t kill himself had turned their chairs, signifying
            the end. Wicked Willy watched from his cell and said nothing. He might be next, but he still had plans—he was the kind of
            man who always had plans, and had never stopped to ask where they had gotten him.
         

         
         Shaking so hard he could barely make his hands work, Mitchell changed into his paper jumpsuit. Willy turned away, as the men
            always did when the others changed, or used the naked toilet. You built walls in your mind. Life would go on, Mitchell thought.
            That was the most terrible part. Life would go on.
         

         
         He went to the toilet bowl, thinking he would be sick, but he was not. He leaned against the cold concrete wall, feeling it
            on his skin for the last time. He wiped his eyes.
         

         
         The officers were back. It was time.

         
         

         Terrence watched as the door on the other side of the death chamber opened and the warden led Mitchell in, dressed in his
            thin jumpsuit. The young man looked to be in shock.
         

         
         Terrence realized that he had forgotten to ask Mitchell if he had any message for his grandfather. The attorney was upset
            that Ruby was not there. He could see that Mitchell was looking for her. They had not known each other long, but it was a
            connection. Mitchell looked as if this was the final disappointment, the final betrayal in a life that had gone awry.
         

         
         The officers led Mitchell to the gurney. He was shaking even harder. Tears coated his cheeks. He didn’t want to die.

         
         

         Frank Castle fiddled with his beer bottle.

         
         “I didn’t know he would be there,” he said. “I stopped in that bar because I liked to do my hunting in Union City. A thousand
            women could go missing down there and no one would care.” He chuckled, and it was a dry sound that went to her stomach. “Maybe
            some of them did.”
         

         
         “It was a coincidence?”

         
         “Bad luck—for him. Sat next to him and we started talking.” He shook his head at the memory. “I didn’t want him to tell anyone
            he had seen me.”
         

         
         “Why would it matter?”

         
         “He remembered me from Chinook. We used to talk, when we ran into each other. I didn’t want anyone to connect me with back
            there. In case they ever found them.”
         

         
         “The bodies.”

         
         “Yeah.” He finished his beer. “They might start asking questions about the caretaker. I buried bodies there, you know. I’m
            pretty sure they can’t track me down. I took my file when I left.”
         

         
         Ruby didn’t mention the ledgers. He wouldn’t know that the matron had written his name there, too.

         
         “And Betty?” she asked.

         
         “Betty always did have bad luck. As soon as Mitchell turned down that road and kept going, I was wondering if he would stop
            there. He was a fool. It worked out well for me.”
         

         
         He smiled at her, victorious.

         
         “The district attorney recognized your car from the video,” she said. “He would have known it from around the courthouse. Once he talked to you, he knew better than to tell anyone. He asked you to put on your old uniform and take those exhibit boxes out the back door. In return, he signed off on the probate. So you could have this place. In Willa’s name. Your very own burial ground.” 

         
         There was no light in his eyes.

         
         “You pretended to be an investigator to get Mitchell’s work file,” she added. “Just in case there was anything in there that
            led back to Chinook. So they wouldn’t go there and ask questions.”
         

         
         He said nothing.

         
         “My mom tried to tell me about you when I was twelve,” she said. “I asked her if she loved you. When really I should have
            asked if you loved her.”
         

         
         His eyes were very dangerous now.

         
         But then he smiled.

         
         “You’re making one mistake,” he said.

         
         “What is that?”

         
         “You’re assuming they all died.”

         
         Her heart fell out of her then—her soul dropped to the dirty floor. She felt that this was probably a trick, but a part of
            her—in her heart—asked if it still might be true. She looked around her, wildly, and she heard a little girl’s baby voice
            piping up inside her, all full of hope:
         

         
         “She’s alive?”

         
         He cocked his head, taking pleasure in this moment.

         
         “Maybe. Maybe I didn’t kill them all.”

         
         She thought her heart might stop from the stress. She glanced around her, looking in vain for a door that she knew didn’t
            exist. If her mother was alive, she was not here. She had to be somewhere, but where?
         

         
         “Tell me where she is. I promise—” She heard her voice crack.

         
         He sat back, truly enjoying this.

         
         “Promise what? You’ll let me go?” he asked. “Her life for mine?”

         
         Ruby swallowed. Maybe you can get him to tell, her heart said. But she knew he would kill her before she could tell anyone what he had done. He was not going to let her
            leave here alive.
         

         
         Her dark eyes, so much like his, met his. Her lips opened.

         
         “No,” she said.

         
         He laughed. It was a real laugh, too. Without any warning, he moved. It was a deceptively leisurely move, born of long practice:
            One moment he was sitting, beer bottle in hand, and the next he was standing over her.
         

         
         Ruby jerked. She had not seen it coming—she should have, but what he had said had rattled her to her core. She jumped to her
            feet, reaching for her gun, but somehow he had gotten there first. She felt a deep sense of shock, as if she had been asleep
            without knowing it and was just now waking up. With astonishing, frightening ease, he grabbed her gun from her hand. He was
            so much faster than she had expected. He swung his hand, still holding the empty bottle, over the back of her head, and she
            felt as if a sledgehammer had hit her.
         

         
         She blinked, stunned, and he clubbed her again, and again, and she felt herself falling to the dirty floor. Her last view
            was the same one that others had seen. His horrible, grinning face.
         

         
         Then she was unconscious. Her gun skittered across the floor like a small animal, and he kicked it into a corner. With a grunt,
            he picked up her feet.
         

         
         

         The officers strapped Mitchell to the gurney. The doctor came in, and without looking at Mitchell’s face, easily found a vein
            and taped in the needle. Some of the men, addicts in a previous life, had collapsed veins, but this time the process went
            faster.
         

         
         The doctor left the chamber, and the warden entered. He stood behind Mitchell, looking steadily through the glass at the people gathering. When the moment came, he would open the valve, and the poisons would flow. First a sedative would relax the inmate. Then the chemicals would stop his heart. It was painless. That’s what the prisons said, but how would they know? It wasn’t like they tested it on themselves first. 

         
         Mitchell’s frightened eyes swept the room. He was still looking for the exonerator. He saw his attorney, and they locked eyes.
            His teeth were chattering. The sound was loud in the death chamber.
         

         
         The officers leaned over him, checking the restraints.

         
         It hadn’t taken very long to get him ready—they were early. They had to wait for the clock to strike the hour. That was when
            it would be legal to kill him.
         

         
         

         Frank Castle dragged the unconscious woman past the abandoned car. She was out cold, her eyes closed. Her lips were parted,
            as if she were dreaming. Her bloody head bumped over the ground.
         

         
         Back in his house, her phone began ringing. It was in her bag, left on the floor. He stopped, listening to the sound.

         
         Then he shrugged and kept dragging her toward the trees.

         
         On the other end of the call, all the way in the Reed College lab in Portland, Oregon, Delaney Ford hung up. She was worried
            about Ruby. She had a bad feeling about this case, and the funny part was that it seemed to be coming from the bone she had
            finished testing—with a result that surprised her.
         

         
         

         I called for you, the bone said.
         

         
         Ruby was being dragged over the red clay soil, over the dead carcasses of the cicadas, which smelled like rotting cheese.
            The back of her head hurt. Her hair snagged on roots.
         

         
         Her eyelids fluttered. Someone was pulling her by her feet.

         
         Who are you? she asked, deep in her mind.
         

         
         Charise.

         
         It’s you after all.

         
         Yes. Look. We don’t got much time—

         
         Where’s my mom?

         
         I told you, we don’t got time for that right now. You can look for her later. Right now you need to save yourself, so you
               can save my son. I worked on getting you here, and now you need to fight back. You need to save Mitchell.

         
         Mom.

         
         Ruby! Pay attention. But don’t open your eyes. Don’t let him know you’re awake.

         
         I’m not awake.

         
         But she was. She could feel the soil under her, feel the coolness on her bloody head as she was dragged into the forest. There
            was the sour taste of fear in her mouth. For the first time she could remember, she felt afraid, because now she had a sliver
            of hope that her mom was still alive, someplace out there, and if Ruby died, she would not be able to save her.
         

         
         Charise?

         
         Yes. I’m here. It’s not easy for us to talk so directly. I won’t be able to do this for very long. Please listen.

         
         What do I do?

         
         In a minute, he’s going to pull you over a rock. It will be right next to your hand. Can you feel your hand?

         
         Yes.

         
         Grab that rock.

         
         Ruby did. She felt its rough surface in her limp fingers.

         
         In about ten more paces, he will stop. That is where he will dig the hole.

         
         I want my—

         
         This is your only chance. When he drops you, lie there like you are still out. Hide that rock in your hand. Don’t let him see it.

         
         He stopped, dropping her feet. She could feel him turn around to look at her. His gaze felt hot, scornful. Then he went to
            work. The rock was hidden in her hand, buried under the cicada shells.
         

         
         She could hear the sound of a shovel parting the earth. He must keep it out here, she thought. The soil, clumped with clay,
            crawling with worms and smelling of death, was deposited near her head. She was lying above a mass grave. Under her, she knew,
            lay Betty Dubois. Betty called to her now. All of them called, clacking at her from under the earth.
         

         
         A drop of foul dirt hit her face. She heard him grunting with effort. The shovel moved faster.

         
         Ruby?

         
         Yes.

         
         You’re going to swing when I say swing. He’ll be done digging in a few minutes.

         
         I’m . . . hurt. He hit me hard.

         
         Stay awake.

         
         There was silence. She felt dirt trickle near her face. There was a sound: He was setting the shovel aside. She could feel
            his foul breath as he knelt over her, ready to push her into the rotting grave.
         

         
         Now, Ruby.

         
         Her eyes popped open, and she was looking right up at her father, who was reaching for her with long, dirty fingers.

         
         Their eyes met, and his widened in surprise. All the power and rage of all the missing women was in her fist, and she swung
            the rock, hard, right where she knew it would count the most: his soft, fragile temple.
         

         
         The crack was shockingly loud and echoed through the woods.

         
         She could see the pain radiate in his eyes.

         
         Good job! Keep going.

         
         She was on her knees now, scrambling after him as he tried to retreat, tried to wipe the blood now spurting down his face
            and reach for the knife at his belt. She knew that if he got to it, it would be all over. She wanted to beg him, plead with
            him to tell her where her mother was, but she didn’t have time. He would kill her instead. She had to save herself.
         

         
         She swung the rock again and again as the blood ran in crazy directions over his face. There was zero hesitation in her.

         
         He fell to his knees on the forest floor, among the dead, silent cicadas, and put his hands instinctively, helplessly, over
            his eyes, and she knew that the last image she would have of her father would be this one, as she killed him for taking her
            mother away.
         

         
         

         The rock, slippery and useless with his blood, fell from her hand. She dropped to her knees, breathing hard. She felt dizzy
            and disoriented. She felt the back of her head, and winced at the bloody wound.
         

         
         “I have to save him now,” Ruby mumbled.

         
         She felt the blood drip on the forest floor.

         
         Yes. Save your brother.

         
         

         The bone sang all the way to the prison. It sang name after name, woman after woman—all the women he had taken from Georgia
            and Oregon. Were any still alive, like he had said? The exonerator would have to find out.
         

         
         
            	Frances McCabe.

            	Kelly Ruth Carroll.

            	Elizabeth Cochrane.

            	Lynn Andrews-Banks.

            	Natalie Gray.

            	Desirée Spencer.

            	Anna Bender.

            	Charise Brown.

            	Rosanna Higginbottom.

            	Lashonda Grimes.

            	Malorie Gilbert.

         

         The bone sang, more and more names. There would be dozens by the end.

         
         
            	Gratitude Barnett.

            	Lisa Sharp.

            	Meadow Coolidge.

         

         On and on, a litany of names.

         
         
            	Betty Dubois.

            	Avery Porter.

         

         The names became a song, and every flag on that map stood at attention. Then the voice slowly faded, and the flags laid down,
            and Ruby knew she would not hear from Charise again.
         

         
         

         Ruby ran into the death house. Behind her, Jerrod Tinsley, stepping from his car and straightening his tie, barely had time
            to think of trying to stop her before she was through the doors. The reporters blinked at the bloody woman running into the
            prison.
         

         
         In the viewing room, Ruby could see Mitchell through the glass. He was on the gurney. They were all watching the final seconds
            drain away on the clock. She knew she looked a mess, with a bloody scalp and dirt and mud and leaves all over her clothes.
            Her arms were coated with blood.
         

         
         Everyone turned. Terrence half rose.

         
         The corrections officers who had let her in followed her, out of concern.

         
         Mitchell met her eyes, and the warden raised his hand, reluctantly. He did not want to postpone this execution.

         
         She said the one thing she knew would get their attention.

         
         “Call the governor. Tell him there’s something he wants to know.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            46.

         
         Now the basket where the bone waited is empty, the lid ajar. The breath that moved there is gone. The talking bone lies in
            peace, tended by Grandfather, while Ruby travels across this broken landscape of crime and loss. None of the bodies exhumed
            have been identified as her mom, Desirée. She is still searching for her, hoping against hope that she is still alive. Perhaps
            you can join her, and help in her search.
         

         
         The governor gave me the only clemency he has ever granted, in exchange for the evidence that would take down his political
            rival, the district attorney, Jerrod Tinsley. Ruby stood up in court and said only what she’d agreed to say, which was that
            Tinsley had hired a serial killer named Frank Castle to cover up his own corruption. His campaign for governor ended before
            it began, and the governor came out looking tough on crime, just as Ruby had promised him he would. They say he’s going to
            win in a landslide.
         

         
         None of them really wanted Jerrod Tinsley to be punished, since that would have been a bad precedent for other district attorneys,
            so he was forced into early retirement. Ruby says it’s rare for police or prosecutors to face consequences for false convictions,
            so that was the best she could do.
         

         
         The Pickleweed police were given credit for solving the case against Frank Castle, and a parade was given in their honor.
            That was also part of the deal. No one suffered, except for me. The newspapers wrote about the case like it was all just a
            big mistake. But life is never a mistake. Not mine or Betty’s or yours.
         

         
         Or the women’s.

         
         Most of the other missing women were found and identified. Delaney helped make the DNA matches, so the families could get
            the remains back. It’s funny how we can care so deeply about some people and not at all about others. Maybe the world just
            feels too big for us to care about everyone at once. One of the women Delaney identified was Rosanna Higginbottom. I heard
            the sheriff finally broke down and sobbed when he picked up the remains of his wife. He and his daughter have a shaky resolve
            to try to form a relationship, but I don’t know how that will end.
         

         
         I returned here, to Oregon. I’m staying with my grandfather, just until I get back on my feet. Ruby has warned me not to delay
            my reintegration. To get back out there. So I got a job, back at the same shoe company, only this time I’m working with Ronald,
            her new sweetheart. They’re making a go of things. She seems pretty happy, the rare times I see her. But then the look comes
            over her face again, and I know she wants her mother. I can relate.
         

         
         Soon, I think, I will move out. I have my eye on an apartment downtown. I want to live by cafés and places where I can meet
            others. I have hope that someday I will look out a window and not see concrete walls. I hope that the nightmare has ended.
            I hope that I will stop waking in the mornings in panic and desperation—with the fear that this is the death dream and I am
            still on that gurney. When you have come so close to death, life feels unreal. Ruby tells me that the only cure is to keep
            moving. Someday, she says, I will feel a sense of place in this world. I hope that’s true. But I suspect she might be lying
            to me, and to herself. I tell myself I don’t need to feel a sense of place in this world to make it my own. This world is
            magic, and it belongs to everyone.
         

         
         Here’s what I have learned: I think that men like me are bones like my mother. We are destined to be taken, because we have been appointed the sacrifices that people think will make them safe. They may not always wish us ill, but neither will they try to stop us from dying. 

         
         But then there are people like Ruby. She’s trying to change things. One bone at a time. One soul she sets free. She doesn’t
            do it for accolades, or even for a sense of justice. She does it because it’s the right thing to do. We are like birds in
            the night; we are like angels with corn husk wings rising to the sky.
         

         
         It is morning here. I open my eyes and see the rectangle of door. I see my grandfather sleeping nearby. I walk outside to
            the green, green river, and I think about all that is terrible about this life, and all the mercy and love that can exist.
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