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Synopsis



Ruthless land-grabber Harlan Foster has escalated his war against Thomas, cutting his electricity and threatening his property. Forced off the grid on his twenty-two forested acres, Thomas refuses to back down. He’s ready to stand his ground and defend his hard-won sanctuary, no matter how dirty the fight gets.

But as the danger outside intensifies, so do the passions within his cabin. Scout's bond with Thomas deepens, his guarded neighbor Claire begins to trust again, and the mysterious Grace draws ever closer with her irresistible playfulness.

Thomas built this life from the wreckage of his past, and he has no intention of letting Harlan Foster tear it down. Can he protect his land, his home, and the future they're building together... or will it all come crashing down?

Backwoods Devotion is a slow-burn age-gap romance with multiple relationships, set in the rugged Pacific Northwest. Book 2 in an ongoing series with a guaranteed HEA.


Chapter 1



I woke to birdsong, a full morning chorus coming through the window glass, loud enough that I lay still for a moment just listening.

After two months of sleeping in this cabin, I was learning to tell them apart. The rolling, cheerful caroling of the American Robin. The emphatic drink-your-teeeea of the Spotted Towhee. And somewhere farther back in the trees, the rising whistle of a White-crowned Sparrow, a call I still felt pleased to identify every time I heard it.

It was a small thing, learning these birds. But it was my small thing, learned here, on this land, and it still surprised me how much that mattered.

Gradually, I noticed the quiet beneath the birds. It took me a moment to realize what was missing. The refrigerator wasn't running. The low background hum that you never notice until it's gone, was gone.

I reached for my phone on the nightstand. 6:32 a.m. Already light outside, the window pale and soft with it. Cool, but the kind of cool that burned off by nine. Summer was coming fast to the peninsula.

Harlan Foster cut my goddamn power.

I lay there wrestling with that fact. I had known it was coming, known it since the county notice arrived in my mailbox, known it again when Marcus Webb told me fighting it would cost more than compliance. You can know a thing is coming and still be startled by the hurt when it lands.

That two-faced bastard with his fucking butterscotch candy.

There was no point in stewing over the man. Better to take action than just lie here brooding.

I got up and dressed. Jeans, flannel shirt, socks. I used the toilet and brushed my teeth, reminding myself that the cabin's water tank only held forty-four gallons and the well pump was electric.

I'd tried to hook up the small recreational generator from my trailer to the pump, but that had been a complete bust. I had to admit that, despite what I told Claire, I was in over my head when it came to electrical issues. It was a good reminder to know my limits.

No long showers until I got a proper generator running. A minor inconvenience. Manageable.

The propane stove lit on the first try. I filled the kettle and waited until it whistled, then brewed a strong pot in my French press. I poured it into Irma's mug, the heavy white ceramic one she'd given me, the one with the bakery's logo. It had quickly become my favorite coffee mug.

I took it outside and breathed in the cool air.

The clearing was beautiful in the rising morning. The light came over the treeline at a low angle, throwing long shadows across the grass and turning the surface of the pond a dull copper.

Two does were drinking at the far edge, heads down, tails flicking. Scout had told me that deer used the pond every morning. I had not quite believed her at first. Now I watched them drink almost every morning.

I settled into the camp chair with both hands around the mug and let myself think.

Harlan Foster wanted me gone. That was the simple version. The longer version was that Harlan Foster wanted this land. When he couldn't have it, he went to work making my life here untenable.

I had no doubt the county code notice had been his move. It was the same move he'd made against Abner fifteen years ago, the manufactured violation that a man without resources couldn't fight. He expected me to sit down and calculate the cost of compliance and conclude that selling was easier.

He got the wrong man.

I had resources. I had Marcus. I had a case file that was growing every week. And I had something Harlan hadn't counted on, neighbors I could rely on.

My thoughts drifted to Claire. To the night she'd kissed me, the warmth of it, the way she'd pulled back afterward and held my gaze.

It wouldn't be fair, she'd said. Not with everything going on.

Claire meant Harlan's threat to her farm, the legal tangle still unresolved. But I thought it was more than that. I thought Claire Beaumont hadn't let herself be vulnerable with a man in a long time, that the habit of self-protection had grown too strong inside her.

And what did I want? That was the question I didn't ask myself too directly. I had come out here to start over, not to complicate things.

And yet here I was, thinking about Claire's green eyes and the way she moved through her tea rows with that quiet competence.

But I was also thinking about Scout, about the ease of being with her, the directness of her, the way she looked at me with those steady blue eyes.

Two women. Was that wrong?

I had spent twenty-two years married to a woman who eventually couldn't stand to be in the same room with me. Whatever I was building out here differed from that in every way that counted.

Claire seemed to know about Scout and hadn't turned away. Scout understood that I came from a troubled life and she had chosen me anyway.

I could live with complexity. Decades taught a man to live in that uncertain area between extremes.

The deer finished drinking and walked back into the trees. I finished the coffee.

Whatever was building between me and Claire and Scout, it could only build if I kept this property. Which meant today was not a day for philosophizing. Today was a day for solving problems.

It was a good thing I had a neighbor willing to help.
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Abner arrived at half past ten, coming out of the eastern treeline with his canvas field clothes and his deliberate stride, his eyes already moving over the clearing.

"Good morning," he said, climbing the porch steps.

"Good morning, Abner. Coffee's on."

I offered him a fresh mug and we sat quietly for a few minutes, the way we always did when he visited. He drank his coffee and studied the clearing as I listened to the birds calling from the trees.

Minutes passed before Abner set his mug down and stood.

"Let's walk it."

We started at the south side of the cabin, Abner standing back from the building and looking at the roofline, then at the clearing, then at the angle of the sun moving toward midday.

He pointed at the south-facing section of the clearing, an open stretch of grass maybe forty feet from the cabin, unobstructed from south to west.

"First thing you settle on is ground mount, not roof mount," Abner began. "People choose to put panels on their roof because it looks tidy and saves space. But ground mount is better in almost every situation for a property like this."

"Why?"

"Airflow." He walked toward the open ground and I followed. "Panels lose efficiency as they heat up. On a roof, there is no air circulating beneath them. Ground-mounted panels on a tilt frame get airflow underneath. Cooler panels produce more power."

"I had no idea. How many panels?"

"As with all human endeavor, it depends," Abner said, stroking his beard. "For your requirements, I would say eight panels. That gives you three-point-two kilowatts of generation capacity under good conditions. The coastal weather here is often gloomy, so a wise man must size for the gray days to come."

"Eight panels." I wrote it down. "Then what?"

"Charge controller. It handles the array. Modern ones now have Bluetooth, so you can monitor it from your phone." He glanced at me. "I know you cherish your phone, Thomas."

"Couldn't live without it."

"Yes. You could."

"I'll take your word for it, Abner. Next?"

"Batteries." He stopped walking and turned to face me directly, the way he did when something was important. "This is where most people make an expensive mistake. 'Penny-wise and pound-foolish... they hide a farthing and show a shilling.' A common failure."

"Uh, right."

"Lead-acid batteries are cheap," he continued. "People buy them because they don't want to spend the money on lithium. Five years later, they buy lithium anyway because the lead acid is dead."

"Lithium batteries," I wrote. "How many do I need?"

"For your load? I reckon four hundred amp-hours of lithium. That gets you through three cloudy days without rationing. Six hundred gives you a week of cloudy days. I'd start with two two-hundred-amp-hour batteries wired in parallel and expand later if you need to."

"Gotcha."

"An inverter to convert the DC from your batteries to the AC your cabin uses. It also functions as a battery charger when you eventually connect a backup generator, which integrates the entire system." He looked at me. "You are going to want a backup generator."

"Already planning to buy one tomorrow. Propane, four-thousand-watt."

He nodded. "That works, both now and in the days to come. Run it when the batteries get low during a cloudy stretch. The inverter/charger detects when AC power is available and starts charging automatically."

We walked back toward the cabin. I was trying to hold the shape of the system in my head. Panels to charge controller to batteries to inverter to loads, with the generator as backup input on the battery side.

"What else am I missing?"

"You'll also want a battery monitor. It measures actual current in and out of the battery bank. Without it, you're guessing at your state of charge. And you will need to build a dedicated shed. One with a low-wattage heating pad to keep the lithium from freezing."

"A shed? Is that really necessary?"

"You believe you want that rig inside? You do not, I assure you. Better to build the shed and insulate it tight so the lithium doesn't freeze when winter hits, trench the lines, and mount the gear out there. Keep the rig where it belongs."

"Okay, if you say so. I defer to your expertise. You know your stuff."

"Certainly. I live the way I do because I choose to, not because I have to. It is intentional, which is the richest way to exist. I have nothing but the deepest sympathies for those who live impoverished lives that others have chosen for them--"

Abner was cut off by a sudden coughing fit. It was a familiar sound, his chest working hard to clear itself, then the pause while he got his breath back.

"Anything I can do?" I asked.

He waved me away, wiping his mouth and eyes.

"Burn pits. You breathe that smoke for two years, it abides in your lungs like an unwelcome guest." He looked around the clearing. "I managed large generator sets on forward operating bases. 12P, Prime Power Production Specialist. We kept the FOBs powered through everything the desert could throw at us. Sand, heat, combat operations, supply chain failures."

"Sounds difficult."

"It was, especially when people are trying to kill you." He coughed sharply. "It seems I cannot mention my MOS without a coughing fit. An ironic comment, perhaps."

"On what?"

"On the Army sending a man to create electrical power in a war zone, and then the county back home deciding his home installation doesn't meet code."

His voice was even, but there was an anger underneath it that had been sitting there for fifteen years.

"The inspector who signed the violation notice would not have known a combiner box from a junction box," Abner said quietly. "He was not an electrician. He was a man doing Harlan Foster's bidding. Harlan needed a technical-sounding document to make the complaint stick. It stuck."

We stood in silence, both of us thinking of the homes we had tried to build here in the backwoods above Port Chasten.

"When the parts come, I'm going to need help," I said. "I hope you'll help me build this right."

"I will help you build it better than right. Liberty would not tolerate anything less." Abner drew in a ragged breath. "Get another pot of coffee on, Thomas. We haven't talked about wiring gauge, conduit, the grounding system, or the mounting frame. We have hours yet to go."
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The parts would take two weeks.

I sat on the porch with my laptop, the evening deepening around me. I had the solar supplier's website open, building the order from Abner's list. Every item was there, in stock, shipping to rural Washington addresses without the freight surcharges that some suppliers tacked on.

Fourteen business days to Port Chasten. I paid for expedited processing and did the math on the remaining wait.

Two weeks on generator power. I would drive to Forks tomorrow and buy it. Hook it up to my propane tank to run the well pump so I could shower and flush the toilet in the cabin. Top off my trailer batteries to keep the fridge and satellite going for my laptop. It was functional, and functional was what the situation called for. A couple of weeks wouldn't be so bad.

I was looking at the shed prices in Forks when I heard footsteps approaching.

Scout came out of the treeline carrying a cloth sack, her stride easy and unhurried. I watched her come, enjoying the sight of her in the fading light.

She climbed the porch steps and kissed me in greeting, warm and slow, her hand finding my jaw briefly before she stepped back.

"How are you?" she said.

"Just finished ordering parts." I turned the laptop so she could see the invoice. "Fourteen business days. I'll have to run a propane generator until the solar is installed."

She looked at the screen with the focused attention she brought to everything.

"Will it be enough?"

"More than enough." I closed the laptop. "I'm buying the generator tomorrow in Forks. It'll be useful in winter anyway, backup for extended cloudy periods."

She nodded and held up the cloth sack. "I brought dinner."

"What is it?"

"Chanterelles."

She opened the sack and I looked inside. Golden-orange mushrooms, caps wavy-edged, stems clean. Even from inside the sack, they smelled earthy and faintly sweet.

"There is a flush of them on the north slope," Scout said. "The wet spring pushed everything early this year. Father showed me the patches when I was small. Are you hungry?"

"I'm starving," I said.

"I thought you might be. Do you still have your sourdough from Irma?"

"Half a loaf."

"That's all we need. We can toast them on the stove. I'll cook the mushrooms simply. Butter, salt, and a little garlic if you have it. Nothing else. Chanterelles have their own flavor. It is a mistake to cover it up."

"I have garlic. And good butter in the trailer's fridge."

"That would be perfect."

I stood and moved toward the trailer. Scout put her hand on my arm and I stopped.

She looked up at me. There was the focused stillness in her I had come to recognize. Scout going quiet, her blue eyes unwavering, her voice low.

"Thomas."

"Yes."

A small splash of color rose in her cheeks, visible even in the fading evening light.

"Before we eat... I've been thinking about you all day. About being with you. It drives me to distraction, the things we do together." A pause. "I'd like that first. If you want."

I knew what she was asking for. I wanted it too.

"Come inside," I said.

She smiled and took my hand.

The chanterelles could wait. Irma's sourdough could wait. The generator and the parts list and the two-week gap and everything Harlan Foster had set in motion could wait.

I closed the cabin door behind us and led Scout to my bedroom.


Chapter 2



The generator sat on its high-density plastic pad fifteen feet from the tank. I listened to the steady hum. It wasn't as loud as I expected, but it wasn't quiet either. I would certainly know when it was running.

I walked the connections one more time, the way Abner had shown me. The heavy copper lines ran from the generator's output to a manual transfer switch he'd helped me mount on the cabin's exterior wall, isolating the generator from the grid panel so nothing could backfeed if the county ever restored service.

From the transfer switch, dedicated circuits fed the well pump and the cabin's interior outlets. A separate run of 10-gauge cord, the heavy-duty kind Abner had insisted on, stretched from the generator's auxiliary outlet to the trailer's battery bank. The cord was rated for continuous outdoor use, its jacket thick enough to resist abrasion, UV, and the kind of casual damage that cheaper cords invited.

"Low-quality wire is false economy," Abner had said. "Resistance creates heat. Heat creates fire. Fire creates regret."

The well tank was full. I'd watched the pressure gauge climb that morning while Abner stood beside me with his arms crossed, nodding once when it reached the cutoff point and the pump cycled off.

That meant a long, hot shower tonight. The first in three days. I was looking forward to it with an intensity that would have seemed absurd a month ago.

I checked the propane tank gauge. It was connected properly, the feed line running clean from the main tank to the generator's regulator.

That connection had been the part I couldn't have managed alone. Abner had told me the right fittings, the right sealant tape, the right knowledge of which valves to open in which order.

He'd worked with the quiet efficiency of a man who had built and maintained power systems in places much less forgiving than the Olympic Peninsula. My backyard propane hookup was not a challenge that troubled him.

I stood there in the warm afternoon light, listening to the generator run, and I thought about the revolver Abner had given me, still in its buckskin holster in my nightstand drawer. Part of me wanted to return it, to tell him that his help today was payment enough for the dentist bill.

But I knew how that conversation would go. Abner would take it as condescension, as charity flowing in the wrong direction, as a suggestion that his pistol was somehow inadequate or unwanted.

Abner Flint lived by a code. Debts were paid. Obligations were honored. Trying to give back the revolver would be a rejection of Abner's way of life.

I admired that about him. The clarity of his principles, the consistency of his actions. He had built a life outside the systems that had failed him, and he had done it without compromise or apology.

There was something in that I wanted to cultivate in myself. Not the isolation, necessarily, but the integrity. The willingness to live by my own code rather than bending to whatever pressure came along.

I stood there another minute, then went inside and poured myself a glass of water from the sink. The water was cold and clear and utterly refreshing. It still amazed me that this was water drawn directly from the land beneath my feet. It seemed almost miraculous.

I was drinking a second glass when I heard tires on gravel.

I went outside onto the porch. It was a Subaru entering the clearing, but not Claire's Subaru. The vehicle that came around the bend was an older model. It pulled to a stop beside my truck and the driver's door opened.

Aimee stepped out. It had been weeks since I last saw her. She wore a white blouse and jeans that fit her well. Her brown hair was down. She spotted me coming around the side of the cabin and her face opened into that wide, unguarded smile that had first drawn me to her.

"Thomas Harmon. Living off the grid like a real mountain man."

She crossed the distance between us and kissed me on the mouth, brief and warm, then wrapped her arms around me in a hug that pressed the full length of her against my chest. I remembered this, the way Aimee's body settled against mine, how her curves were soft and warm and inviting.

She stepped back and looked at me, hands on my shoulders.

"You look good. Thinner."

"Working outside will do that."

"It suits you." She released me and peered around the corner of the cabin toward the sound. "Is that the generator?"

"Just got it running today. Come look."

I walked her around back. She studied the setup with genuine curiosity, arms folded, head tilted.

"And this runs everything?"

"The well pump and the cabin circuits. That cord charges the trailer batteries."

"What about heat?"

"Woodstove. I've got the wood, just need to replace some stove piping. The generator's only for water and electricity. Once I get my solar installed, the generator will be my backup during the winter."

She nudged the heavy-gauge cord with the toe of her boot. "Fancy."

"Abner Flint told me what to get. The man doesn't believe in cutting corners on anything involving electricity."

"Smart man." She straightened and looked at the cabin, then at me. "How are you, Thomas? Really."

"Better than I was three days ago. Coffee?"

"I was hoping you'd ask."

I brewed it on the propane stove and brought two mugs out to the porch. Aimee had already settled into a chair, one leg tucked under her, completely at ease. She accepted her mug and blew across the surface.

"So." She took a sip. "The county actually cut your power."

"Three days ago."

"Unbelievable. Except it isn't, because this is Port Chasten and I've lived here my whole life." She shook her head. "Harlan Foster's fingerprints are all over this."

"I think so, but I can't prove that. Not yet."

"You don't have to prove it to know it." She looked out at the clearing. "I heard about it from two different people before lunch the day it happened. Small town telegraph. Everyone knows and nobody's surprised."

"Glad to know I'm the talk of the town."

"You have been since you arrived, stranger. Like I said, small town."

"Small town," I agreed. "So, how's the store?"

"Good. Summer people are back since Memorial Day. Lots of customers. I ordered too much goat cheese again and not enough frozen yogurt." She grinned. "But you're deflecting. I came to check on you, not talk inventory."

"I appreciate that."

"I know you do." She drank her coffee. "How's everything else? Tell me something that isn't about generators and county inspectors."

"Actually, let's talk about you, Aimee. How's your old flame doing?"

Her face changed. Not dramatically, but I'd learned to read Aimee. The smile stayed but softened at its edges, a note of uncertainty there. Aimee was rarely uncertain about anything.

"Danny's good. Danny's really good, actually."

"That's great."

"Yeah, it happened so fast." She turned the mug in her hands. "He came back to town. We had coffee. Then dinner. Then he stayed the night and hasn't really left since."

"Aimee, that's wonderful."

"It is." She said it again, the same words with a different weight. "He's kind. He pays attention. He remembers what I like and does it without being asked. The sex is..." She paused and laughed. "Well, let's just say he's improved considerably since we were last together."

"Good for both of you."

"Here's the thing." She set her mug on the porch rail. "It's going so well that I keep waiting for the part where it stops going well. Like there's a timer I can't see. I don't know if I trust it. I've been burned before."

"Danny is not your ex-husband. Fearing to repeat the past just poisons your present. You can't put that expectation on him. It's not fair to either of you."

Aimee looked at me for a long moment.

"That's annoyingly wise for a man who's been living without running water."

"I had running water since this morning, thank you."

She laughed aloud, a belly laugh that made her whole body shake. I'd always liked that about Aimee. She experienced joy without filtering it.

"I'm happy for you," I said. "Genuinely. You deserve someone good."

"Thank you, Thomas." Her voice was quieter now. "That means something, coming from you."

We sat in comfortable silence. The afternoon light slanted over the porch, catching the steam rising from our mugs.

"I'm proud of you, you know," she said. "Not everyone would do what you're doing. Facing problems like this, most people sell and go back to wherever they came from. But you didn't."

"Not me."

"No, you set up a generator instead. That's a different kind of answer." She picked up her mug again. "My uncle Isaac worked for the county commissioner's office for forty years. Just retired this past January. When I told him what happened to you, he just shook his head."

She mimicked a slow, disgusted headshake.

"Didn't say much. That's how you know it's bad. When a career county man won't defend his own office."

"Did he say anything?"

"He said, 'That's not how it's supposed to work.' And then he changed the subject." She shrugged. "Uncle Isaac doesn't talk much. But the fact that he didn't push back, didn't say you must have done something wrong or there must be a reason? That tells you plenty."

I was about to respond when another engine sounded on the gravel road. Claire's Subaru came around the bend and parked next to Aimee's car.

Claire got out. She was wearing a tank top and jeans, simple clothes that still showed off her curvy figure. She was carrying a grocery bag.

"Aimee."

"Hey, Claire."

A quiet pause. Claire's green eyes moved from Aimee to me and back.

"I didn't know you had company, Thomas. I just brought some bread I baked. And honey from Ellen Maguire. She keeps bees over on Crescent Road."

"Ellen's a great gal," Aimee confirmed to me. "Her honey is liquid happiness."

"Let me get you a chair from inside, Claire," I said.

"Claire can have this chair, I should get going anyway," Aimee said. She stood and stretched, casual as a cat. "I just stopped by to make sure our boy here hadn't reverted to the Stone Age."

"Not quite, it looks like," Claire said.

She climbed the steps and set the grocery sack on the small table between the chairs.

"How's the store?"

"Overstocked on goat cheese, understaffed on Tuesdays, same as always." Aimee smiled. "How's DJ?"

"Growing out of his shoes faster than I can buy them."

"Bring him by. I just got a shipment of those fruit leather things he likes. I'll set some aside."

"That's sweet. Thank you."

They spoke with the ease of two women who had shared a small town their entire lives, who knew each other's histories and grocery preferences and family ailments. Friendly. Genuine.

But I watched Aimee's eyes move between Claire and me with the precision of a woman who noticed things other people missed.

"Alright." Aimee picked up her purse from beside the chair. "I'm off. Thomas, you need anything from the store, you come by. I mean it."

"I will."

"Claire, good to see you."

"You too, Aimee."

I walked Aimee to her car. She opened the driver's door and then turned to me, her back against the frame, her voice pitched low enough that it wouldn't carry to the porch.

"She's a good woman, Thomas. Treat her right."

"Hold up, Aimee. It isn't like that between Claire and me."

Aimee looked at me with eyes that had been reading people across a checkout counter for many years.

"Would you like it to be?"

I opened my mouth and nothing came out. Not a denial, not a confirmation. Just the space where an honest answer would go if I had one ready.

Aimee nodded slowly.

"You know what you want, Thomas. I can see it when you look at Claire. You're just the kind of man who won't say it until he's sure he can back it up." She reached up and touched my face gently. "That's not the worst quality in the world."

She kissed my cheek. Then she leaned back and her expression shifted, the warmth taking on a familiar mischievous heat.

"And Thomas? I haven't forgotten. If things don't work out with Danny, you'll be the first to know. You know I never pass up a chance to enjoy some good dick."

I laughed. She laughed. The old joke between us, lighter now for having survived the end of our romance and the friendship that remained.

"Get out of here, Aimee."

"Goodbye, Thomas."

She dropped into the driver's seat, started the Subaru, and pulled out with a wave through the open window. I watched her go, her taillights winking once at the bend before the trees swallowed her.

When I came back to the porch, Claire had sliced the bread on a cutting board she'd found in my cabin, a jar of honey with a spoon set on the little table.

"I put the kettle on for tea. A new batch of black tea I want you to try. Hope you don't mind."

"I never mind your tea."

"Fresh bread and fresh honey," Claire said. "Nothing better."

"Looks amazing."

"Seeing Aimee here was a nice surprise. I'd heard you two were friendly."

"Did Stella at Charley's Diner fill you in?"

"Of course not," Claire smirked. "But Stella did talk with my mother and she told me."

"Life in a small town," I grinned.

"Welcome. Isn't it wonderful?"

"Very cozy. Almost claustrophobic."

"You get used to it."

"What's DJ been up to?"

"Obsessed with a new book. He told me this morning that velociraptors were actually covered in feathers, and that everything I thought I knew about them was wrong." She glanced over her shoulder. "He was very serious about it."

"I hear the feather evidence is solid."

"Don't tell him that. He'll never stop."

"How's Bessie Anne?"

Claire paused, her hands folded in her lap.

"Some days are better than others. Her joints are aching more, but she keeps pushing through. Yesterday she accidentally called DJ by my father's name. The grief still leaks out at unexpected moments." She put the lid back on the canister. "She's happy, though. That's what matters."

We sat quietly, not looking at each other, but still feeling the tension between us. I had not forgotten the kiss we shared the night my power got cut. I knew she hadn't either.

"You actually did it," Claire said.

"Did what?"

She gestured at the generator cord running to the trailer's battery bank.

"What you said you'd do. You're still here."

"I'm still here."

"Harlan is going to hate that."

"Good."

She looked at me and something in her face was fierce and tired and admiring all at once, the expression of a woman who had spent years watching people fail to do what they promised.

"One hundred thousand dollars profit is serious money. You could have taken his offer. Leave these problems behind."

"I don't run from problems anymore," I said. "I'm done with that."

Claire was quiet, gathering herself.

"I thought I was done after Derek left," she said, and I could see that saying her ex-husband's name cost her something. "After he got on that plane and didn't come back, I swore I'd never ask a man for anything again. But that's its own kind of running, isn't it? Running from needing anyone?"

"I think so," I said. "Running from your fears is just running in place."

"Well, I'm glad I finally met a man who doesn't run."

Her voice was low. Her green eyes held mine as we sat on the porch, the moment charged with unspoken feelings we both felt.

The kettle whistled inside the cabin.

Claire blinked, as if startled from a daydream. I felt the same way.

She gave me a wan smile and went inside. I heard the burner click off, the sound of water pouring over tea leaves. The small, domestic clatter that was both comforting and arousing.

I picked up the bread knife and cut myself a thick slice of bread. I spread it with honey and waited for Claire to bring the tea.


Chapter 3



The next morning I woke early, made a big pot of coffee, and sat with my notebook to make a list.

The propane situation needed solving first. The generator ran fine, but the five-hundred-gallon tank was nearly empty. It had been running the stove and the water heater, but now the added generator would drain it even faster.

Getting the tank filled was more than a necessity, though. It felt like a commitment, like I was planting stakes in these wooded slopes. A five-hundred-gallon tank held four hundred gallons, the rest left to allow the liquid room to expand as outdoor temperatures change. Even running the generator through the dark months, four hundred gallons would easily carry me through a full winter.

Fall was still months away, but bad weather on the coast of Washington didn't announce itself politely. It crept in through September rains and October storms and by November you were already deep in it.

I found the number for Pacific Cascade Propane on the side of the tank itself, faded but legible, stamped into a service sticker. I dialed it on my cell and waited through four rings.

"Pacific Cascade Propane, this is Tom speaking. How can I help you today?"

"Good to talk to another Tom. My name's Thomas Harmon."

"Hey, Thomas! No kidding. My full name's Thomas too, but everybody here calls me Tom. Started two weeks ago and I'm still figuring out the phone system, so bear with me."

"You're doing great so far."

"Ha! Appreciate that. So what can we do for you, Thomas?"

"I've got a five-hundred-gallon tank out at my property, looks like your company serviced it previously. I need a fill. Probably four hundred gallons to be safe."

"What's your address?" I gave it to him. "Okay, let me pull that up." I heard keys clicking. "Okay, yeah, I see the address in our system. Previous account holder was a Mark James?"

"Yes. I purchased the property from his daughter. I'm the new owner."

"Got it. Well, we can set you up with a new account, no problem. For four hundred gallons at current rate, you're looking at about $3.37 a gallon, so that puts you right around $1,350 total. You're right down the road so we can do a delivery in two days, maybe sooner depending on the route schedule."

"That's perfect. Let's do it."

"Great. I just need your billing info and we'll get you on the books."

I gave him my name, phone number, and card information. Tom read it all back to me with the careful tone of someone who'd been trained recently and wanted to get it right.

"All set, Thomas. You should see us out there day after tomorrow at the latest. I'll call before to confirm."

"I appreciate it, Tom. Seriously."

"Happy to help. Us Thomases gotta stick together, right?"

"Damn right."

I hung up, feeling good. One problem checked off the list. I made another cup of coffee, opened my laptop, and pulled up the insurance case I'd been working remotely. A fire loss claim out of Aberdeen, commercial property, the documentation a mess. The work was familiar and regimented and I was grateful for both.

Two hours in, my phone buzzed. Pacific Cascade Propane on the caller ID.

"Thomas Harmon."

"Hey, Thomas. It's Tom again, from Pacific Cascade."

"Hey. Is there a schedule change? Did a spot open up tomorrow?"

Silence on the other end. Not the comfortable kind.

"Tom?" I prompted.

"Yeah, I'm here. Listen, I... this is awkward. I don't really know how to say this. So after we hung up this morning, I entered your account into the system like normal and sent the delivery request to dispatch. About an hour ago my manager pulled me into his office and said the owner had flagged your account."

"Is there something wrong with my card? Did I read the numbers wrong?"

"No, it's not a credit issue or a scheduling issue. He just said we can't sell to you... at all. A full blacklist. No sales. Period."

I sat very still in my chair in the quiet cabin. I felt a weight settle on my chest, pressing down hard.

"Did he say why?" I asked.

"No. That's what's so weird. My manager just said the owner made the call and that was that. Wouldn't explain it. When I asked, he told me to drop it and move on."

"What's the owner's name?"

"Gary Peters. He's owned the company for about twenty years. I've only met him once, at orientation. Seemed like a regular guy."

I wrote the name down on my notepad. It might matter later.

"Doesn't sound like much chance to change this," I said. "Is there?"

"Honestly, I don't think there's any chance. You're blacklisted. The End. That's what I was told."

"I understand. I appreciate you calling me back."

"I already deleted your card information, for what it's worth. Didn't feel right keeping it in the system if we're not doing business."

"That was decent of you. Thank you."

"Yeah." Another pause. Then, lower, almost conspiratorial, he said, "Can I ask you something? Off the record?"

"Go ahead."

"Did you do something to make the owner mad? Like, personally? Because I've been here two weeks and I've never seen anything like this. We've got customers who are three months late on payment and we still deliver to them. But your account got killed in an hour. That can't be normal."

"Tom, I've never met Gary Peter. I don't even know what he looks like."

"Then why would he do this?"

"That's a good question. I think I know the answer. And that's what makes this whole business shameful. When a man you've never met decides you don't deserve his business, it's not about you. It's about whoever whispered the orders in his ear."

Tom was quiet for a long time.

"That's messed up," he finally muttered.

"It is."

"I'm sorry, Thomas. Really."

"Don't be sorry. You did your job right and you had the guts to call me back and tell me the truth instead of letting it disappear into voicemail. That tells me something about your character. You're going to do well in this job."

"Thanks. I hope so. I mean, assuming the owner doesn't fire me for making this call."

"If he does, you'll land on your feet. Men who do the right thing always do, eventually."

"Good luck out there, man."

"Same to you, Tom."

I set the phone on the table and stared at it. The insurance claim glowed on my laptop screen, all its neat columns of damage estimates and depreciation schedules, the ordered logic of loss reduced to numbers. I closed the laptop.

Harlan Foster.

Of course it was Harlan. The electricity cutoff had been the first shot. This was the next. Harlan was an asshole, but he wasn't stupid. He couldn't buy me out, couldn't charm me out, couldn't intimidate me out, so now he'd freeze me out. Literally. Cut the power, cut the fuel, and wait for winter to do its work.

I sat with the anger for a while, letting it burn through me without acting on it. Then I opened the laptop again and searched for propane dealers in Forks. Found one, Olympic Peninsula Propane. Family-owned, servicing the western corridor. Their delivery range technically didn't cover my area and the extra distance would cost.

I called. A woman answered, older, all business.

"Olympic Peninsula Propane."

"Good afternoon. My name is Thomas Harmon. I need four hundred gallons delivered to a five-hundred-gallon residential tank."

"Address?"

I gave it to her. She typed it into her computer.

"Port Chasten area? That's a haul for us, plus you'd be the only customer out there, so no scheduling a multiple delivery route. We can still do it, but you're looking at a distance and single-trip surcharge on top of the per-gallon rate."

"I understand."

"You're better off getting it closer, from Pacific Cascade Propane. I can give you their number."

"That's not an option," I said, frustration creeping into my voice.

"Uh, okay."

I took a steadying breath. "What's the total price?"

"Current rate is $3.60 a gallon, plus a $250 added fee. So for four hundred gallons you're at $1,540 plus the $250. $1,790 total for the full four hundred gallons, minus what you already have in there."

$440 more than what Tom had quoted me three hours ago. I did the math in my head, but felt it in my wallet.

"Can you do it within the week?"

"Since you're the only one out there, we can get it to you tomorrow. That work?"

"That works. Let's set it up."

I gave her my information, confirmed the delivery time, and hung up. $1,790 for something that should have cost $1,350. The difference was a tax levied by one man's spite. I added it to the ledger I was keeping in my head, the one marked Harlan Foster that grew longer every week.

The rest of the afternoon I spent on the Aberdeen claim, forcing my mind into the clean mechanical work of it. Square footage calculations. Replacement cost versus actual cash value. The antiseptic language of loss that I'd spent twenty-two years learning to speak.

By five o'clock I'd finished the preliminary report. I saved it, emailed it to the firm, and shut the laptop down for the day.

I had a meal of tuna salad and fresh green salad, washed down with Claire's iced tea. Then it was time for my new evening ritual.

I went out onto the porch with my briar pipe and a tin of tobacco I'd gotten from a smoke shop in Forks. I packed the bowl the way the smoke shop owner showed me. The first pinch pressed gently, the second with more authority, the third firmed to just the right resistance. I struck a match, held it above the tobacco, and drew.

The Latakia blend caught, releasing that pungent peat smell, leather and campfire and the faint hint of something almost musty beneath it. Latakia blends were an acquired taste, one I'd enjoyed in my younger days before Sybil made me quit.

I leaned back in the chair and let the smoke drift into the evening air, blue-gray against the green of the forest. The first cool edge of evening had crept in, and the smoke hung in layers, fragrant and still.

I was on my second bowl when headlights appeared on the drive. The white RAV4 pulled up beside the cabin. I waved as Grace climbed out carrying a small cardboard box, her black hair artfully mussed, wearing her usual uniform of a gray hoodie and jeans.

She walked up the porch steps and stopped dead.

"Oh my God." She waved her hand in front of her face. "What the fuck is that?"

"Pipe tobacco. It's a Latakia blend. English style."

"It smells like sweaty ass."

I laughed, the first I'd managed all day. Grace had that effect.

"It's actually a very refined smoke. Notes of wood fire and aged leather."

"Bro, I don't care if it's got notes of Seta Gialla #5. It smells like someone set a boot on fire." She thrust the box toward me, keeping her distance from the pipe. "Here. I got more yakgwa."

I opened the box. Inside, nestled in wax paper, were a dozen small golden pastries shaped like flowers, glistening with a honey glaze.

"How'd you make them?"

"I used the motel kitchen after the breakfast service shut down. Don't tell my manager."

"Grace, these look incredible."

"They're mid, honestly. I didn't have the right flour. Korean stores are scarce around here. But whatever, it's free food."

I bit into one. The outside crumbled into flaky sweetness, then the ginger and sesame hit, warm and deep, chased by the honey that coated everything without drowning it.

"These are not mid. They're fire, yo."

Grace laughed with me, shaking her head. She perched on the porch railing, feet dangling, and checked her phone.

"I can't stay long. Overnight desk shift starts at ten and I still gotta shower and change. The guests get weird if the front desk girl smells like a deep fryer."

"I appreciate you bringing these by."

"No problem. How was your day? You look kinda frazzled."

I set my pipe down and told her about the morning call with Tom, the cheerful scheduling, the callback two hours later. The blacklist. The embarrassment in a stranger's voice as he delivered news that wasn't his to deliver. The Forks dealer who'd charge me $1,790 for what should have cost $1,350.

Grace listened without interrupting, which was unusual for her. When I finished, she was still for a moment, her jaw working.

"So let me get this straight. This old crusty rich dude is now literally trying to freeze you out of your own house?"

"That's the shape of it."

"First the electricity. Now the propane. What's next, he gonna poison the well?"

"Don't give him ideas."

"Thomas, that man needs a punch in the mouth. Straight up. Like, no warning, just walk up to his fancy office and lay him the hell out."

"Tempting."

"I'm not joking. That's some evil landlord shit. And he's not even your landlord! He's just some dude who wants your land and he's out here playing puppet master with the whole damn county."

"He's been doing it for thirty years. He cheated the man who owned this land before me. Cheated his daughter after him. He's patient and connected and smart."

"Well, he's a bitch."

I picked up the pipe again, struck another match, and relit the bowl. The Latakia smoke rose between us.

"You're right about one thing," I said. "He does need to be stopped. But I might have something better than a punch in the mouth."

Grace narrowed her eyes. "What does that mean?"

"It means that Harlan Foster has been very comfortable for a very long time, and comfortable men get sloppy. They leave trails."

"You found something?"

"I found someone."

"Who?" she asked eagerly.

"I'm not ready to talk about it yet. But when the time comes, it could be big. A punch fades in five minutes. What I have in mind is going to last."

Grace studied me for a long moment, her light brown eyes sharp, searching.

"You know, for a guy who smokes a stinky-ass pipe and lives in the woods, you're kind of scary sometimes."

"I'm a former insurance adjuster. We're trained to find where the damage is."

"Okay, that was lowkey badass." She hopped off the railing and snagged a yakgwa from the box. "I gotta bounce. Eat those tonight, they get stale fast."

She jogged down to the RAV4, fired the engine, and backed out. I watched her taillights disappear into the trees and sat alone on the porch with my pipe and the box of honey cookies and the quiet hope that Harlan Foster was facing problems he didn't even know about yet.


Chapter 4



The kid showed up at ten in the morning. He was driving a blue Prius with a cracked windshield and a bumper sticker that read DEMOCRACY DIES IN DORKNESS.

He parked next to my truck and climbed out holding a neon orange can in one hand and a messenger bag in the other, squinting through thick glasses at the cabin.

Richard Whitlock was short and thin as a fence post, with a scruffy beard and brown hair that needed cutting. He wore a wrinkled navy polo shirt tucked into khaki slacks that were a half-inch too short, showing white socks above leather shoes. He looked like an intern at a bank that was about to fold.

Richard spotted me on the porch and raised the orange can in greeting.

"Mr. Harmon?"

"That's me. Please call me Thomas."

"Thomas. Right. Cool."

He bounded up the porch steps and stuck out his hand. His grip was firm, which surprised me.

"Richard Whitlock, Bremerton Times. Thanks for having me out."

"I'm glad you found it. Like I said in my email, the entry is easy to miss."

"The mailbox helped. The driveway was longer than I expected." He looked around. "This place is wild. Like, in a good way. Very off-grid chic."

"It's my home. Please have a seat, Richard."

He dropped into the other camp chair, set his messenger bag between his feet, and took a long pull from the neon orange can. The label said BRAINJUZZY in jagged letters. Below that, in smaller type: BRAINJUZZY BINGE, BRO!

"Can I get you some coffee?" I asked. "I also have some really excellent tea."

"I'm good." Richard tapped the can. "Caffeine-wise, I'm operating at like eleven right now. If I add coffee I might vibrate straight up into the sky."

"Well, let me know if you need anything."

"I will." He pulled a notebook and a digital recorder from his bag. "You mind if I record?"

"Go ahead. I haven't seen a recorder in a while. Most people use their phones these days."

"My journalism professor swore by a good recorder. Not just for technical reasons but because it also gives a sense of journalistic authority." Richard shrugged. "Most of my class thought it was lame, but it made sense to me. Pen and paper, too. Old school."

"Old school," I nodded.

He set the recorder on the porch railing and clicked it on. Then he flipped open his notebook, and I saw pages of handwritten notes in small, precise script. It was not the haphazard scrawl I expected, but the handwriting of someone who organized his thoughts before committing them to paper.

"June 2, 2026. Speaking with Thomas Harmon at his cabin near Port Chasten."

He tapped the recorder and played back what he just said. Satisfied that everything was working, he started recording again.

"Thomas, I read everything you sent. The whole packet. Three times."

"What did you think of it?"

"Wowser." He shook his head slowly. "I mean, genuinely. The boundary survey discrepancy alone is a story. The original 1970 plat shows Mark James's property line running along the ridge at the east end. Harlan Foster's 2001 resurvey moved it forty yards north. Forty yards. That's not a rounding error, that's theft."

"That's what I thought. I'm glad you agree."

"And the tax abatement scheme." Richard shuffled through a stack of papers in his messenger bag. "Harlan Foster files conservation easements on parcels he controls through shell LLCs, claims the tax breaks, then turns around and leases the same parcels for commercial logging. The county assessor either doesn't notice or doesn't care. I'm guessing doesn't care since the assessor is a man named Darrel Kessler. He and Harlan apparently go fishing in Mexico together every August."

"How do you know that?"

"The fishing I got by snooping social media. Older folks love sharing pictures of the fish they caught. Younger men, too, but whatever. Anyway, the rest I found in public disclosure documents. The shell LLCs are registered in Olympia. The names are different, but the registered agent is the same. A law office called Pryce & DeVille."

"How did you find all this?"

"Just basic journalism. I already pulled their corporate filings. They represent four LLCs, all created within eighteen months of each other. All list their principal address as a PO box in Olympia."

I looked at Richard. This young man had done his homework. More than his homework.

"Marcus Webb told me you were thorough," I said, marveling at the connection my old friend had made for me.

"Mr. Webb is being generous. I'm obsessive. There's a difference."

"How did he contact you?" I asked. "He mentioned knowing your father, but not much else."

"Yeah, so Mr. Webb and my father go back years. Dad runs a venture capital firm in Seattle. Boring stuff, but big money. He came to my graduation dinner and knew I had an investigative journalism degree. Dad mentioned I was at the Bremerton Times covering, you know, school board meetings and pothole complaints. Mr. Webb contacted me and said he had a story that might interest me." Richard paused. "He was right."

"Marcus has good instincts about people."

"He said the same thing about you. He said you found things in Claire Beaumont's financial records that a forensic accountant would have missed. Your background in insurance claims gave you an eye for fraud?"

"I spent twenty-two years reading documents that people didn't want me to understand. After a while you learn to see what's missing. The gaps tell the story."

"That's a great quote. I'm using that."

"I don't know if it's great," I chuckled. "I just know it's true."

"Best kind." He took another swig of BrainJuzzy. "Okay. So here's what I have so far. The boundary fraud. The tax scheme. The well rights deception with Mark James and his family. That one is particularly ugly. She knows about that?"

"She does. And the other things. Claire is trying to find an attorney to take her case, but they all want really high fees paid up front."

"That's no surprise. These kinds of property disputes don't pay very well and take a long time. So Claire Beaumont is running a farm with legal issues she can't afford to litigate."

"That's right. It's how Harlan Foster works."

"Wowser." Richard said it quietly this time, almost under his breath. He looked up from his notebook. "This guy is a real piece of work."

"You've only seen half the picture."

Richard's pen stopped moving. "What do you mean?"

I had been watching the southern path for the last twenty minutes. Now I nodded toward the tree line at the south end of the property. A figure had appeared on the path that wound up from the creek, moving at the unhurried pace of a man who knew every root and stone.

Richard looked a little taken aback at the sight of Abner. I could understand why. Abner Flint was a striking person. His long blonde hair, streaked heavy with gray, hung past his shoulders, and his beard, fully gray, reached his chest.

He wore his usual flannel shirt, faded red, sleeves rolled to the elbows. Canvas trousers and boots that had been resoled at least twice. The Ruger GP100 rode on his hip in its deerskin flap holster, the shoulder strap crossing his torso.

Richard looked at me, apprehension in his eyes.

"That's Abner Flint," I said. "He's my neighbor. He's the other half of your story."

Abner reached the porch and stopped at the bottom of the steps. His blue eyes moved from me to Richard and back.

"Good morning, Thomas. Is this the reporter?"

"This is him. Richard Whitlock, Bremerton Times. Richard, Abner Flint."

Abner climbed the steps and extended his hand. Richard stood and shook it. I watched him take in the revolver, the mended clothes, the weathered face of a man who looked a decade older than his fifty-eight years.

"Thanks for coming, Abner. I think Richard is someone who should hear your story."

"Fair enough."

"I'll get a chair for you. And coffee."

I went inside, pulled a chair from the kitchen table, and poured a mug from the pot I had warming on the stove. When I came back out, Richard was sitting again and Abner was standing at the porch railing, looking out at the tree line.

I set the chair beside him and handed him the mug. He sat, took a sip, and set the mug on the railing next to Richard's recorder.

"Shall we begin?" Abner asked.

"Yes. Uh, do you mind if I record this, Mr. Flint?"

"I mind being called Mr. Flint. Name's Abner."

"Abner. Can I record?"

"You can, Richard."

Richard settled his notebook on his knee. "Thomas tells me you have history with Harlan Foster."

"I have sixteen years of history with Harlan Foster. None of them good."

"Can you start at the beginning? Whatever you're comfortable sharing."

Abner was quiet for a moment. A Steller's jay screamed from the Douglas fir at the corner of the porch. The sound echoed and faded.

"I served 22 years in the United States Army. Military Occupational Specialty 12P. Prime Power Production Specialist. When I got out, all I wanted was a home where my daughter could roam and grow, away from the poisonous influences of consumer society."

I listened as Abner detailed his story for Richard, going over the escalating harassment that culminated in his power being cut.

"I appealed at every level, right down to Olympia. County kept winning. They told me I must pay $32,000 to be code-compliant. I had a pension check and a six-year-old girl."

"Fucking outrageous," I muttered.

"Indeed. The system is built for men like Harlan. Patient men with money who understand that the process itself is the punishment."

"The process is the punishment," Richard repeated, writing it down.

"That's exactly right," I said.

Richard looked up from his notebook. His face had changed. The eagerness was still there, but something harder had settled underneath it.

"So what did you do?"

"I decided I wouldn't play their game. It was rigged. So I scrimped and saved and borrowed until I had enough to install the solar system at my home. My bonds to the grid had been severed."

"How did Foster react?"

"Poorly, I imagine. I didn't care. Harlan had no more control over me. 'The law hath not been dead, though it hath slept.' Shakespeare wrote that. Measure for Measure. Foster doesn't break laws. He wakes them up and points them at people who can't fight back."

"But Abner fought back and won," I said. "That's one hell of a story."

Richard was quiet for a few seconds. When he spoke again, his voice had lost its rapid-fire quality.

"Abner, what can you tell me about Thomas's power being cut?"

"Same attack used against me. Foster got the county to cut Thomas's power using a code complaint. The county did the rest. Same playbook. Different target."

"And the propane?" Richard asked me. "You mentioned it in your email."

"Local dealer canceled my delivery after scheduling it. I had to find one in Forks who would sell to me at a $440 markup. I can't prove Harlan's behind it, but the pattern speaks for itself."

Richard turned back to Abner. "Has he done anything like that to you? Cut off supplies, services?"

"He can't. I don't use services. I generate my own power, draw my own water, grow and hunt much of my own food. That's why the code violations are his only weapon against me. He can't cut what I am not connected to."

"Smart."

"Not smart, just necessary. A man who depends on the grid depends on whoever controls the grid."

Richard clicked his pen and set it on the notebook. He looked at Abner for a long moment.

"Abner, I need to ask you something, and I want you to know it comes from a place of respect. You mentioned you're a disabled veteran. That the burn pit exposure caused lung damage. Is that something you'd be willing to have on the record?"

Abner held the coffee mug in both hands and stared into it.

"On the record?"

"Yes."

"That a county in the state of Washington is using code enforcement to harass a disabled veteran who served twenty-two years and came home with lungs full of poison?"

"Yes."

Abner looked at me. I didn't say anything. It wasn't my call.

"Put it on the record."

Richard picked up his pen. "Thank you."

They talked for another twenty minutes. Richard asked about Liberty, and Abner gave him the broad strokes without detail. Homeschooled. Raised on the land. Capable beyond her years.

Richard asked about the pension, and Abner told him the amount, which was less than I expected. Richard asked about the goats, and for the first time something close to warmth crossed Abner's face as he described renting them out to clear brush for neighbors.

When it was done, Richard turned off the recorder and put away his notebook. He stood and faced Abner.

"I want you to know that this story matters to me. Not just as a career piece, but as a story about a man who served his country and got kicked in the teeth for it. I'm sorry that happened to you."

"I don't need sympathy, son. I need someone to write it down where people can read it."

"I will."

They shook hands. Abner's grip swallowed Richard's. The young journalist walked down the steps to his Prius, tossed his messenger bag through the passenger window, and turned back.

"Thomas, I'll be in touch. Abner, thank you. Seriously. This is a wowser of a story."

He got in the car and backed out carefully, the Prius whining over the gravel. We watched him disappear down the drive.

Abner and I stood on the porch in the silence that followed. He finished his coffee and set the mug on the railing.

"Young," I said. "Very young."

"You don't think he can do it?"

I leaned against the post and crossed my arms. I took a moment to collect my thoughts before speaking, a habit of Abner's I was trying to emulate.

"I think he's smart. I think he did his homework. I also think he drinks too many energy drinks and uses the word 'wowser' in professional conversation. He's twenty-three years old, Abner. Fresh out of college. He covers school board meetings for the Bremerton Times. Harlan Foster has been running this county for three decades."

Abner pulled a wooden match from his shirt pocket and struck it on the railing. He lit nothing with it. Just watched it burn down to his fingers, then dropped it.

"In Iraq, I had this gawky kid on my team," he said quietly. "Name was Briggs. Twenty years old. Weighed maybe one-forty soaking wet. Wore glasses thicker than Richard's. Couldn't do ten pushups without wheezing. The infantry guys called him Professor because he read history books in his tent."

Abner stared at the treeline, his eyes lost in memory.

"Briggs ran a power line across one hundred meters of open ground while a sniper worked the rooftop a few blocks away. Didn't stop. Didn't flinch. Finished the splice, powered up the tactical operations center, walked back in, and asked if anybody had seen his book. He'd left it in the latrine."

I looked at Abner. His blue eyes held mine without blinking.

"The men who surprise you are never the ones who look the part, Thomas. It is the unlikely ones who have not found their ceiling yet. They don't know what they can't do, so they go ahead and do it."

"You think Richard is one of those guys?"

"I think he came out here on his own time, in his own car, with notes he'd already spent hours writing. I think he asked careful questions and listened to the answers. I think he looked me in the eye when I told him about my lungs and didn't flinch. That's not nothing."

"That's not nothing," I agreed.

"I don't trust reporters," Abner said. "I don't trust institutions. But I trust a man who does his work. That young man did his work before he ever set foot on this porch."

I nodded slowly. The morning sun had climbed above the tree line and the porch was warm now.

"I hope you're right about him."

"'The smallest worm will turn being trodden on.' Henry the Sixth, Part Three." Abner picked up his empty mug and handed it to me. "The boy's got teeth. Let him use them."


Chapter 5



The drive to Port Angeles took two hours through the switchbacks of 101. Scout sat in the passenger seat of the truck with her knees drawn up and her bare feet on the dashboard, watching the old growth slide past the windows in the afternoon light. She wore her cleanest denim shirt, the one with only two patches, and had braided her hair instead of the usual ponytail. The braid hung over one shoulder like a gold rope.

"You nervous?" I asked.

"About what?"

"The dentist."

She turned from the window. "Why would I be nervous?"

"Some people don't like dentists."

"Some people don't like a lot of things that are perfectly fine. Dentists, spiders, the dark." She put her feet down and sat up straighter. "I liked her, Dr. Klein. She explained everything she was doing while she did it. Most people don't bother explaining things to you when they think you're simple."

"Nobody thinks you're simple, Scout."

"The receptionist did. The first time we went, she talked to me like I was nine."

"That's just how receptionists talk."

"No it isn't."

She was right. It wasn't.

The emergency dental clinic was in the biggest medical building in Port Angeles. The waiting room was as busy as the last time we were there. Scout picked up a copy of People magazine and studied it with the intensity of an anthropologist examining artifacts from a lost civilization.

"Thomas?" She held up the magazine, open to a photo spread of a celebrity wedding. "Do people actually spend this much money on a single party?"

"Some people do."

"That's obscene."

She shook her head and kept reading. They called her name after ten minutes.

"I can sit with you if you want," I offered.

"I'll be fine."

She disappeared through the door. I sat in the vinyl chair and looked at the fish tank in the corner. An hour later Scout came back through the door with Dr. Klein behind her.

"Everything looks excellent. The seal is good, no sign of infection. She's been keeping it clean, which honestly is the hardest part for most patients." She looked at Scout with something like admiration. "I remember when Scout came in. She has remarkable pain tolerance."

"It's an admirable quality," I said. "Until it gets in the way of staying healthy."

"Agreed. We'll want to see her again in six months for a general cleaning. Other than that, she's free to go."

I shook her hand and followed the receptionist to the front desk. The bill was $300 for the follow-up visit and X-rays. I pulled out my wallet and handed over my credit card.

Scout watched me pay from across the waiting room, her arms folded, her jaw set in that way it got when she was preparing to argue about something.

Outside in the parking lot, she started.

"I'm going to pay you back for that."

"No you're not. We've had this conversation already."

"Thomas. Three hundred dollars? Plus the first visit. That's nearly two thousand dollars total you've spent on my mouth."

"Your father already paid me back. Tenfold."

"How do you reckon that?"

I unlocked the truck and we climbed in. The cab was warm from sitting in the sun.

"That pistol is worth at least nine hundred dollars," I explained. "Add in the custom buckskin holster. Then your father helped me install the generator. And he told me what to get for my solar power and promised to help me set it up when it arrives. I can't do it without him, Scout."

Scout's expression softened. "He's good at that. Solar and electrical."

"He's brilliant at it. And he won't let me pay him for any of it. So the way I see it, your dental work is the only way I've been able to put a dent in what I owe your family. You'd be doing me a disservice by paying me back. You'd be putting me further in the hole."

She looked at me for a long moment. Then she unfolded her arms.

"Fine. But I don't like owing people."

"You don't owe me anything. That's what I just explained."

"I heard you. I just don't like it anyway."

"Understood."

I started the truck.

"Where are we going?" she asked.

"Ice cream first."

Her face changed the way it always did when food was involved. Not quite a smile, more like a brightening, the way a room changes when someone pulls open the curtains.

We went to the same place as last time. Scout studied the flavors through the glass case with her hands pressed flat on the counter, her nose almost touching the sneeze guard. The woman behind the counter was maybe sixty, freckled, wearing a paper hat that kept sliding off her head.

"Take your time, sweetie," the woman said. Then she looked at me and smiled. "Your daughter's adorable."

Scout's eyes cut sideways to mine, her lips compressed in a tight grin.

"I will have the huckleberry in a waffle cone. Two scoops. And my father here will have..." She turned to me with those bright blue eyes gleaming. "What do you want... Daddy?"

I felt the blood climb into my face. The woman behind the counter beamed at what she took for ordinary family warmth.

"Vanilla," I managed. "Cup."

We took our ice cream to the bench outside. The afternoon was warm and the sidewalk was full of tourists drifting between shops. Scout attacked her cone with glee, rotating it after every lick to prevent drips.

"Daddy?" I muttered. "You've been spending too much time with Grace."

"You should have seen your face."

She grinned, and a drop of purple ice cream ran down her wrist. She caught it with her tongue. She took another careful lick.

"This is the best thing I've ever eaten. Both times."

"Good. Because I have a surprise for you."

"What kind of surprise?"

"The kind you don't know about until it happens. That's what makes it a surprise."

"I don't like not knowing things."

"I know you don't. Eat your ice cream."

She ate her ice cream. I finished my vanilla and watched the tourists.

"What's next?" Scout asked after she finished her cone. "Is your surprise waiting at home?"

"We're not going home yet," I said.

"Where are we going?"

"Port Townsend."

"That's an hour from here."

"That's correct."

She studied me, trying to read my expression. I gave her nothing.

"Fine," she said. "But I get to pick the music."

She picked the music. Scout had discovered K-pop at the Port Chasten library. Grace had provided her with more music, introducing Scout to the latest groups.

"Phone, play GenZed23," she ordered.

The cab filled with a wall of synthesized sound, layered vocals in Korean, and thumping percussion. She sang along phonetically, matching syllables she didn't understand with startling accuracy, bouncing in her seat, drumming on her knees.

"You don't actually know what they're saying," I teased.

"Music isn't about knowing what they're saying. It's about what it does to your heart. 'Where words fail, music speaks.' Hans Christian Andersen."

She turned it up. The truck's speakers distorted on the high end and neither of us cared.

We drove with the windows down and K-pop rattling the mirrors. The road curved and the light went gold over the landscape. Scout leaned her head out the window and let the wind pull at her braid.

Port Townsend materialized from the dense trees. Victorian storefronts lined Water Street in faded pastels, brick and timber buildings from the 1890s housing bookshops, galleries, and restaurants. Fishing boats bobbed in the marina alongside sailboats.

Port Townsend was very different from Port Angeles, much less Port Chasten. A man in a kilt played bagpipes on the corner outside a wine bar. College kids sat on the seawall eating fish tacos. Tourists mingled with locals and you couldn't tell which was which. The whole town had the energy of a place that had once expected to become a great city, had been passed over, and had become something stranger and better instead.

Scout leaned her face out the window as we drove down Water Street.

"This is bigger than Port Chasten."

"A little."

"A lot." She watched a woman walk past with a Great Dane on a leash. "Where are we going?"

"Right there."

I pointed to the Begonia Theater, a single-screen movie house in a restored brick building with an honest-to-goodness marquee. The letters spelled out: STELLAR DRIFT: BEYOND THE VEIL. Showtimes at 4:30 and 7:15. I'd already bought tickets online. The 4:30 was in 3D.

Scout stared at the marquee. Then she stared at me.

"A movie theater?"

"A movie theater. A real one, not my trailer. Big screen. Big sound. All in 3-D."

I parked the truck two blocks down and fed the meter. Scout stood on the sidewalk in her patched denim and canvas pants and her single braid. She looked at the Begonia Theater the way other people look at cathedrals.

"I've never been inside one."

"I know."

"How did you know I wanted to?"

"Because you've watched Wuthering Heights on a 27-inch screen in my trailer four times and cried every single time. I figured you might want to see what a real theater feels like."

She didn't say anything, just took my hand and pulled me toward the entrance.

I showed the kid at the booth my QR code. He handed us plastic 3D glasses. Scout held hers up and looked through them at the lobby.

"Everything's dark."

"You put them on when the movie starts."

The lobby smelled like warm butter and that chemical sweetness that only movie theater candy produces. I bought a large popcorn and two drinks. Scout held the popcorn bucket against her chest as we walked into the auditorium.

It was a small theater by modern standards. Maybe a hundred and fifty seats, all of them the old velvet kind with armrests that folded up. The screen filled the far wall. There were maybe thirty people scattered through the seats. Scout walked down the aisle to the middle row and sat dead center. She put the popcorn in her lap and looked up at the blank screen.

"It's enormous."

"Wait till they turn it on."

The lights dimmed. Previews rolled, loud and bright, and Scout flinched at the first blast of sound from the surround speakers. Her hand found my forearm and gripped it. Then the previews ended, the screen went black, and a title card appeared: PUT ON YOUR 3D GLASSES NOW.

"Here we go," I said.

She put them on. So did I. The studio logo spun out of the darkness in three dimensions, floating past our heads. Scout gasped.

"Thomas! It's coming at me."

"I know. Woohoo!"

Then the movie started.

Stellar Drift: Beyond the Veil was an expensive and deeply silly film. The plot involved a crew of mismatched astronauts who discovered a rift in spacetime near Jupiter that led to a parallel dimension populated by bioluminescent giants. The dialogue was functional at best. The villain's motivation was something about harvesting dimensional energy, which made no sense if you thought about it for more than four seconds. The lead actor delivered his lines with the emotional range of a desk chair.

None of that mattered.

What mattered was the scale of it. A gas giant rendered in swirling bands of amber and rust that filled the screen from edge to edge. A ship no bigger than a fingernail against the void. The rift itself, when it opened, pouring light across the audience in blues and violets that seemed to drip off the edges of the screen. An alien landscape of crystalline towers and floating rivers that the camera swept through in long, dizzying tracking shots. The sound design alone was a physical experience. Bass that vibrated in the rib cage, a score that swelled and crashed.

Scout gripped my arm through all of it. During the first action sequence, when the ship tumbled through an asteroid field in slow rotation while debris flew past in three dimensions, her fingers dug in hard enough to leave marks. She didn't notice. She barely blinked. The 3D glasses sat on her face and behind them her eyes were wide and liquid, reflecting the screen's shifting light.

She forgot the popcorn. It sat untouched in her lap for the entire second act. I reached over and ate a handful and she didn't register it. When the crew first encountered the bioluminescent giants, enormous beings that moved through their crystalline world like whales through deep water, Scout leaned forward in her seat and her mouth fell open. The creatures pulsed with inner light, turquoise and gold, and the 3D made them feel close enough to touch. She raised her hand, almost reached toward the screen, then caught herself and put it back down.

The climax involved the rift collapsing while the crew fought to get their ship through, and the visual effects team had earned whatever they'd been paid. Space folded in on itself like cloth being wrung. The ship's hull buckled and reformed. Reality peeled apart in layers, each one a different color, and the 3D turned the theater into a tunnel of light. The bass hit a frequency that rattled the seats. Scout grabbed my arm with both hands and held on. I looked at her profile in the flickering light and realized I was grinning.

I had seen hundreds of movies in theaters over the course of my life. Big ones, small ones, good ones, bad ones. I had never enjoyed a film more than I enjoyed watching Scout experience this one. The movie was silly and spectacular in equal measure, and through her it became something else entirely.

The credits rolled. The house lights came up. People stood and shuffled toward the exits, pulling off their 3D glasses, checking their phones. Scout sat motionless in her seat. The popcorn sat cold in her lap. She still wore the glasses.

"Scout?"

She pulled the glasses off slowly, like removing a mask. Her eyes were glassy and enormous.

"Wow," she sighed.

We walked outside into the dusk. Port Townsend's Water Street had gone amber under the old streetlamps, and the bay was a flat dark mirror beyond the marina. A cool breeze came off the water as Scout stood on the sidewalk in front of the Begonia Theater with her 3D glasses still in her hand.

"That was..." She stopped, then started again. "I've read about space. I've read Bradbury and Asimov and Clarke. I thought I understood what they were describing. I thought my imagination was sufficient."

She looked down at the plastic glasses in her hand.

"It was not sufficient."

"It's a lot, the first time."

"A lot?" She shook her head. "Thomas, when those creatures moved through the towers and the light came off them, I thought... I felt like I was in the water with them. Like they were real and I was real and we were in the same place." She pressed the heel of her hand against her sternum. "My heart hasn't slowed down. Feel it."

She took my hand and pressed it flat against her chest. Under the worn denim, her heart slammed against my palm.

"The science was nonsense," she said. "The dialogue was dreadful. That man was certainly no Laurence Olivier. And I don't care. I don't care about any of that. Because I have never in my life seen anything that big and that beautiful, and I didn't know. I didn't know that was possible. I didn't know you could sit in a room and have someone pour an entire universe into your eyes."

She looked up at me. The streetlamp caught her face and the dusk gathered blue in her hair.

"Thank you for this."

"You're welcome. I was so glad to be with you for your first time. And there's more."

"More?"

"More," I grinned.


Chapter 6



We walked down Water Street in the growing dusk. The streetlamps flickered above us, old iron fixtures that cast pools of light on the sidewalk. Scout still carried the 3D glasses. I didn't tell her where we were going.

The marina sprawled to our left, boats rocking gently at their moorings. Rigging clinked against aluminum masts. Salt air mixed with the smell of creosote from the pilings. Gulls wheeled and squawked overhead.

Scout walked beside me with her head tilted back, searching for the first stars. Her boots scuffed on the old brick pavers. She hadn't said much since leaving the theater, still processing what she'd seen.

"I keep thinking about those creatures," she said finally. "The way they moved. Like they were swimming through light instead of water."

"The Kal Del Grau."

"Is that what they were called? I missed that part. I was too busy trying to remember how to breathe." She laughed, a little self-conscious. "You must think I'm ridiculous."

"I think you're experiencing things for the first time. That's not ridiculous."

She looked at me sidelong, her eyes seeking mine. Then her gaze moved past me to the building ahead and she slowed.

Velours Vert sat tucked between an antique shop and a wine bar, its windows glowing warm against the darkening street. Eight tables, maybe ten, visible through the glass. A handwritten chalkboard stood by the door, the menu in elegant script.

Scout stopped on the sidewalk.

"Something wrong?" I asked.

She stood very still, looking through the window.

"Thomas." Her voice was different, smaller. "I can't go in there."

"Why not?"

"Look at them." She gestured toward the window. "Look at what they're wearing. Look at me."

I looked at her. Long blonde hair in a thick ponytail hanging over her shoulder. Her denim shirt was faded and patched. Her canvas pants were clean but threadbare in several places. Her boots were functional, made for walking miles through brush.

"I'm looking."

"I don't..." She stopped and tried again. "Everyone will stare. I'll walk in there and they will all turn and see this girl who doesn't know how to dress for a place like this, who doesn't own anything that would work, who--"

"Scout."

"It's not that I'm embarrassed by my clothes. They're good clothes. They are functional. But this is different and I don't know the rules here and I'll do something wrong and--"

"Scout. We're in Port Townsend, not some Jane Austen novel."

She went quiet. Her jaw was tight. I realized I had never seen her genuinely uncomfortable before. Not when she'd stripped naked to swim in my pond. Not when she'd led me through the woods to her secret place. Not even when she'd gone to the dentist for the first time that she could remember.

But this was alien territory. And for the first time since I'd known her, Liberty Scout Flint didn't know her footing.

I stepped closer and put my hands on her shoulders.

"Your clothes do not matter," I said quietly. "Tonight, you will be the most beautiful woman in that restaurant. You will be the most beautiful woman in any restaurant you ever walk into. And anyone who looks at you wrong is welcome to look at me next."

She stared at me. The streetlamp caught her face and I watched the color rise in her cheeks, spreading from her throat upward, visible even in the low light. She looked down at her boots. Her lips parted as if she was going to say something. Nothing came out.

Finally she just nodded. Her hand found mine and held on.

We walked in.

The server appeared, a woman in her thirties with dark hair pinned up and an amiable smile. She wore a simple black dress and moved between the tables with the efficiency of long practice.

"Welcome to Vivi's," she said. "Table for two?"

"Please," I nodded.

She grabbed two menus and led us to a table near the window. The restaurant was cozy and intimate. It wrapped around us with its warmth, candles flickering on each table, the soft murmur of conversation, the clink of silverware on china.

No one stared. A woman at the next table glanced over, smiled vaguely, and returned to her conversation. An older couple near the back didn't look up at all.

Scout sat down slowly. Her hands moved across the table, touching things. The cloth napkin, heavy cotton with a subtle weave. The polished silverware. The small bud vase with a single sprig of rosemary, its green needles catching the candlelight.

She picked up the rosemary and brought it to her nose. She closed her eyes and some of the tension left her shoulders.

"Wild rosemary grows near the Quinault River," she said quietly. "I didn't expect to find it here."

She set it back in the vase and looked around the room again, slower this time. Taking in the other diners, the soft light, the way people laughed and talked with no apparent awareness of her presence. The wall behind the small bar held shelves of wine bottles and copper pots that looked like they'd seen actual use.

"What does the menu say?" She was looking at the chalkboard on the far wall. "I know some French, but I don't know what half of them mean."

I turned to look. The handwriting was elegant, slightly tilted, the work of someone who had written the same dishes many times.

"Coq au vin," I read. "That's chicken braised in red wine with mushrooms and onions. Ratatouille, which is vegetables, uh... tomatoes, eggplant, zucchini, slow-cooked together, I think. Braised short rib with root vegetables. Duck confit, which is duck leg cured in salt and then cooked slow in its own fat."

Scout listened with her focused attention, the same look she had when tracking game or identifying plants. Learning, gathering information.

"What do you recommend?" she asked.

"The braised short rib. I think you'll like it."

"Then I'll have that."

"And I'll have the duck confit. We can switch if you don't like your choice."

The server appeared. We gave her our order.

"Can I start you with something to drink? We have a lovely Côtes du Rhône that pairs beautifully with both the short rib and the duck."

"That sounds perfect," I said. "A glass each."

The server smiled and turned to Scout. "And may I see your ID?"

"I'm twenty-one," Scout smiled.

"I'm sure, but I still need to see your ID. State law. We must all comply, oui?"

Scout went still.

The silence stretched. One second. Two. Her face had gone carefully blank, the expression of someone trying very hard not to show what they were feeling.

She doesn't have ID.

The realization hit me like a cold wave. Of course Scout didn't have ID. She had been homeschooled in the woods by her father. She had never driven a car. She had never needed to prove to anyone that she was who she said she was.

And I had walked her into a restaurant and ordered wine without ever thinking about it.

Scout looked at me. Her eyes held something I hadn't seen there before. Embarrassment, trying hard to hide itself. A kind of exposure she hadn't prepared for.

The server's smile became uncertain, her gaze moving between us.

"Actually," I said, keeping my voice easy, "we'll have iced tea for both of us instead. The astringent quality of the tea will pair nicely with both dishes, I think. Cuts through the richness."

The server nodded, her professionalism smoothing over the moment. "Of course. I'll have that right out."

She moved away. Scout's relief was visible in the slight drop of her shoulders, but she didn't quite meet my eyes.

"I should have known," I said quietly. "That was my failure, not yours."

"It's fine."

It wasn't fine. I could see that. But she didn't want to dwell on it, and I owed her at least that.

"How do you know so much about this kind of food?" she asked, changing the subject deliberately. "Did you grow up with it?"

"I grew up working-class in South Seattle. I knew more about the McDonald's value menu than coq au vin. A Big Mac was a special occasion."

"Then how?"

"I learned, after I married Sybil." The name felt strange in my mouth, here in this warm room with Scout across from me. "She was five years older than me. Her family had money and they moved in circles I didn't know anything about. Private clubs. Charity galas. Restaurants like this one, though fancier. I had to learn to exist in her world. That's the only reason I know a French menu."

Scout was watching me carefully.

"The marriage did not last, but you still grew. You still have all this."

She gestured vaguely at the restaurant, the menu, the whole accumulated knowledge of a life I'd lived before.

"I took away good things from the marriage. Little details like knowing French foods. But mostly the understanding that quality matters, in cooking and in craftsmanship and in how you treat people." I paused. "The marriage failed, but not everything about it was a failure. You're right about that."

The candle flickered between us. Scout turned her water glass slowly, watching the light refract.

"Did you love her?"

The question was quiet. Direct and earnest.

I took a moment before answering. The honest answer was complicated, and Scout deserved the honest answer.

"I loved Sybil very much. I was head over heels in love with her at first. I met her when I was twenty years old and she was twenty-five, and she was the most sophisticated woman I'd ever known. Beautiful. Confident. She knew things about the world I couldn't even imagine. I would have done anything for her."

"What happened?"

"The love withered. Slowly, over years. We didn't notice it dying until it was already dead." I looked at the candle flame, steady in its glass holder. "People say love is like a rock. Steadfast. Unshakeable. Something you build a foundation on. But love isn't like that at all."

"What is it like?"

"A tree. Big and strong and encompassing when it's healthy. It can shelter you from storms, give you shade, bear fruit. But if it doesn't get enough sunlight and water, it will eventually die. And a dead tree looks like a living tree for a long time. The shape is still there. The branches. But inside it's hollow, and one day a strong wind comes along and the whole thing falls."

Scout was quiet. The server returned with our iced tea, set the glasses down without interrupting, and slipped away.

"Love is an active thing," I said. "It requires tending. Both Sybil and I failed to tend it. We got busy with other things, we stopped paying attention, we assumed the tree would keep standing on its own. And then one day we looked up and realized we were living in the shade of something that had been dead for years."

Scout reached for her tea and took a slow sip. Her face was thoughtful.

"My father never talks about my mother," she said. "I don't know if he loved her."

"You could ask him."

"I've tried. He changes the subject." She set her glass down. "Maybe some trees die in ways that are too painful to describe."

"Maybe."

We sat together, lost in our thoughts. The night deepened outside.

The food arrived. The server set the plates down with practiced care. Scout's braised short rib sat in a shallow pool of reduced wine, dark and glossy, surrounded by chunks of carrot and celery root and small onions that had gone soft and sweet. My duck confit gleamed with rendered fat, the skin crisped golden, a small mound of dressed greens beside it.

Scout looked at her plate. She picked up her fork and knife, cut a small piece of the meat, and brought it to her mouth.

She went quiet.

She tasted it again, slower. Her eyes closed briefly. When they opened, she was looking at the plate with an expression I couldn't quite read.

Then she looked at me.

"This is what I do with raccoons."

I smiled. "I know."

She looked back at the plate. At the reduced wine. At the vegetables that had braised alongside the meat, absorbing its flavors. At the way everything on the plate worked together, each element supporting the others.

"You knew." Her voice was soft. "You brought me here because you knew."

"I've been paying attention. That braised raccoon you made, with the wild herbs and the root vegetables you'd dug yourself, was one of the best things I've ever eaten. So when I saw this place's menu online and read 'braised short rib with root vegetables,' I thought of you."

"But... how did they reduce the stock this far? It would take hours."

"I don't know."

"And the wine. It's not just any wine, is it? What kind did they use?"

She was full of questions now and I didn't have the answers. I caught our server's eye and waved her over.

"My friend has some questions about the preparation. Is there any chance the chef might have a moment?"

The server looked at Scout, at the intensity in her face, at the way she was studying the plate.

"Let me check."

She disappeared through the kitchen door. A few minutes later she returned, followed by an older woman in a colorful apron and matching pillbox hat. The chef was perhaps sixty, with silver hair pulled back in a practical knot.

"I understand you have questions about the short rib." Her accent was faintly French, softened by years in America.

Scout straightened in her chair. "The reduction. How long did it take?"

"Six hours for the braise. The stock was reduced separately overnight, then combined."

"And the wine?"

"A young red. Nothing expensive. The tannins soften during the braise and the fruit comes forward."

Scout nodded, absorbing this. "Did you sear the meat first? Before braising?"

"Of course. High heat, very fast, just enough to develop the crust. The Maillard reaction. It changes the flavor profile of everything that follows."

"I do that with game," Scout said. "Raccoon. Sometimes venison. But I never knew what it was called."

The chef's eyes sharpened. She pulled out an empty chair and sat down.

"You cook game? Where?"

"In the woods above Port Chasten. I have a Dutch oven and a fire pit."

"Tell me." The chef gestured at the plate. "Tell me how you would have done this."

Scout looked at the short rib. Her hands moved as she talked, demonstrating.

"I would have cut the meat into smaller pieces for faster cooking. Built the fire hot first, seared the meat in the fat I'd rendered from the last animal. Then I'd add the vegetables, whatever I had, wild onions and potatoes and carrots and camas root and whatever else I could find. Pour in water or stock if I had it, cover the pot, and bury it in coals. Leave it overnight."

"Overnight." The chef nodded slowly. "Yes. The old way. Before anyone knew the science. You bury it and you trust it."

"I didn't know there was another way until tonight."

"There isn't another way. There is just this way, with different tools." The chef leaned forward. "What you are doing in the woods with a Dutch oven is exactly what my grandmother did in Provence with a clay pot and a bread oven. The technique is the same."

Scout was very still. It was that same focused stillness as before, the one that meant she was taking something in at a level deeper than words.

"The acid," the chef continued. "You use acid? Wine, vinegar, citrus?"

"Wood sorrel. Sometimes wild grape."

"Wild grape." The chef laughed, delighted. "Yes. Of course. The tartness cuts the fat, opens the palate. You know this without being told."

"I know what tastes right. I don't always know why."

"That is the difference between a cook and a technician. A technician knows why. A cook knows what." The chef stood, brushing her apron. "You are a cook. Come back sometime when we are not so busy. I will show you things."

She returned to the kitchen. Scout watched her go, then turned back to me.

The candlelight caught her face. She said nothing for a long moment. Then she reached across the table and took my hand.

Her fingers were warm. Her grip was firm. She was smiling, and the smile reached all the way to her eyes as she looked at me in the dim light.

We sat there like that, her hand in mine, the candle burning between us, the murmur of the restaurant wrapping around us as evening fell outside.


Chapter 7



We walked along the waterfront after dinner, Scout's arm threaded through mine. The marina was a shadowy forest of masts swaying gently in the breeze. Lights from the boats cast rippling reflections across the harbor. A bell clanged somewhere in the distance, a bright sound in the dark.

We stopped at the end of the pier and leaned against the railing. Scout tilted her head back to look at the sky.

"Cygnus," she pointed. "And Deneb. The tail of the swan."

I followed her finger to a bright star almost directly overhead.

"Do you know the story of Orpheus?" she asked.

"I don't think so."

"Orpheus the musician. His wife Eurydice died and he was so consumed by grief that he traveled to the underworld to bring her back. Hades agreed to release her on one condition. Orpheus had to walk out of the underworld without looking back. If he looked, she would be lost forever."

"I think I know how this ends."

"He made it almost all the way. But at the last moment, just before they reached the light, he turned to look at her. And she was gone." Scout's voice was quiet. "Orpheus spent the rest of his life wandering the earth, playing such sorrowful music that even the rocks and trees wept to hear it. When he finally died, Zeus placed him in the sky as Cygnus, the swan, with his lyre beside him."

I watched the star, thinking about Orpheus. About grief and about looking back when you shouldn't.

"There's another version," Scout said. "Some say Orpheus didn't fail. Some say he turned around on purpose. He knew Eurydice belonged in the underworld and he couldn't bear to take her from where she was meant to be. So he looked back to set her free."

"Which version do you believe?"

She was quiet for a moment. "I think love makes us do both things. We hold on too tight and we let go too easily. Sometimes at the same time."

I turned to look at her. The starlight caught her hair, her profile sharp against the dark water behind her.

"You know something?" I said. "I love when you do this."

"Do what?"

"Show me things that have been around me my whole life. Things I never noticed or knew about. I've looked at that sky a thousand times. I never knew it was full of stories."

"The world is full of such tales."

"We should spend another night at your secret place," I continued. "The one overlooking Chasten Cove. You can tell me about all the stars. Every single one."

"I would like that."

The wind picked up, carrying the smell of the sea. Scout shivered slightly and I pulled her closer.

"We should start back," I said. "Long drive home. You can pick the music. I'm starting to understand the appeal of K-Pop."

She didn't laugh. Didn't respond at all.

"Scout? What are you thinking?"

She was quiet for a long moment, staring out at the water.

"This has been the best night of my life. I don't want it to end." She turned to look at me. "I don't want to go home, Thomas."

"Your father will worry."

"My father knows I'm with you. He knows I'm safe." She stepped closer and placed her hands on my chest. "I want to stay with you, here. For the rest of this night. I want to make love and fall asleep beside you. I want to wake up to your face in the morning."

Her eyes were very bright in the starlight. I thought about all the reasons this was complicated. The age difference. Her inexperience. The tangled web of my feelings for her and Claire and my own unfinished past.

Scout and I had been intimate, but we hadn't crossed that threshold yet. I knew she wanted it, but I wasn't sure. I was old enough to be her father. Scout was self-reliant, but she also felt things so deeply. Was it right to entwine our lives together like this?

Then I thought about Orpheus, looking back because he couldn't help himself. Or because he knew it was the right thing to do. Or both.

And then I looked into Scout's eyes and saw the desire there and knew the same was mirrored in my own eyes.

"Okay," I said. "Stay with me, Scout."

She kissed me then, there on the pier with the boats rocking in the darkness and Deneb burning overhead.
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An hour later we stood in a hotel room on the second floor, a corner room with large windows overlooking the marina. The view was like what we'd seen from the pier, but elevated now, the pattern of lights spreading out below us.

I opened the bottle of wine I'd bought from the little shop next to Vivi's. It was a red blend. The woman behind the counter had recommended it with an assured nod. That had been good enough for me.

I poured two glasses and handed one to Scout. She took it, held it up to the light, watched the color.

"To first times," I said.

We clinked glasses and sipped our wine. We looked at each other over the rims.

Scout was smiling. It was that open unguarded smile I'd first seen at the pond, when she'd surfaced from the water and found me watching. The beginning of everything between us.

Scout set her glass down and came to me. She wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me slow and deep, tasting of wine.

I pulled her close, one hand on the small of her back, the other tangled in her hair. We swayed together, our bodies pressed tight, moving to music that wasn't there.

"Wait," I said. I reached for my phone on the nightstand. "This time I get to pick the music."

"Do you want K-pop?"

"Not tonight." I scrolled through my apps. "Phone, play John Coltrane ballads."

The first notes spilled from the speaker. A saxophone, slow and sultry, curling through the room like wood smoke.

I set the phone down and held out my hand.

"May I have this dance, Liberty Scout Flint?"

"You may, Thomas Harmon."

She took my hand and stepped into my arms.

We held each other in the dim light, barely moving, just swaying. The saxaphone wove around us, unhurried and searching. I could feel her heartbeat against my chest. The warmth of her through her clothes. The way her breath caught when I pulled her closer.

Scout pressed herself against me, her head against my shoulder, her hips moving in slow circles that made my breath come faster.

I kissed her neck. She made a soft sound. I kissed her jaw, her cheek, the corner of her mouth. She turned her head and our lips met and the kiss went deep, tongues sliding together, her fingers digging into my shoulders.

When we finally pulled apart, she was breathing hard. Her cheeks were flushed.

"I've had so many firsts tonight," she said. "I think I am ready for another."

I hesitated. My hands were still on her waist, feeling the warmth of her skin through the thin fabric of her shirt.

"Scout. I worry about this. I'm so much older than you."

"That doesn't matter to me."

"Your first time should be special. You never forget your first time."

She looked up at me. Her blue eyes were very steady.

"I will never forget you, Thomas. No matter what happens after tonight."

She kissed me again. Softer this time, but with certainty underneath it. A decision made.

She took my hand and led me to the bed.

I undressed her slowly, in the light washing in from the marina. Unbuttoned her shirt and slid it off her shoulders. Unclasped her plain cotton bra. Her breasts were full and perfect, the nipples hardening in the cool air. I traced my fingers down her stomach, feeling her muscles flutter, and unfastened her canvas pants, tugging down her panties.

She stood before me naked, completely unashamed. Her body was lean and strong from years of living in the woods. A faded scar on her hip. Calluses on her palms. Her blonde hair falling loose around her shoulders.

"You said I was beautiful," she whispered. "Did you mean that?"

"Of course I did. Why would you question that?"

"It's just... I've never considered that of myself."

"You're beautiful," I said. "Maybe you can't see it through your own eyes."

"But I can see it through yours. The way you look at me."

We kissed again. She reached for my shirt and pulled it over my head. She ran her hands across my chest, exploring my muscles, muscles no longer buried under a layer of suburban flab, muscles that had strengthened over these last months in the woods.

She kissed my chest, her lips warm on my skin. Then her hands went to my belt.

She freed my cock, already hard, and wrapped her fingers around it. Stroked slowly, tracing the shape of me. Her touch was still inexpert but eager, her grip maybe a little too tight. I didn't care.

I laid her on the bed and pushed her legs apart and kneeled between her thighs. Kissed her breasts, took each nipple in my mouth, felt her back arch beneath me. My hand trailed down her stomach, through the soft lush tangle of blonde hair between her thighs.

She was wet. I could smell her arousal before I even touched her.

I kissed down her stomach. I'd learned what Scout liked, what made her squirm with pleasure, what made her quiver, what made her cum.

I kissed the inside of her thigh. She shivered. I kissed higher, breathing in the musky scent of her.

When my tongue found her clit, she gasped.

I licked her slowly at first, knowing what she responded to. Her clit swelling under my tongue. The taste of her pussy on my lips. She grabbed my hair, pulling me closer, her hips starting to move.

"Thomas." Her voice was strained. "Thomas, it feels so good."

I sucked her clit gently and pressed my thumb firmly against her anus, just the way she liked. She cried out, her whole body going rigid, her thighs clamping around my head. I kept licking, kept stroking, massaging her pussy and anus, feeling her spasm under my mouth as she came.

When she finally released me, I kissed my way back up her body. She was flushed from her cheeks to her chest, her eyes glazed, her hands shaking as she reached for me.

"That was..."

She couldn't finish the sentence. Just pulled me down and kissed me, tasting herself on my lips.

I reached for the nightstand and the condom I'd bought at the drugstore a block away. I tore the packet open.

"Let me do it," Scout said. "So I know how."

She fumbled with it at first, trying to figure out which way it unrolled. I watched her concentrate, her tongue caught between her teeth, and felt something squeeze tight in my chest.

"Take your time," I whispered. "It took me a while to figure out at first."

She got it on, smoothing it down my shaft with both hands. She looked up at me.

"Okay?"

"Perfect."

She lay back on the bed and spread her legs. I settled between them, propping myself on my elbows, looking down at her face.

"Listen to me. If anything hurts, if anything scares you, tell me immediately. We stop. No questions."

She nodded. Her hands came up to rest on my shoulders.

I reached down and guided my cock to her entrance, running it up and down her wet slit, coating myself with her arousal. She sighed, her eyes fluttering shut.

"Look at me," I said. "I want to see your eyes."

She opened them. I pushed forward.

She was tight. Impossibly tight. I watched her face as I pressed into her, saw her wince, saw her jaw clench.

"Are you okay?"

She nodded. "Just... hold still for a bit."

I froze, buried only halfway inside her, wrapped in her tight warmth. I could feel her pulse around me, feel her body slowly adjusting. Sweat beaded on my forehead from the effort of not moving.

She breathed. In and out. Her grip on my shoulders gradually relaxed.

Then she kissed me. Pulled back just far enough to whisper against my lips.

"Please."

I moved slowly, carefully, watching her face for any sign of pain. There was none. Her eyes went soft, her lips parted, small sounds escaping her with each thrust.

"Oh," she breathed. "Oh, Thomas."

I rested my forehead against hers, looking into her eyes as I penetrated her. She kissed me frantically, her hands everywhere, her legs wrapping around my waist to pull me deeper.

She was louder now, little moans and gasps, her nails digging into my back. I could feel myself getting close, the pressure building at the base of my spine.

"Scout," I said through clenched teeth. "I'm going to finish."

"Yes, I want you to." She held me tighter. "Keep your eyes open, look at me. I want to see you, too."

I locked my eyes on hers and let myself go, burying myself deep inside her, groaning as I came. She drank in the pleasure twisting my face, taking in my expression as my whole body shuddered with it, wave after wave, her tight pussy milking every drop.

For a long moment I just lay there, still inside her, both of us breathing hard. I kissed her softly on her cheeks, her closed eyes, the corner of her smile.

Then I rolled off her, dealt with the condom, dropped it in the trash by the nightstand. Before I could settle back, she was already moving down my body.

"Scout, you don't have to..."

But her mouth was already on my cock, her tongue licking me clean with the same focused attention she brought to everything. I groaned, oversensitive but not stopping her, watching her blonde head bob between my legs.

When she was done, she crawled back up and tucked herself against my chest, her leg thrown over mine, her head in the hollow of my shoulder.

"Thank you," she said quietly. "For being my first. You made it so nice. I can't think of anyone better."

I kissed the top of her head. "You're the most fascinating woman I've ever known."

She was quiet for a moment. Her fingers traced my chest.

"I want more," she said.

I laughed softly. "There will be more. But maybe give me some time to recover. I'm not as young as I used to be."

"I don't just mean sex." She propped herself up on one elbow to look at me. "I mean all of it. Everything that happened tonight. The restaurant, the movie, the marina. The way the chef talked to me like I belonged there."

"You did belong there."

"I always worried I wouldn't. That I'd spent so long in the woods, so long in Port Chasten, that I would never fit anywhere else. That the outside world would see me as some strange backwoods creature and laugh."

"Nobody laughed tonight."

"No. They didn't." She smiled. "You showed me I have a place here, Thomas. In the world outside the forest."

I brushed a strand of hair from her face. "You can have both. You can enjoy all of this, the restaurants and the movies and the wine. And you can always return to the life you know. The values you hold, being wild and free. One doesn't cancel out the other."

"That's exactly what I want." She settled back against my chest. "And I want it with you."

She was quiet for a long moment. I could feel her gathering herself, working up to something.

"Thomas."

"Yes?"

"I love you."

The words hung in the air between us. I opened my mouth to respond but nothing came out. My mind had gone blank, wiped clean by the weight of what she'd just said.

She could see it in my face. The shock. The paralysis.

She kissed me softly, her lips barely brushing mine.

"I'm not trying to pressure you into a response. I just wanted you to know how I felt." She pulled back, her eyes steady on mine. "I hope you love me too. Or if not, I hope you will come to love me as I love you."

She tucked her face into the crook of my neck. I could feel her breath warm on my skin.

I stroked her hair, listening to her breathing slowly steady, feeling the weight of her against me.

Inside my chest was a flood I couldn't name. Fear and tenderness and something like grief and something like hope, all tangled together until I couldn't tell where one ended and another began.

Scout's breathing deepened. Her body relaxed against mine.

I stared at the ceiling, the faint glow from the marina playing across the walls, and tried to find my way through the emotions jumbled inside me.


Chapter 8



The freight truck ground up my driveway two weeks to the day after I'd placed the order. I heard it before I saw it, the diesel engine laboring against the grade in the early afternoon.

By the time it crested the rise, Abner was already walking out of the treeline from the direction of his place, right on time.

The driver climbed down and looked at the cabin, then at Abner with his long gray beard and flannel shirt, then at me.

"Thomas Harmon?"

"That's me."

He handed me a clipboard thick with packing slips.

"Lot of hardware. You boys building a power station?"

"Something like that."

Abner was already at the back of the truck, waiting. The driver rolled up the door and I saw it all stacked there: the panels in their heavy cardboard sleeves, the two battery cases, boxes of hardware and conduit and wire. More than I'd imagined when I clicked the order buttons.

"Let's get it off the truck," Abner said. "Then we inventory."

We worked for an hour just unloading. The panels were awkward more than heavy, each one a four-foot by six-foot sail that wanted to catch any breath of wind. The batteries were the opposite problem. Compact but dense, each one requiring both of us to lower it safely from the truck bed.

The driver watched us work for about ten minutes, then climbed back into his cab and pulled out his phone. I didn't blame him. We weren't moving fast. I gave him my Wi-Fi password so he could entertain himself.

When the truck was finally empty, Abner shook the driver's hand and the truck rumbled back down my drive. Then we turned to the pile of boxes and crates scattered across my yard.

"Now we see what we have," Abner said. "And what we're missing."

He pulled a folded paper from his shirt pocket, the packing list I'd printed and given him the week before. I started to grab the nearest box, but he stopped me with a raised hand.

"Not yet. We stage first."

He surveyed the pile with narrowed eyes, then pointed to a flat area near where the equipment shed would go.

"Panels there. Batteries there." He indicated spots in sequence around the yard. "Mounting hardware. Electrical. Conduit and wire. Charge controller and inverter last, they go straight into the shed once it's built."

"Wouldn't it be faster to just open everything and check it off?"

"Faster now. Slower later." He started walking toward the first stack of boxes. "Every hour spent organizing saves three hours hunting for what you need when you need it."

I thought of the years I'd spent in the insurance office, the way files accumulated on my desk in drifts, the frantic searches for documents I knew I'd seen somewhere. I picked up the other end of the first panel crate and followed his lead.

By late afternoon we had everything sorted into Abner's grid pattern and every item checked against the manifest. Nothing missing, nothing damaged. The yard looked like a military supply depot, everything in its place, organized by the order we'd need it.

"This is a productive start." Abner stood with his hands on his hips, surveying the result. "Tomorrow we start the ground mount."

I was already tired and we hadn't built anything yet.

"I'll have coffee ready."

He nodded once and walked back into the trees.
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Claire's Subaru came up the driveway around three the next afternoon. Abner and I were driving posts for the panel mounting frame, me on the post driver, him holding each post plumb while I swung. The rhythm had taken us most of the morning to find. Now we moved together without speaking, post after post sinking into the ground at precise intervals Abner had marked with string and stakes.

Claire climbed out holding a large glass jar beaded with condensation. The tea inside was dark amber, with a few mint leaves floating at the top.

"Thought you might be thirsty."

Abner set down the post driver and accepted the jar first, drinking deep before passing it to me. The tea was cold and sweet with just enough bite from the mint. I hadn't realized how dry my throat was until I tasted it.

Claire walked a slow circle around the worksite, taking in the staged materials, the posts already in the ground, the scope of what we were building. When she came back to where I stood, she was quiet for a moment.

"This is serious," she said.

"Abner doesn't do things halfway."

"I wasn't talking about Abner." She looked me over with an appraising eye. "You're really staying."

"I'm really staying. Just like I said I would. No more running."

"I believe you, Thomas Harmon."

The moment stretched between us, warm and relaxed.

"I'll bring more tea tomorrow," she said.

She touched my arm once, briefly, and walked back to her truck.

Abner watched her drive away, then picked up the post driver again.

"Good woman," he said. "Post."

He held the next one plumb and we went back to work.
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The days blurred together after that. The mounting frame went up first, angled steel rails that would hold the panels at thirty-eight degrees to catch the winter sun. Then the trenching, three runs of conduit buried eighteen inches deep connecting the array to where the equipment shed would stand.

I worked the trenching spade. I was bad at it, my shoulders burning after the first hour.

"You're thinking too much," Abner told me. "Stop thinking. Feel where the ground is soft."

I followed his advice. By the end of the day my trenches were tolerably done. My shoulders still burned, but I was used to the feeling now. The burn of muscles remembering how to do work.

The shed went up next. I'd bought a pre-cut kit from Forks. Eight by eight, tall enough to stand in, with a raised platform along one wall for the battery enclosure.

We insulated the battery enclosure with rigid foam sealed tight against moisture and cold. Abner installed the twelve-volt heating pad himself, wiring it to a thermostat that would kick on if the temperature dropped below forty degrees.

"Lithium doesn't like cold," he said. "It kills the cells. These batteries cost what they cost because they will last twenty years, but only if you take care of them."

The wiring came next. Abner worked slowly here, double-checking every connection, every terminal crimp, every ground. He let me do some of it under his supervision, guiding my hands through the process of stripping wire to the right length, crimping terminals, tightening connections to the right torque. Not too loose, which would cause resistance and heat. Not too tight, which would crack the terminal.

"Electricity wants to kill you," he said once, when I reached for a live wire without thinking. His hand was on my wrist before I touched it, his grip firm but not painful. "Respect it."

I noticed things about him as we worked. The way he never wasted motion. The way he checked his work twice before moving on. The way he answered questions with just enough information and no more, trusting me to ask again if I needed clarification.

It was the same way Scout moved through the world. The same precision, the same economy. The same instinct to check twice, to measure before cutting, to respect the things that could hurt you. She was who she was because she'd learned from him, absorbed his standards through twenty-one years of watching and working beside him.

As we wired the charge controller, I voiced the hope that had been building inside me.

"The propane generator was killing me. The noise, the cost. And after the propane company blacklisted me, having to get it delivered from Forks with a huge markup." I tightened a terminal connection. "This is going to change everything."

Abner was quiet for a moment, checking a wiring diagram.

"A man who depends on another man's system," he said finally, "lives at that man's pleasure. County wants to cut your power, they cut it. Propane company wants to refuse your business, they refuse it. Every connection to their grid is a leash."

He looked up at the solar panels arrayed in the sunlight, drinking in the free energy that Harlan Foster couldn't touch.

"Cut the leash, you cut their leverage."

I thought about the letter from the county. The denied propane deliveries. All of it traced back to Harlan and his connections, his ability to reach into systems I depended on and turn them against me.

"This isn't just about electricity," I said. "All of this."

"Nothing is ever just about electricity." Abner went back to the wiring diagram. "Or just about water, or just about land. It's about who controls what you need to live. The answer should be you."
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We made great progress, but it wasn't all smooth sailing. We were trenching when I first noticed Abner's breathing. He'd stopped to rest, leaning on his shovel, and I could hear the whistle in his chest from ten feet away. A wet, labored sound that didn't match the work we'd been doing.

He caught me looking and straightened up, going back to the trench without comment.

I said nothing.

It happened again in the middle of erecting the shed. Abner set down his hammer and walked to the edge of the treeline, his back to me. I heard the coughing from where I stood. Deep, wracking coughs that bent him double. When he came back his face was composed, but there was a grayness under his weathered skin that hadn't been there before.

I handed him the mason jar of Claire's tea. He drank without meeting my eyes.

I said nothing.

The next day, wiring the inverter, he had to stop twice to catch his breath. The second time I saw him grip the edge of the workbench, knuckles white, waiting for something to pass. His chest rose and fell in shallow hitches.

I kept working on my section of the wiring. Giving him the privacy of not being watched.

When his breathing steadied, he picked up his wire strippers and went back to work as if nothing had happened.

His breathing sounded worse, but it was not something I could address unless he did so first. Abner Flint had spent two decades in the Army and fifteen more years carving a life out of this forest. He'd raised a daughter alone, built his own power system, survived on what he could hunt and grow and make with his hands. He was not a man who accepted help easily or acknowledged weakness at all.

If he wanted to tell me about whatever was wrong with his lungs, he would tell me. Until then, the kindest thing I could do was work beside him and say nothing.

But I noticed. And the noticing sat heavy in my chest, an unspoken worry I couldn't shake, a shadow that fell across even the brightest moments of the work we were doing together.
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Scout appeared each evening as the light faded. She came through the trees as if she'd materialized from them, hair pulled back, carrying whatever she'd prepared for dinner.

The first night it was rabbit stew, rich with root vegetables and herbs I couldn't identify. We ate sitting on upturned buckets in the yard, too tired to go inside, watching the stars come out.

The second night she brought venison and roasted potatoes. The third, a soup made from something she called chicken of the woods mushrooms, thick and earthy and filling.

She didn't fuss over us. Didn't hover or ask about the work. She set out the food, ate with us, and listened while Abner and I talked in fragments about what we'd accomplished and what remained. Sometimes she asked questions. Mostly she was quiet, her presence a steady warmth at the edge of the work.

On the fourth night I looked up from my bowl and saw the three of us in a sudden flash of clarity. Two men worn out from honest labor, a young woman who had fed them. Sitting together in the dusk like this was something they'd always done.

Like a family.

The thought caught in my throat. Those later years married to Sybil, no children, dinner most nights eaten alone at the kitchen table or in front of the television while she was at yoga or book club or wherever else she went to avoid being home with me. I'd told myself I didn't mind. Told myself solitude was a choice, not a sentence.

Sitting here now, tired to the bone, eating food that Scout had made with her own hands, I understood what I'd been missing. Not excitement, not ambition. Just this. People who showed up. Food shared at the end of a hard day. The simple grace of not being alone.

Scout caught me looking at her. She didn't smile, exactly, but something in her eyes warmed me.

"More stew?" she asked.

"Please."

She ladled another portion into my bowl and the moment passed, but the warmth of it stayed with me long after we'd cleaned up and she'd disappeared back into the trees with her father.
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On the fifth day, we made the final connections.

The panels were mounted and wired. The batteries sat in their insulated enclosure, the heating pad coiled beneath them. The charge controller and inverter were bolted to the shed wall, with all the cables routed and secured.

Abner had walked me through every component, every connection, until I understood not just what each piece did but why it mattered and what would happen if it failed.

Now we stood in the shed, the late afternoon light slanting through the open door.

"Main breaker," Abner said. "Off."

I checked. "Off."

"Charge controller input breaker. Off."

"Off."

"Battery disconnect. Open."

"Open."

He walked me through the startup sequence the way he'd walked me through everything else. Patient, precise, leaving nothing to assumption.

"Close the battery disconnect."

I closed it. A soft click.

"Charge controller input breaker. On."

I flipped it. The charge controller's screen lit up, numbers appearing as it detected the panels feeding power into the system.

"Main breaker. On."

I put my hand on it. Looked at Abner.

"This is it," I said.

"Indeed it is."

I flipped the breaker.

From the cabin, twenty yards away, I heard a hum as the inverter engaged. Then, through the windows, I saw lights flicker to life.

We walked out of the shed and stood looking at the cabin. The porch light was on. Through the window I could see the lamp in the living room, the clock on the new microwave blinking as it reset itself.

Neither of us said anything.

I thought about all the work that had brought us here. Five days of labor, but more than that. The research, the planning, the ordering, the waiting. The long weeks of the generator droning, the propane bill, the fear that Harlan had found a way to drive me off the land after all.

And now this. Electricity flowing from the sun through wires I'd buried into a system I'd built with a man I'd come to respect more than almost anyone I'd ever known.

"Thank you," I said finally.

Abner nodded once. "You did the work."

"Not without you."

He looked at the panels, then at the shed, then at the cabin with its lights burning.

"It's good work," he said. "It will hold."
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Scout came through the trees as the sun touched the ridge. She didn't ask how it had gone. She could see the lights.

She walked to the porch and sat down on the top step. Abner lowered himself beside her with a soft grunt, his joints protesting the long days. I sat on her other side, the three of us in a row, watching the light drain from the sky.

Nobody spoke.

I thought about the years I'd spent in that office. The fluorescent lights that never changed, the hum of the HVAC, the papers that crossed my desk, the muted glare of my computer screen, the rattle of my keyboard as I typed endless documents.

And now this. Sitting on a porch I'd repaired myself, looking at lights powered by a system I'd built beside a man I respected and a woman who loved me.

My muscles ached in places I hadn't known existed. My hands were calloused and cut. I was tired in a way the office had never made me tired, a deep physical exhaustion that felt earned rather than inflicted.

The last light faded behind the trees. The first stars appeared. From somewhere in the forest my resident owl called, a low questioning sound.

Scout leaned her head against my shoulder. Abner sat with his hands on his knees, looking out at the dark shapes of the trees, his breathing slow and rough.

I sat with them and watched the night come on, and wanted nothing more than exactly what I had.


Chapter 9



The light clicked on. I clicked it off.

On again. Off.

I stood there like a child discovering a toy, flipping the switch on the LED lamp beside my reading chair. Each time the light responded instantly. No generator warming up, no delay, no engine rumble shaking the floor beneath my feet. Just the soft click of the switch and the immediate glow of the bulb.

I laughed out loud at myself. Forty-five years old, standing alone in a cabin in the woods, giggling at a light switch.

But the joy was real. Weeks of that generator had worn down my nerves in ways I hadn't fully recognized until it stopped. The constant drone that made thinking difficult, the vibration that traveled through the floor and up through my bones, the propane anxiety that woke me at three in the morning wondering if I'd calculated the burn rate correctly.

All of it gone now, replaced by silence and the soft hum of the inverter in the shed.

I walked through the cabin, touching things. The microwave clock, finally holding its time instead of blinking endlessly. The refrigerator running steady and quiet. The mesh router on its shelf, its lights blinking green, connected to the satellite dish on the trailer and feeding Wi-Fi through walls and over the clearing, all the way to the pond.

The trailer's dish had served me well, but it was time to upgrade. I'd already ordered a proper dish, a more robust unit that would mount permanently to a pole I'd sink in concrete.

With solar feeding the system, I could run it continuously. No more rationing internet time to save generator fuel. No more missing client emails because I'd shut everything down to stretch the propane another day.

The insurance work had picked up in the past few weeks. Summer was always a busy time for insurance work. Nothing too complicated, but reliable income. Enough to cover expenses and, most importantly, start rebuilding the cushion I'd burned through buying the solar components.

I'm flat broke. Never felt happier.

I sat down at my desk and looked at the laptop. Sixteen inches of screen, the keyboard cramped and shallow. I'd been hunching over it for years, my neck stiff by evening, my eyes strained from squinting at spreadsheets.

On a whim, I opened a browser and started looking at monitors. Twenty-seven inches. Thirty-two. Curved screens that wrapped around your field of vision. I hadn't owned anything like that in years. The cramped interior of my trailer made it impossible. But now?

I added a thirty-two-inch Samsung to my cart.

Then, feeling reckless, I started looking at keyboards. Mechanical ones with Cherry switches, the kind that made a satisfying click when you pressed them. I'd used one briefly at the office and remembered the tactile pleasure of it, the way each keystroke felt deliberate and real.

I added one to the cart. Blue switches. They'd be loud, but there was no one here to complain.

My finger hovered over the checkout button. The total made me run numbers in my mind, check my balance on the credit union website. Was this really a justifiable expense?

Hell yes, it is.

I clicked checkout.

Then I sat back in my chair and pictured my setup, laptop hooked to a monitor and an external keyboard. And then I thought about... gaming.

I hadn't played anything more complex than Solitaire since the early years of my marriage. Sybil had walked in once while I was playing some shooter or other. Her expression had been so withering, so laden with disappointment, that I closed the game and never opened it again.

That was probably seventeen years ago now. Gaming had probably changed a lot since then.

I opened another browser tab and started looking at gaming PCs.

The specifications meant nothing to me. Graphics cards with names that sounded like motorcycles. RAM measured in numbers that seemed absurd. Cooling systems that looked like they belonged on a spacecraft.

I laughed again, louder this time.

A man my age. Out in the woods. Thinking about a gaming rig.

But the laugh had freedom in it, a lightness I wasn't used to. These were my choices now. No one to explain myself to. No one to disappoint. If I wanted to spend my evenings shooting zombies or building imaginary cities or racing cars around digital tracks, who exactly was going to stop me?

In the end, I didn't buy the gaming PC. Not yet. But I bookmarked the page.

Then I stood up and stretched and walked to the window. The late afternoon light came golden through the trees, catching dust motes in the air. The solar panels gleamed in the clearing, drinking in the sun and turning it into the electricity that powered the lamp I'd been playing with like a child.

Somewhere out there, Harlan was scheming. The county might try something else. The world hadn't stopped being complicated just because I'd gotten my lights back on.

But right now, in this moment, I had power. In every sense of the word.

I grabbed my phone and headed out the door.
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The walk to the mailbox had become one of my favorite parts of the day.

Two hundred yards down the dirt and gravel drive, unhurried, with nothing waiting at the other end but whatever the postal service had brought me. It was almost always junk mail, but I still enjoyed seeing my name and address on the labels.

I had the Merlin app open on my phone, listening to the birds.

The app had been one of the best things I'd gotten. I live in the woods now. Might as well know who I'm living with. From the first identification, I'd become quietly obsessed.

A Pacific-slope flycatcher called from somewhere in the canopy. The app confirmed it. A thin, sharp note, almost questioning. I stopped and listened, trying to spot the bird, but the foliage was too thick.

Then, closer, the stuttering whistle of a Swainson's Thrush. That one I could recognize without the app now. One had a nest somewhere near the cabin and sang most evenings, a spiraling upward melody that sounded like questions asked of the night sky.

I walked on, deeply content.

The drive curved and the entrance came into view. My heart lifted when I saw the white RAV4 parked just inside the turnoff, tucked under the cedars where Grace always parked.

She'd been gone almost a week. I'd noticed her absence the second day of installing the solar panels, when I'd walked down to check the mail and found the spot empty. No note, no warning. Just gone. Which was her right, of course. She didn't owe me explanations. She didn't owe me anything.

But I'd worried.

I walked softly as I approached the mailbox, not wanting to disturb her. The RAV4's windows were covered from the inside with those reflective sunshades, blocking out the light. She worked nights at the motel and slept days, and I knew how precious that sleep was.

I opened the mailbox. A flyer from a chainsaw repair shop in Port Angeles. A catalog for outdoor furniture I hadn't requested and would never order from. An offer for lawn care services that made me laugh.

When I turned around, Grace was waving at me from inside the car.

She pushed open the door and stepped out, stretching, her black hair flattened on one side from sleep. She wore a faded zip-up hoodie and jeans that had seen better days, and when she smiled at me, the smile was tired and worn out.

"Mr. Harmon. Looking very mountain-man-chic today."

I glanced down at myself. Flannel shirt, canvas pants, boots. My standard uniform now.

"Got it all from Costco," I said. "You've been gone."

"Miss me?"

"Just noticed you weren't here."

"Same thing." She yawned, covering her mouth. "I had to deal with some things."

I nodded, not pressing. Grace's life always had gaps in it, places where the narrative skipped over details she didn't want to share. I'd learned to listen to what she said without reaching for what she didn't.

But I could see the week had worn on her. The shadows under her eyes were deeper than before. Living in a car was hard. Working overnight shifts was hard. Doing both at once, with whatever else she was carrying, was the kind of hard that accumulated.

"I've got solar now," I said. "Finished the install a few days ago."

"Yeah? No more generator?"

"No more generator."

"Damn, I could hear that thing all the way down here. I kind of liked falling asleep to that sound. Very emo industrial lullaby."

I laughed. "You know, there's that spot closer to the cabin. Flat ground, good shade in the afternoon. If you wanted, you could park there. Use the bathroom, the shower. Whenever you need."

Grace's expression shifted. Just slightly, just for a moment. Something guarded flickering across her face and then smoothing away.

"You don't have to do that."

"I know."

"I'm fine out here."

"I know."

She looked at me. I looked back. Neither of us said anything. I waited for Grace to work through her thoughts and make her decision.

"Okay," she said finally. "Yeah. That would be good."
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An hour later, Grace pulled the RAV4 into the clearing and parked on the other side of the trailer.

She got out and stood looking at the solar setup. The panels in rows, angled to catch the southern exposure. The cables running down into the shed where the batteries stood in their insulated box. The whole system humming quietly, invisibly, turning sunlight into electricity.

"Holy shit," she said. "You actually did it."

"Abner helped."

"Scout too, I bet."

"Scout, too."

"She's hella cool, that one. She even let me hold her gun and said she would teach me to shoot."

"She's a good teacher. I can vouch for that."

Grace walked around the shed, examining the panels, the mounting brackets, the weatherproofing where the cables entered the wall.

"This is legit," she said. "Like, actually professional."

"Abner doesn't do unprofessional."

"You're like a full homesteader now. You should get a YouTube channel and stream your life. Growing your own electricity and shit. Next you'll be churning butter and making soap from pig fat."

"I don't have a pig."

"Yet." She turned to look at me. "Seriously, though. This is impressive. When I met you, you were just some dude with a laptop. Now you're out here going off-grid. That's real character development, dude. Plus you lost weight and got all buff. Going full mountain-man Daddy."

"Never call me that again," I laughed. "Anyway, can I offer you a shower? Hot water included."

"God, yes."

"Use as much as you want, I got plenty."

I led her inside and gave her towels, then left her alone. I went out to the porch and filled my pipe.

The vanilla Cavendish packed smooth and easy. It was a gentler blend than the Latakia I usually smoked, sweeter and more forgiving. I'd picked it up on a whim during my trip to Port Angeles, thinking I might want something different as the season changed.

I lit it and sat in my chair and watched the evening settle over the clearing.

The light was bright through the trees, long shadows stretching across the grass. Birds called from the forest. Somewhere far off, a woodpecker worked at a dead tree, the sound carrying through the still air.

I thought about the monitor I'd ordered. The keyboard. The possibility of games.

And I thought about the winter coming, the long dark evenings with the wood stove crackling and the snow piled against the windows. The books I'd read. The pipes I'd smoke.

The door opened behind me and Grace came out.

Her hair was wet, hanging loose around her head. She'd changed into clean clothes, a different hoodie and jeans that didn't have road dirt ground into the knees. The shower had brightened her skin and eased the tension around her eyes.

She sat down in the other chair and breathed deeply.

"That smells nice," she said. "Way different from last time."

"Different tobacco."

"Yeah, I figured. Last time it smelled like sweaty ass."

"Latakia. Like I said, it's an acquired taste."

"Not by me." She stretched her legs out, crossing her ankles. "What is this one?"

"Vanilla Cavendish."

"It's yummy."

We sat in comfortable silence for a while. The birds settled. The light continued to fade. The pipe burned slow and steady, its smoke rising in lazy spirals toward the darkening sky.

"So," Grace said eventually. "You want to hear about the most unhinged interaction I've ever had with a guest?"

"Yes."

"Okay, so. Tuesday night. Like two in the morning. I'm doing the front desk because Rita called in sick. And this guy comes in. Tourist, obviously. Khakis, fleece vest, the whole vibe. And he's carrying a Diet Coke."

She paused for effect.

"He walks up to the desk and he goes, 'Excuse me, I have a complaint about the vending machine.' And I'm like, 'Okay, what's the problem?' And he goes, 'It gave me this Diet Coke.' And I'm like, '...yes? Is it flat or something?' And he goes, 'No, I wanted a regular Coke.' And I'm like, 'Oh, it must have been mislabeled. Let me get you a refund.' And he goes, 'I don't want a refund. I want you to fix the machine.'"

"Fix the machine?" I raised my eyebrows. "At two in the morning?"

"At two in the morning. So I explain that I'm not a vending machine technician and the best I can do is report it to the vending guy in the morning. And he goes, 'This is unacceptable. I specifically pressed the button for regular Coke.' And I'm like, 'I understand, sir, sometimes these things happen, let me just refund you and you can try again.' And he goes, 'The problem isn't the money. The problem is that I trusted your machine and your machine betrayed me.'"

She let that hang in the air.

"The machine betrayed him," I repeated.

"His exact words. The machine betrayed him. He said 'betrayed' like he was talking about a lover who cheated on him. Real genuine emotion. And I'm standing there at two in the morning thinking, how do I respond to this? Like, what is the protocol for a man who feels emotionally wounded by a soda dispenser?"

"What did you do?"

"I apologized on behalf of the machine. I said, 'Sir, I'm very sorry the vending machine didn't meet your expectations. I understand how frustrating it can be when you're counting on something and it lets you down. In the future, that machine will not betray our guests like this again. I give you my word.' And he just nodded, all solemn, like we were at a funeral. He said, 'I appreciate that.' And he walked away. Still carrying the Diet Coke. Didn't drink it, didn't throw it away. Just took it with him. Like a reminder of the betrayal."

I was laughing now, picturing the scene.

"The next morning," Grace continued, "I found the Diet Coke on the windowsill in the hallway outside his room. Just sitting there. Like a monument."

I laughed harder. She was laughing too now, her whole face transformed by it, the tiredness falling away for a moment.

"People are so weird," she said. "Like, I know I'm weird. But other people are weird in ways I cannot even begin to comprehend."

We laughed together as the last light faded and the stars began to appear through the gaps in the trees.

"And then there was this lady and her dog..."

I listened to Grace tell her stories, enjoying how animated and funny she was. Then we settled into comfortable silence, listening to the sounds around us.

Later, when the pipe was done and the night had settled in, I turned to Grace.

"The Airstream's empty," I said. "I was thinking you could use it if you want a real bed."

She shook her head. "Nah, I'm good."

"It's no trouble. The trailer is just sitting there."

"I know." She pulled her feet up, tucking them under herself in the chair. "The car is fine. I like it. I feel safe inside it."

I didn't push, but I heard what she didn't say. The car was safe in a way a bed wasn't. The car could move if it needed to. The car had locks she controlled and windows she could see out of and an engine that would start if things went wrong.

Life without a home had taught her that. And I would not argue with lessons that hard-won.

"Wi-Fi works out there," I said instead.

Her face lit up. "Oh hell yes. I've been playing this game on my phone, but I keep burning through my data. Can I actually use it?"

"That's what it's there for."

"Password?"

"No password since who would be around to use it out here?"

"You're a hero, Thomas Harmon. Actual fricken hero." She stood up, stretched. "I'm going to stay up way too late slaughtering fictional people in a fictional war and I'm going to love every minute of it."

"Sounds like a good night. Charge your phone in the trailer, if you need to."

"You're the best, for real." She headed toward her car, then turned back. "Hey. Thanks. For you know. The spot. The shower. The Wi-Fi. All of it."

"You're welcome."

"I mean it."

"I know you do."

She nodded once, something passing across her face that I couldn't quite read. Then she walked to her car and climbed inside and closed the door, and a moment later I saw the glow of her phone through the windshield.

I sat on the porch for a while longer.

The stars were thick now. The air was cool but not cold, that perfect temperature of early summer when the days are warm and the nights washed by the coastal breeze.

Grace was safe. For tonight, at least. Parked in my clearing with my Wi-Fi and access to my bathroom and a standing invitation to use my shower. It wasn't much. It wasn't a solution to whatever had put her in that car in the first place.

But it was something.

I thought about what Scout had said once, about how her father helped people. Not by fixing their problems for them, but by giving them room to fix their own. A place to stand. Tools they could use.

Maybe that's what I was doing. Or maybe I was just a guy with a spare clearing and a conscience that wouldn't let him ignore a young woman living in her car.

Either way, she was here now. And the question of why a car felt safer than a bed would wait for another night, if it ever got answered at all.

I knocked my pipe against the porch rail, emptying the ash into the dirt below. Then I went inside and turned off the lights, still smiling at the simple pleasure of having electricity, and went to bed.


Chapter 10



The cabin was dark except for the faint glow of starlight through the window. Scout lay against my chest, her breath slow and even, her breasts flattened against me, her hair fanned across my shoulder. Her weight was warm and solid and utterly relaxed. I traced my fingers along her arm, feeling the muscle beneath the skin.

"You're thinking too loud," she said.

"Am I?"

"Mmm." She shifted, pressing closer. "I can hear it."

"What am I thinking about?"

"How you need to fix that loose board on the porch."

I laughed. "Wrong."

"The woodshed roof."

"No."

"Me."

"Bingo."

She tilted her head up, her chin resting on my chest. In the darkness I could barely see her face, just the gleam of her eyes.

"What about me?"

"Nothing in particular. Just that you're here."

"I am here. This is true."

She made a sound that was almost a purr and settled back against me. Her hand found mine, fingers intertwining. We lay there listening to the night. An owl somewhere in the trees. The creak of the cabin settling. The distant rustle of something moving through the underbrush.

"Your cabin is very modern now," she said. "My father says you did good work on the panels. That's high praise. He doesn't say it often."

I thought about Abner helping me with the trenching, the way he'd had to stop and catch his breath. The wheeze in his chest that he pretended wasn't there.

"He's a good teacher," I said.

"Indeed he is." Scout was quiet for a moment. "He taught me everything. How to shoot, how to hunt, how to read the land. How to read people too, though I'm not as good at that."

"You seem pretty good at it to me."

"I often know what people are feeling. I don't always know why."

"That's the hard part. For all of us."

"I've come to know this," Scout sighed. "The woods are much simpler."

Her breathing slowed, and I thought she might be falling asleep. Then she stirred.

"Shower?"

"Now?"

"Yes." She sat up, the blanket falling away from her. "I smell like sex and sweat."

"I like the way you smell."

"Noted. But I'm also very sticky and unkempt. Come on. Shower with me."

I followed her into the bathroom. The shower was small, built for one person, and we stood pressed together under the spray while the water heated. Scout laughed as I tried to maneuver around her.

"You're too tall."

"You're too short."

"I'm a perfectly reasonable height." She reached up to touch my hair. "Bend down."

I bent. Her fingers worked shampoo into my scalp, scratching gently. The sensation was so good that I closed my eyes and groaned.

"You like that."

"I really do."

"Good."

She scrubbed with concentration, working from my forehead back, getting the spots behind my ears. I felt like a dog being groomed by someone who knew what they were doing.

"Rinse."

I tilted my head back under the spray and immediately got suds in my eyes.

"Ow."

"Rub them with the water, not your hands."

"This is terrible advice."

"It's what my father always said."

"Your father was wrong."

She laughed, high and bright, and the sound of it in the small space made the stinging worth it. I blinked until I could see again and found her watching me with open amusement.

"My turn," I said.

"You don't have to."

"I want to."

I squeezed shampoo into my palm and she turned, presenting the back of her head. Her hair was thick and slightly tangled. I worked through it carefully, feeling the knots give way, watching the water run through the blonde strands.

"That feels nice."

She leaned back into my hands. I took my time, massaging her scalp the way she'd done mine. When I was done with her hair, I moved to her shoulders, working the soap across her skin.

She turned to face me. The shower stall was barely big enough for us both, our bodies pressed together, water streaming down between us. She reached for the soap and lathered her hands.

"I can do the rest," she said.

Scout washed herself in front of me, unselfconscious, scrubbing under her arms and between her legs with the same practical efficiency she brought to everything. No performance, no false modesty. Just a woman cleaning her body because her body needed cleaning.

I watched her and it felt more intimate than anything we'd done in bed. The complete lack of pretense. The trust required to be that ordinary in front of another person.

She caught me looking and smiled. "What?"

"Nothing."

"Nothing?" she chided me, kissing my chest. "As my father would say, 'Put away falsehood, let each one of you speak the truth with his neighbor, for we are members one of another.' Ephesians, four-twenty-five.'"

"I'm just thinking how nice it is being here with you."

She reached up and touched my face, water running down her arm. "I really like being here too."

We stood there under the spray, kissing and laughing, drunk on each other. Then we shut the shower off and stumbled out, reaching for towels that weren't quite big enough.

"Your towels are inadequate," Scout said.

"I'll add it to the list."

"What list?"

"The list of inadequate things. It's getting long."

She threw her towel at me. I caught it and threw it back. We dried off in the cramped bathroom, bumping elbows, laughing at nothing.

Back in the bedroom she sat on the edge of the bed, running her fingers through her wet hair. Her skin was flushed from the shower, her cheeks pink.

"Thomas... My father is getting worse."

She said it the way she said everything difficult. No preamble, no building up to it. Just the words, presented straight and plain.

I sat down beside her. "I know."

"You've noticed?"

"It's hard not to. The coughing. The way he has to stop and catch his breath. I noticed it during the installation."

She nodded, looking at her hands. "It's more frequent now. He tires faster. Some days he can barely make it across the homestead without stopping."

"Has he seen a doctor?"

"He won't go."

"Scout..."

"I've tried." Her voice was flat. "I've asked. I've argued. I've begged. He says doctors are for people who want to die in hospitals surrounded by strangers and machines. He says when his time comes he wants to be home. He says the burn pits have already made the decision and no doctor can unmake it."

I thought about Abner wiring the solar panels, his hands steady, his breath ragged. A man who'd served his country and come home with poison in his lungs, quietly dying in the woods because the institutions he'd served had already betrayed him once and he wouldn't give them the chance to betray him again.

"I could talk to him," I said.

"It won't help."

"I could find a doctor who does house calls. Someone who would come here."

"He wouldn't let them through the door."

"There has to be something..."

"There isn't." She looked at me then, and I saw fear in her eyes. Real fear, the kind she rarely showed. "He's made his choice. He made it a long time ago. He won't change until something drastic makes him change."

I put my arm around her. She leaned into me, her wet hair cold against my shoulder.

"I'm sorry," I said. "I wish I could fix it."

"I know you do." She was quiet for a moment. "That's one of the things I like about you. You want to fix things. But some things can't be fixed. Some things just have to be endured."

We sat there in the lamplight, the two of us, listening to the night sounds through the window. There was nothing more to say. Nothing I could offer that would change anything. Just the shared helplessness of caring for someone who wouldn't let you help them, and the ache of knowing it.

After a while Scout stood. I watched her dressing. The movements were efficient, practiced. Canvas pants, patched at the knees. Denim shirt, sleeves rolled to the elbows. She braided her wet hair with quick fingers, securing it with a leather tie.

Then she reached for her belt and the buckskin holster handmade by her father. The revolver settled against her hip like it belonged there, like it was part of her.

She caught me watching.

"What?"

"Just observing." I stood up, crossed to her. "You're so beautiful."

"My lover is besotted." She smiled, the corners of her eyes crinkling. "You're lost in my radiance."

"Probably."

"Definitely."

I kissed her. She kissed me back, her hands on my chest, her body pressed against mine. Then she stepped away.

"I'm going now."

"Be safe."

"Always."

She went to the door, paused, looked back at me.

"Thank you."

"For what?"

"For listening. For not trying to fix it."

"I did try to fix it."

"You suggested things. That's different." She smiled again, smaller this time. "You let me say no. Most people don't."

Then she was gone. I heard her footsteps on the porch, then crossing the clearing, then fading into the trees. The night closed in behind her.

I stood at the window for a while, looking out at the darkness where she'd disappeared. The stars glittered overhead. The solar panels gleamed faintly in the clearing. Everything was quiet.

I went back to bed. The sheets smelled like her, like us. I lay there in the darkness, listening to my breathing, feeling the space beside me where she'd been.
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I woke to the smell of eggs frying and coffee brewing.

For a disoriented moment, I didn't know where I was. The smells were throwing me off. I was a man who lived alone, who made his own coffee, who cooked his own eggs. But the cabin was full of sounds that didn't belong to me. Movement in the kitchen. The scrape of a spatula against iron. Humming.

I pulled on jeans and a shirt and went out.

Grace stood at my stove. She wore clean clothes, a blue hoodie and jeans, her short hair held back by colorful hair clips. The French press was full of coffee. Something was sizzling in my cast-iron pan.

"Morning," she said without turning around. "Coffee's almost ready to serve. You want eggs?"

"I..." I rubbed my eyes. "Sure."

"Cool. Sit down."

I sat at the table, still not entirely awake. Grace moved around my kitchen with complete confidence, finding plates, finding forks, even pouring coffee into my favorite mug from Irma's bakery.

"You know where everything is," I said.

"I remembered from when we ate raccoon with Scout. Your organizational system is chaotic but I figured it out."

"How long have you been up?"

"A while. The sun comes up early and my car gets hot." She slid a plate in front of me. "Eat."

I looked at the plate. Scrambled eggs, fluffy and golden. Toast with butter. Three strips of bacon arranged neatly.

"Wow. This looks..."

"Amazing? I know." She sat down across from me with her own plate. "I raided your fridge. I'll replace everything."

"You don't have to."

"I will anyway. Eat."

I ate. The eggs were perfect, the bacon crisped the way I liked it.

"These are really good."

"I know." She smiled, pleased despite trying not to be. "I learned from the best."

"Who?"

The smile flickered. Something passed across her face, there and gone.

"My parents. They had a restaurant."

"What kind of restaurant?"

"Korean." She looked down at her plate. "Small place. Family-run. Nothing fancy, but the food was solid."

"Sounds nice. They still in business?"

The door closed. I watched it happen. Her expression smoothing out, her shoulders pulling in slightly. The subject sealing itself shut.

"They don't have it anymore," she said quietly, not meeting my eyes. "It was a long time ago. A different life."

I didn't push. It was just another piece of the puzzle she wouldn't let me assemble.

"Well," I said. "Whoever taught you to cook knew what they were doing."

She looked up, relieved by the exit I'd offered.

"Damn right they did."

We ate in comfortable silence. The morning light came through the windows, golden and warm. Outside I could hear birds in the trees, the familiar sound of something moving through the brush.

"So," Grace said. "I have some news."

"Oh?"

"I got fired."

She said it flat, like it was a mildly interesting fact about someone else.

"What happened?"

"Bullshit happened. The owner's son has been working there for the last few weeks. He'd been making comments from the start. Little shit, you know? Like 'you look good in those jeans' or 'I bet you're fun when you're not working.' I ignored it because I needed the job and ignoring shit is what women do."

I set my fork down and listened.

"Then the comments became hands. A touch on my back that lasted too long. A brush against my ass that was definitely not an accident. I told him to stop. He didn't stop. I told him louder. Then last night he followed me into the supply closet and grabbed my tits and I slapped him so hard his nose started bleeding. His mommy fired me right then and there."

The words came out dry, like she was reading a police report about someone else.

"Jesus, Grace. That's assault. You could file charges."

"Could I?" She looked at me, eyebrows raised. "His dad owns the motel. His uncle is on the county council. Who do you think the cops are going to believe? The respectable business owner's son or the homeless girl living in her car?"

I wanted to argue. I wanted to tell her the system worked, that justice existed, that doing the right thing would produce the right outcome. But I'd spent enough time in this county to know better.

"I'm sorry," I said. "What happened was wrong. You didn't deserve it."

Grace went still. She looked down at her plate, then back up at me.

"Thanks," she said quietly. "For saying that. For not asking what I was wearing or whether I led him on or if maybe I misunderstood."

"Anyone who would ask those questions is an idiot."

"You'd be surprised how many idiots there are."

We sat there for a moment, the weight of it settling between us. Then Grace shook her head, physically shaking off the mood. She took a bite of toast and chewed noisily, her cheerful mask slipping back into place.

"So I'll probably be around more now, if that's cool. I want to earn my keep though. I can cook, obviously. And I'm decent at cleaning if you need help with the cabin."

"Grace, you don't have to..."

"I know I don't have to. I want to." She gestured at my plate. "Tell me that wasn't the best breakfast you've had in months."

"It was the best breakfast I've had in months."

"Then let me do it again. I like cooking. I'm good at it. You're not, from what I've seen."

"Guilty. Okay, you can cook. But I'm paying for groceries."

"Deal."

"What about work? What are you going to do?"

She shrugged, the worry flickering beneath her smile.

"Fuck if I know. Maybe Claire needs help on the farm? Except I'm terrible at agricultural shit. I killed a cactus once. A cactus, dude. Those things literally survive in deserts."

"I could ask around. See if anyone's hiring."

"That would be cool. Yeah, let me know if you hear anything. I've got some savings but..." She trailed off. "Anyway. Let me know."

"I will."

I thought about what she wasn't saying. Grace without a job was Grace without gas money. Without phone data. Without the thin margin that separated living-in-your-car-by-choice from living-in-your-car-because-you're-trapped.

"You can park here as long as you like," I said. "No conditions. No timeline."

"Cool. Thanks."

That was all. No big moment. No emotional outpouring. Just two words and a quick nod, because making it more than that would mean admitting how much she needed it.

We finished breakfast. Grace collected the plates and took them to the sink, waving me off when I tried to help.

"I've got it. Go do whatever it is you do."

"I should check on the solar panels."

"Then go check on the solar panels."

I stood in the doorway, watching her scrub my dishes with efficient movements. The morning light caught her face. She looked cheerful but worn, like someone who'd cleaned up on the outside while something had broken underneath.

"Grace."

"Yeah?"

"It's going to be okay."

She paused, hands still in the soapy water. Then she laughed, short and sharp.

"Damn, Thomas. That's the nicest lie anyone's told me in a while."

She went back to the dishes. I went outside.

The clearing was bright with morning sun. The solar panels gleamed in their rows, drinking light, converting it to power. The battery bank hummed quietly in its enclosure. Everything was working. The whole thing was solid.

Grace's RAV4 sat by the trailer, white and dusty, her whole life contained inside it. Beyond the trees, somewhere in the woods, Abner Flint was probably coughing into his hand and struggling just to draw breath.

I stood in my clearing with the sun on my face and two additional worries sitting in my chest where yesterday there had been only contentment.

The helplessness of that weighed on me, different from anything Harlan Foster had thrown at me. Harlan I could fight. I could hire lawyers, find solutions, push back against institutional power with my stubbornness and the help of people who knew how the system worked.

But this? Abner's lungs were failing because of decisions made by people who sent him to war and didn't care what happened afterward. Grace was trapped by something in her past that I couldn't see and she wouldn't name. And all I could do was offer them encouragement. Someone who'd listen. A shower. A place to stay while they figured out what came next.

It didn't feel like enough.

But it was what I had.


Chapter 11



We walked the trail through the trees with Wendell out front, his tail sweeping back and forth like a metronome. He'd materialized at the treeline the way he always did, nose first, body wriggling, falling into formation as though he'd been waiting all morning for exactly this assignment.

Grace was telling one of her stories.

"Okay so there was this guy in my class, Kevin. Absolute nerd. Like, thick glasses, braces, didn't talk to anyone, sat in the back of every class reading manga or anime or whatever. The type of dude who got picked last for everything, you know? Completely invisible."

Scout walked beside her, stepping over roots with the easy balance of someone who'd spent her whole life in woods like these. Both Grace and I had tripped several times already in the early morning light.

"He was an outcast?" Scout asked.

"More like a non-entity."

"What happened to him?"

"What happened to him? What happened to him is that Kevin graduated, disappeared for like two years, and then showed up on the internet with perfect teeth, shoulders like a linebacker, and a career in gay porn."

Scout's eyes went wide. I suppressed a grin.

"Everyone from school lost their minds," Grace continued. "Like, apparently Kevin never showered in the locker room. Not once in four years. And now everyone knew why, because the camera does not lie, and Kevin was..."

Grace held her hands apart at a distance that seemed medically improbable.

"Hung like a show horse."

Scout let out a laugh that was half gasp. Her hand came up over her mouth.

"But that's not all. So I ran into him at a club like a couple years later. He'd moved on to promoting, had an OnlyFans and was making real money. Totally confident, totally comfortable. And when he was leaving he put his hand on my shoulder and said something beautiful about caterpillars becoming butterflies. Like actually profound. Motivational. Life-changing, probably."

"What did he say exactly?"

"I have absolutely no idea. I could not retain a single word because my mind was just looping with the knowledge of what was in those pants. I went full dick-brain, for real."

Scout laughed the laugh of someone who had never heard a story like this and was delighted that such stories existed.

I walked behind them and took it all in. These two young women could not have been more different. They had nothing in common, but they genuinely liked each other. I could see it in the way they walked shoulder to shoulder, the way Grace matched Scout's pace without being asked, the way Scout leaned into Grace's stories rather than away from them.

Scout had never had a friend like Grace. That was obvious. She'd grown up isolated, educated by her father and the Port Chasten library, surrounded by trees and literature and birdsong. Grace was urban noise and color and profanity, a window into a world Scout had only read about. And Grace, for her part, was fascinated by Scout. The competence, the directness, the utter absence of pretense.

I remembered the night the three of us ate raccoon in my cabin. Grace cross-legged on the floor, Scout explaining how she'd trapped and dressed the animal, Grace staring at her like she'd just watched someone perform a magic trick. That was the night it started. Whatever this friendship was, it had roots now.

The treeline opened up before us.

Claire's farm spread below us, the rows of Camellia sinensis laid out in neat green lines, the weathered farmhouse anchoring the far end, the barn and chicken coop beyond it. Morning sun caught the dew on the tea plants and made the green rows shimmer.

Grace stopped.

"Holy shit."

She stood there taking it in, one hand absently finding Wendell's head. She scratched behind his ears and he leaned into her leg.

"Wendell, my man. You are one lucky dog. This is the nicest tea farm I've ever seen." She looked at me. "I mean, it's like the only tea farm I've ever seen, but still."

We walked down the slope toward the farmhouse. Claire stood near the first row of tea plants with a pair of hedge shears in one hand and a canvas bag slung over her shoulder. Her red hair was tied back and she wore a tank top under an open canvas jacket, work gloves tucked into her back pocket.

She watched us come down the hill with an expression that started as curiosity and settled into something warmer.

"Good morning," she greeted us. "I wasn't expecting a whole crew."

"Second harvest," I said. "We came to help."

"All of you?"

"All of us."

"Okay, but..." Grace raised her hand. "Full disclosure, I have killed a cactus before. Like, a store-bought cactus that came with instructions. So temper your expectations."

Claire looked at her, then at Scout, then at me. A flash of emotion moved across her face, quick and private, before she tucked it away.

"Well. I won't turn down extra hands."

A screen door banged. DJ came around the side of the farmhouse at a half-run, blonde hair catching the light. He slowed when he saw the group, assessing. His eyes moved from Grace to Scout to me. He walked straight to where I stood and stopped about two feet away.

"Hey, DJ."

"Hey. You guys want gloves? Mom's got extra pairs in the barn."

"I'd take a pair, yeah."

He turned and jogged toward the barn. He came back with gloves for everyone. He handed mine to me first, then distributed the rest with the seriousness of a quartermaster issuing field equipment.

Claire led Scout and Grace to the nearest row of tea plants and pulled down the contraption from her bag. It looked like a hedge trimmer mated with a vacuum cleaner.

As Claire explained how to use the specialized trimmer, I turned my attention to DJ.

"You see the game last night?" I asked with a raised eyebrow.

"Blown save," DJ nodded. "Should have used Garcia."

"I agree. Manager blew that call. He's too fixated on the lefty matchups."

Claire was demonstrating how to use the trimmer. The trimmer hummed to life and swept across the top of the bush, and a shower of tender leaf tips funneled through the baffle and down the chute into the collection basket. Scout and Grace watched intently.

"So, any new dinosaurs you're reading about?"

"I'm reading about birds now," DJ said brightly. "Birds came from dinosaurs."

"Really? Dang, that's interesting. I got something to show you later. Remind me, will you?"

"Okay," he grinned.

Claire unstrapped the battery pack and handed the picker to Scout. DJ rushed to get trimmers for me and Grace.

Scout was already starting down the row. Her first pass was cautious, feeling the resistance of the stems, reading how the plant gave way.

Claire stood at the other end of the row watching her. Scout stopped and held up a handful of cuttings.

"These? Or am I taking too much stem?"

Claire examined them. "Those are perfect."

By her third pass, Scout found the rhythm. Within twenty minutes she was working at Claire's pace, her row shrinking behind her in clean, even cuts.

DJ appeared beside Scout's basket and inspected its contents. He picked through the cuttings, discarding one stem that had too much wood on it.

"You're almost as good as my mom."

Grace, meanwhile, was at war.

She stood in the next row over, trimmer in hand, staring at the bush in front of her like it owed her money. Her first cut went too deep. Her second took a chunk of mature growth that had no business being harvested. Her third mangled a section so badly that she stepped back and looked at it with genuine horror.

"Claire, I need you to know that I am performing a hate crime on these plants."

Claire walked over and looked at the damage. To her credit, her expression remained steady.

"You're angling the blades down. Keep them flat."

Grace tried again. Better, but only marginally.

"Claire, I am so, so sorry for what I'm doing to your livelihood. I swear I'm not this useless at everything."

Claire studied her for a moment, then took the trimmer from her hands with gentle authority.

"Come with me."

She led Grace to the harvest station. A long table was set up under a canvas awning near the barn, stacked with empty wooden crates alongside a hanging scale.

"This is where we need speed. Every basket that comes in gets weighed, sorted, and packed into these crates. The buyer wants twenty-pound crates, packed firm but not crushed. Think of the leaves like they're sleeping. You want them snug, not suffocated."

"Snug, not suffocated. Got it."

"DJ." Claire turned to her son. "Show Grace how we pack."

DJ walked Grace through the process. Where to set the scale, how to read the weight. How to layer the leaves in the crate so they wouldn't bruise on the drive to Seattle.

Grace listened. Then she started working.

Within fifteen minutes, the table was transformed. Grace reorganized the layout, moved the scale to eliminate a reaching motion, and stacked empty crates in a cascade that put the next one always within arm's length. She packed with speed and consistency, her hands moving with the efficiency of someone who understood workflow at a bone-deep level. Everything in reach. No wasted motion. No hesitation.

Like she was working in the kitchen of her parents' restaurant.

Grace didn't notice what she was doing, but I did. Claire noticed too. We glanced at each other across the yard and shared a look that said the same thing. Wherever Grace had learned to work like that, it wasn't from cleaning motel rooms.

The morning wore on. The baskets kept coming. Me and Scout and Claire worked the rows while Grace carried full baskets to the packing station and carried empty ones back. DJ floated between all of us, helping where he could.

At noon Claire called a break. The heat was rising and we were all sweaty. We gathered in the shade of the big cedar near the farmhouse. Bessie Anne brought a pitcher of lemonade and a stack of cups. Sandwiches appeared from somewhere. Wendell settled himself in the grass, his eyes alert for any dropped food.

DJ sat next to me. He had his bird guidebook with him, the field guide he mentioned earlier. He opened it to a page showing a red-tailed hawk in flight.

"That one's been circling the east field all morning."

"I got something that might interest you." I pulled out my phone and opened the Merlin app. "You ever used this? It listens to bird calls and tells you what they are."

His eyes locked onto the screen. "For real?"

"For real. Check this out."

I turned and held the phone toward the treeline. Within seconds the app picked up a call and displayed it. Black-capped chickadee. Then another, a spotted towhee. Then the distant scream of something larger.

"Red-tailed hawk," DJ read off the screen. "Cool."

He gripped the phone, tracking calls, cross-referencing with his book. I let him keep it. Across the shade, Claire watched us, her lemonade untouched in her hand.

"So many crates done," Bessie Anne marveled. "I didn't expect so many."

"Grace is real good at packing," DJ announced to the group, not looking up from my phone.

Grace put a hand to her chest. "That is the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me, dude."

"You're welcome."

Grace caught my eye and mouthed, "I love this kid" with exaggerated sincerity.

Claire set her cup down. She was looking out at the rows, at the crates stacked under the awning, at the work already done.

"I hope this is the last year we pack it like this."

"What do you mean?" Grace asked.

"Right now I sell the raw leaf to a buyer in Seattle. He processes it, packages it, and sells it under his label. I get paid by the pound and he keeps the margin on the finished product." She paused. "The money from this harvest gets me closer to buying my own equipment. Withering racks, a rolling machine, a small dryer. Next year I will process the leaf myself. Cut out the middleman. Every pound I sell finished instead of raw triples what I make."

Grace leaned forward.

"What about packaging? Like, have you thought about branding? Because Olympic Peninsula tea, that's a story. That's a whole marketing angle. Farm-to-cup, single origin, small batch. People pay a premium for that kind of thing."

"I've been thinking about doing that for a long time," Claire said quietly. "James Farm Tea. White tea, green tea, oolong, and black. Organic loose and in unbleached bags. That was Dad's whole plan. Everyone thought he was crazy."

She looked up at the field, at the rows her father had planted, at the green that proved him right.

"I just want to finish what he started."

"Well then we should get back to work," I said. "That tea won't harvest itself."

The afternoon went fast. We finished the year's second harvest by five o'clock. Every crate was packed, weighed, labeled, and staged under the awning for the buyer's pickup in the morning. Grace's station was immaculate. Scout's rows were cropped clean. Claire walked the field once, checking quality, and came back satisfied.

We gathered on the porch as the daylight faded. Bessie Anne came out with a pitcher of iced tea and a tray of glasses, moving with the grace of a woman whose body had slowed but whose mind remained sharp. She looked at the group assembled on her porch, her gaze moving from face to face.

"This farm hasn't had this many people working on it since Mark was alive." She set the pitcher down and straightened up. "It's good to hear voices in the rows again. He would have liked that."

Bessie Anne returned to the kitchen. The smell of something rich and savory drifted from inside the house. A roast, maybe, or a stew. Something that had been cooking all day while we worked the rows.

Scout and Grace sat side by side on the porch steps, shoulders almost touching, the unlikely pair of them. Scout's boots were caked with field soil. Grace had tea-leaf fragments in her hair. They were talking quietly, Grace describing something on her phone screen while Scout leaned in to look. Every few seconds one of them laughed.

Claire sat in the wooden chair near the door, her legs stretched out. Tired, but the good kind of tired, the kind that comes from a day of labor that accomplished what it was supposed to accomplish.

Her eyes were half closed and there was a stillness in her I hadn't seen before. The tension Claire usually carried in her shoulders, the vigilance, had loosened.

DJ leaned against the porch rail near me. He was watching a pair of swallows loop above the barn. Every few seconds he glanced down at my phone, scrolling through the birds on my life list.

Wendell slept at Claire's feet, paws twitching in some dream of trails and squirrels and good smells.

I sat there and realized this was the first time all of these people had been in the same place at the same time. Work needed doing and these were the people who showed up to do it. And now they were here together on a porch in the late light, drinking iced tea, and the thing I felt wasn't pride exactly, or satisfaction. It was recognition. Something was forming here. Something small and unspoken and real, the way the important things usually are.

Bessie Anne reappeared in the doorway. She looked out at all of us, this porch full of people and one sleeping dog.

"Dinner's ready," she said quietly. "Everyone come inside and eat."


Chapter 12



The fire crackled and spat an ember that landed near my boot. I nudged it back toward the ring with my toe and drew on my pipe. The tobacco was the same vanilla Cavendish that Grace liked.

The early evening was cool but not cold, the kind of Olympic Peninsula dusk where the air settles in and the trees stand black against a sky that holds its last blue light for a long time before letting go.

Grace sat cross-legged in the camp chair she'd brought from the porch, her hoodie zipped to her chin, a mug of tea cupped in both hands. She'd been telling me about her life before Port Chasten. Not the hard parts. The other parts, the ones that still made her laugh.

"So okay, there's this new club on Capitol Hill, right? Like brand new, just opened, everyone's talking about it. And my friends are all going and I'm running late because I was doing my makeup in the car, which, first mistake."

"In the car?"

"In the car. Parked, at least. I wasn't like doing eyeliner at sixty on the freeway. Give me some credit."

"Some credit given."

"Thank you. So I'm rushing, I do my whole face in like eight minutes in the dark, which honestly is impressive, and I run in and find my friends at the bar. And they all turn and look at me and their faces just..." Grace contorted her expression into something between horror and deep concern. "Like someone told them I had a terminal disease. And Maya grabs my arm and she's like, 'Grace, oh my God, are you okay? Do you need to sit down?' And I'm like, what the fuck? I feel great. I just got here."

I pulled the pipe from my mouth. "What was wrong?"

"Nothing was wrong! I felt amazing. But they're all staring at me like I crawled out of the ocean. So I pull out my phone and flip the camera around to selfie mode." Grace paused, her eyes wide with the memory. "Dude, my lips were completely white. Like dead white. Like pale, no-color, recently drowned corpse white. I looked like a ghost that was trying to party."

"What happened?"

"I accidentally used concealer instead of lipstick. They were the same size tube, same brand, and I was doing my makeup in the dark in my car like a dumbass. So I basically erased my lips. Just smooth, pale, featureless skin from my nose to my chin. I looked like a low-budget horror movie."

I laughed. The image was perfect. Grace's animated face, her wide eyes and expressive mouth, made the story land even harder. I could picture her standing in a club under colored lights, surrounded by concerned friends, her lips the exact color of her foundation.

"I can absolutely see it."

"Oh, it gets worse." Grace held up a finger. "Because then--"

The sound of tires on gravel cut her off. We both turned toward the south as headlights swept through the trees. A vehicle was coming up the drive, moving slowly.

A dark green Range Rover emerged from the shadows and rolled into the clearing.

I felt my jaw tighten. The pipe suddenly tasted bitter in my mouth.

"What the fuckity-fuck?" Grace muttered. "Is that who I think it is?"

"Unfortunately."

The Range Rover came to a stop beside Grace's RAV4. The engine cut off. Harlan Foster stepped out.

He was dressed casually in pressed khakis and a cashmere sweater vest that probably cost six hundred dollars. His silver hair was immaculate. His smile was already in place as he surveyed the clearing.

Harlan's gaze found Grace's RAV4. He studied it. The Washington plates, the sleeping bag visible through the rear window, the milk crate of supplies tucked behind the passenger seat. He took his time with it, cataloging it, before he turned toward the fire pit with a wide smile.

"Evening, Thomas." He walked toward us with the ambling confidence of a man who never had to hurry for others. "Hope I'm not interrupting anything."

I stood. Grace stayed where she was.

"Harlan." I kept my voice flat. "Wasn't expecting you."

"Just happened to be in the area."

He stopped a few feet from the fire pit, hands in his pockets, still smiling that pleasant smile that never quite reached his eyes. His attention shifted to Grace.

"And who might this be? I don't believe we've met. I'm Harlan Foster."

Grace looked at him the way she might look at a spider that had crawled too close to her sleeping bag.

"Grace Kim."

Harlan came over and extended his hand.

"A pleasure to meet you, Grace. What a beautiful name. I'm a neighbor of Thomas's. Own the property that borders his to the northeast."

Grace hesitated, then shook briefly. Her wariness was clear in the set of her shoulders, the way she pulled her hand back quickly.

"Nice to meet you," she said, not meaning it.

"Those solar panels are very impressive, Thomas. Quite an investment."

"They do the job."

"I imagine they do." He nodded slowly, appreciatively, like a man admiring a car he was thinking of buying. "You know, when we last spoke, you told me you were planning to stay for the long term. I have to admit, I wasn't sure you were serious. But this?" He gestured at the panels. "This tells me you meant what you said."

"I meant it."

Harlan's smile widened. "So I see."

The fire crackled between us. Somewhere in the treeline, my resident owl hooted.

"What are you doing here, Harlan?"

He tilted his head, affecting surprise at my directness.

"Can't a neighbor stop by to check on a neighbor? I heard you've been having some trouble with the county. Power got cut off, from what I understand. That's a hard thing to deal with, especially out here. I thought maybe I could help."

"Help how?"

"I know people in the county office. Have for years." He shrugged, all casual helpfulness. "A word in the right ear, a phone call or two. These bureaucratic tangles have a way of working themselves out when the right people get involved."

I took a long pull on my pipe and let the smoke out slowly.

"I know you have connections, Harlan. That's exactly why my power got cut off. Because of you."

"Now, Thomas, let's not get hasty."

"Just like you did to Abner, years ago. Same county office. Same convenient electrical code problems."

Harlan's hand went to his chest in a gesture of wounded innocence.

"That is a baseless accusation. I've done nothing to you. And I certainly haven't done anything to Abner Flint. The man has been operating outside the law for years. If the county finally decided to enforce its regulations, that's hardly my fault."

"Abner told me otherwise."

"Thomas, I say this with genuine respect for the man's service to this country, but Abner Flint is a crazy hermit living in the woods with his goats. He sees conspiracies in his breakfast cereal."

"He seems pretty clear-headed to me."

"Does he?" Harlan's smile turned sly. "Though I suppose I can understand why you might want to stay on his good side. That daughter of his is quite pretty, isn't she? Liberty, I think her name is? Lovely name for a lovely girl. Maybe that's why you've been spending so much time with good old Abner?"

Heat rose in my chest. I felt my hands clench at my sides.

"You're interrupting our evening uninvited." I kept my voice level through sheer force of will. "Say what you came to say."

Harlan studied me for a long moment. The false pleasantness drained from his face like water running out of a sink. What remained was something harder, colder. His eyes narrowed.

"Fine." He clasped his hands behind his back. "I'll be direct. I'm prepared to increase my offer for your property. Six hundred thousand dollars, even. That's a hundred and fifty thousand more than you paid for it. Fifty thousand more than I offered last time."

"That's why you came? To tell me that?"

"My last, best offer." He nodded. "Take it, Thomas. Take the money and leave your troubles behind. Go back to Tacoma, or Seattle, or wherever you came from. Buy yourself a nice condo with a view of the water. Let someone else deal with the headaches of owning land out here."

The fire popped. A shower of sparks rose into the darkness.

"I'm not selling."

Harlan didn't react. He just stood there, watching me with those cold eyes.

"Sure?"

"I'm very sure."

"Well, the offer stands," he said quietly. "If anything should happen to change your mind."

"That sounds like a threat."

He laughed, a short bark that held no humor.

"Don't be dramatic, Thomas. This is an old property. Old properties have problems. Things go wrong. Pipes freeze, roofs leak, wells dry up. Sometimes the county finds code violations that have been there for decades. Sometimes insurance gets complicated." He spread his hands. "I'm just saying that life out here can be difficult. And if it gets too difficult, you know where to find me."

I said nothing. Grace was watching the exchange with wide eyes, her body tense in her chair.

Harlan smiled again, that pleasant mask sliding back into place.

"Well. I'll let you think it over." He turned to Grace. "It was nice meeting you, Miss Kim. I hope you both enjoy your evening."

He took a few steps back toward his Range Rover, then stopped. Turned. His posture was casual, his voice light, as if he had just remembered something unimportant.

"Oh, one more thing. I heard there's been some young kid snooping around the county records office lately. Asking questions. Pulling files." He paused. "Asking about me by name. You wouldn't know anything about that, would you, Thomas?"

I kept my face neutral. "Can't say that I do."

Harlan held my gaze for a long moment. Then he nodded slowly.

"Port Chasten is a small town. People talk. And when outsiders start stirring up trouble, asking questions about things that don't concern them..." He let the sentence trail off. "Well. It has a way of getting back to the people they're asking about."

"Is that some kind of warning?"

"Just friendly advice. You'll always be an outsider here, Thomas. No matter how many solar panels you put up, no matter how many of your neighbors' fields you help harvest. These people have known each other for generations. You've been here, what, a few months? You don't understand how things work. You don't know who you're dealing with."

"I'm starting to get a pretty clear picture."

Harlan stood there, lit by the firelight, looking at me with something that might have been pity if it hadn't been so calculated.

"I even heard rumors about your association with Aimee." His voice was conversational, almost friendly. "She works at the grocery store in town, doesn't she? Nice enough woman, I suppose. Though she's developed quite a reputation over the years." He smiled. "Aimee's quite popular with the men around here, from what I understand. Has been for years. Can't say I'm surprised you found your way to her. Men like you always do."

"That's enough, Harlan."

"Just relaying what everyone knows. She reminds me a bit of Claire, actually. Claire Beaumont, I mean. Your other neighbor." Harlan's smile widened. "She was the same way. Girl got herself pregnant at eighteen and has been living off her dead father's land ever since."

"Leave. Get off my property. Now."

The words came out low and hard. I was walking toward him now, my vision narrowing, my blood pounding in my ears.

Harlan didn't flinch. He just turned and sauntered over to his expensive vehicle. I followed him.

"Struck a nerve, did I? Say no more, I'll leave you and Miss Kim to continue with... well, whatever you were up to."

He got into the Range Rover and pulled the door shut. Through the open window, his voice carried clearly.

"Think about my offer, Thomas. It really is quite generous."

The engine started with a whisper. The headlights came on, washing the clearing in harsh white light. Harlan raised one hand in a casual wave.

Then the Range Rover was rolling backward, turning, heading down the access road. The taillights glowed red through the trees, growing smaller, and then they were gone.

I stood there in the darkness, my chest heaving, my hands still clenched at my sides.

"Holy shit." Grace's voice came from behind me. "That guy really is a greedy old asshole."

I walked back to the fire pit and sat down. My pipe had gone out, the ashes cold.

"Yeah. He really is."

Grace was staring at the spot where the Range Rover had disappeared.

"Is he always like that?"

"Just the second time I've met him, but yes." I picked up my pipe, examined it, set it down again. "Starts out friendly. Offers money. Then the threats start when you don't take it."

"What's his deal with your property anyway? Like, why does he want it so bad?"

"It borders his land. He thought he was going to get it when Claire sold it. Instead she sold it to me. He's been trying to push me out ever since. Cutting off my power just like he did to Abner."

"That's fucked up."

The owl called again, closer this time. The fire had burned down. I should add more wood, I thought, but I didn't move. The encounter with Harlan had left something sour in my stomach, something that wouldn't settle.

"What about that kid he mentioned?" Grace asked. "The one asking questions about him?"

"Richard Whitlock. Works for the Bremerton Times. He's been looking into Harlan's dealings, how he's used his influence to squeeze people out." I managed a grim smile. "Sounds like it's making Harlan nervous."

"Good." Grace pulled her knees up to her chest. "Someone should make him nervous."

I thought about what Harlan had said about Aimee. About Claire. The casual cruelty of it, the way he had weaponized gossip and reputation to try to get under my skin. The worst part was that it had worked. I was still angry, still feeling that hot pulse of rage in my chest.

"Dude? You okay?"

I looked up. Grace was watching me with concern. I took a breath. Let it out slowly. The anger was still there, but I pushed it down, locked it away where I could deal with it later.

"I will be."

"That stuff he said about Aimee and Claire." She shook her head. "That was really mean."

"Harlan's a mean person."

"No kidding." She was quiet for a moment. "So what are you going to do?"

"I'm going to stay," I said. "I'm going to keep building. And I'm going to help Richard dig up whatever he can find on Harlan Foster."

Grace nodded slowly. "Good shit."

I finally reached for the firewood and added a few pieces to fire pit. The flames caught, climbing up the fresh fuel, pushing back the darkness.

"Now." I settled back in my chair. "What was the rest of that story? About the concealer?"

Grace blinked. "What?"

"You said it got worse. Before Harlan showed up."

A smile crept across her face, replacing the tension that had been there since the Range Rover appeared.

"Oh man." She shook her head. "So there I was, looking like a corpse, and I tried to fix it with the napkins at the table, right? But I only made it worse. Smeared white all over my face. And then this really cute guy came over to ask if I wanted to dance..."

I listened as Grace finished the story, letting her voice wash over me, letting the laughter come when it needed to. The fire crackled. The night sounds returned. And somewhere out there in the darkness, Harlan Foster was driving home, probably already planning his next move.

Let him plan. I'm here to stay.


Chapter 13



The pond had warmed through two weeks of June sun until the water felt like bathwater in the shallows, but the coldness still deepened toward the center. I floated on my back, arms spread, staring up at a sky so blue it looked almost fake, the kind of sky they'd use in one of those weird perfume commercials.

Grace lay stretched out on the grass in a bikini top and cutoff shorts, one arm thrown over her eyes, the other resting on her stomach. She'd arrived an hour ago with a towel and a paperback.

Grace looked totally at ease beside the pond. Something had changed since I'd invited her to park the RAV4 near the cabin. She'd stopped asking permission for things, stopped treating the property like borrowed space. She filled her water bottles from the spigot without announcing it, hung a clothesline between two trees near her car, left her sandals on my porch steps. The ease of it was a kind of trust I hadn't expected.

A northern flicker called out nearby, making me grin as I recognized its call. Then another sound, unexpected. The high whine of a small engine, gravel popping under tires.

I stood in water and watched the old Prius emerge from the treeline, its cracked windshield catching the sun in a jagged line of light. The bumper sticker was legible even from the pond: DEMOCRACY DIES IN DORKNESS.

Richard parked and climbed out with his messenger bag slung across his chest and a tall neon-orange can of BrainJuzzy in his right hand. He stood for a moment, surveying the clearing, looking for me.

He found Grace first.

She'd propped herself up on her elbows at the sound of the car, her bikini top shifting as she moved. Her legs were crossed, tanned and inked and very much on display.

"Hey," she called. "You lost?"

Richard's mouth opened, but nothing came out. He adjusted his glasses with the hand holding the BrainJuzzy and nearly poured neon orange liquid down his polo shirt. He caught the can, over-corrected, sloshed some onto his khakis, and stood there with a wet stain spreading across his thigh.

"I'm, uh..." He cleared his throat. "Richard. Richard Whitlock. I'm here to see Thomas. Mr. Harmon. I have a, we have a meeting. An appointment. Not an appointment, exactly, but a planned, uh..."

"You need to borrow my towel?" Grace grinned. "For those pants?"

"I'm good. It will dry in the sun, I think."

I swam to the bank and pulled myself out. I was glad I'd decided to wear shorts today. Water streamed off me and I grabbed my towel from the grass where I'd left it.

Richard spotted me and the relief on his face was so naked it was almost painful.

"Thomas. Hey. Good to see you."

"Richard." I toweled off my hair and nodded toward Grace. "This is Grace Kim. She's staying on the property. Grace, Richard's the reporter I told you about."

"From the Bremerton Times, right?" She tilted her head at the bumper sticker. "Democracy Dies in Dorkness. That's actually pretty good. Your idea?"

"No, I didn't make it up." Richard took a sip of BrainJuzzy and attempted to look casual, but the wet stain on his khakis undermined the effort. "It was a graduation gift."

"From who? Your mom?"

"No." He paused. "Okay, yes, my mom got me the bumper sticker. But I picked it out."

Grace laughed and Richard grinned in return.

"Come on up to the porch," I told him. "I've got iced tea if you want something with a little less caffeine than that energy drink."

"Never," Richard joked.

I pulled on a shirt and led him up from the pond. Grace gathered her towel and paperback and followed without being asked.

"Wowser, this setup looks really sophisticated," Richard said as we passed the solar panels.

"Those feed the batteries in that shed," I said, pointing. "Power direct from the sun. More than makes up for the cut line."

"Quite the act of defiance."

"Well, Abner is a defiant man. I couldn't have done any of this without him."

We climbed onto the porch and I poured glasses of iced tea from the insulated pitcher by my front door. Richard settled into one of the porch chairs and pulled a spiral notebook from his messenger bag. Grace dropped into the other chair and tucked her feet under her, still in the bikini top, towel around her shoulders.

"I was in the area and thought I'd fill you in on my progress," Richard said.

"Excellent. I'd like to hear what you found."

Richard glanced at me. The question was in his eyes.

"Grace can stay," I said. "She was here when Harlan showed up."

That got his attention. The notebook came up.

"Harlan Foster was here? When?"

"Three nights ago. Came at dusk. Drove up the driveway without invitation in his fancy Range Rover."

"Walk me through it."

I sat on the porch rail and told him. The headlights. The charm offensive. The offer to buy my property at above market value. The sudden turn toward pressure when I didn't take the bait. And then I told him the part that mattered.

"He knows someone's been pulling files at the county records office. Files with his name on them. He said it to my face."

Richard's pen stopped moving. He looked up from the notebook, and I watched him process it. It wasn't fear, but something more measured than that. The calculation of a journalist who'd been working a story from a safe distance and just learned the distance had closed.

"What were his exact words?"

I thought back. "He said he heard a young kid was snooping around the county records. Pulling files. Making copies. He didn't name you directly, but it was clear he knew what was happening."

Richard wrote it down in quick, tight script.

"Did he frame it as a warning? A threat?"

"He framed it as friendly concern, the way he frames everything. But the message was obvious. He knows, and he wants me to know he knows."

"Dude went from Mister Rogers to Bond villain in like ten seconds," Grace said. "At first he was all folksy grandpa, butterscotch candy, big smile. Then Thomas said no and it was like watching someone peel off a mask. He started talking about Thomas's personal life. About Aimee and Claire."

"Aimee?"

"A friend of mine in Port Chasten," I answered.

"What did he say about them?" Richard's pen was ready.

"Gross stuff about Aimee and Claire's sexual history. Basically implying Thomas was sleeping his way around town and people would start talking if he didn't cooperate." Grace's jaw tightened. "He checked out my car too. Walked over and looked at the plates like he was memorizing them."

Richard wrote steadily. When he finished, he sat back and read over his notes in silence. The BrainJuzzy sat forgotten on the porch beside him, sweating in the heat.

"This fits," he said. "Everything he did that night fits the pattern I've been documenting."

He flipped back several pages in the notebook and laid out what he'd found. His voice changed when he got into the material. The stammering kid from the clearing was gone, replaced by someone precise and methodical who'd spent weeks inside county records and come out with something solid.

Richard had found the tax abatement fraud went back to 1991. Harlan had filed falsified boundary documents on at least four properties, claiming acreage that wasn't his to reduce his tax burden. The county had accepted these filings without challenge. Richard had pulled the original boundary surveys from the state archives in Olympia and laid them against the county records. They didn't match.

"The county signatures are the problem," Richard said. "Or the opportunity, depending on how you look at it. I've got filings from 1993 and 1997 signed by a county assessor named Dale Worthing. Dale Worthing retired in 1989. He wasn't in office when those documents were signed."

"Someone forged his signature?"

"Or used his name on a rubber stamp. Either way, the dates don't work. Same thing with a 2004 conservation easement filed through an LLC called Olympic Heritage Holdings. That LLC is registered to a P.O. box in Olympia. I traced it through state business records to a second LLC called Peninsula Land Trust, which shares a registered agent with Harlan's personal real estate company."

"Shell companies," I said.

"Three layers deep. Really complicated stuff."

"What about Abner?" I asked. "How long has Harlan been doing this to him?"

"The code enforcement complaints against Abner's property started in 2011. Every single one originated from an anonymous tip line. The county can't legally disclose who filed them, but the pattern is obvious. Every time Abner refused to sell, a new complaint appeared. Electrical violations, septic violations, zoning violations. The electricity cutoff was just the latest."

"Goddamn," I muttered in disgust.

Richard closed the notebook and held it against his chest.

"Thomas, I want to be straight with you about something."

"Go ahead."

"This story is bigger than I thought it was when I started. What I walked in with was a local corruption piece. What I have now spans more than three decades of systematic fraud, a disabled veteran who came home only to have his own county government turned against him, and an active intimidation campaign against you. This has regional legs. I mean, this could be Pulitzer material for an investigative feature."

He said it plainly, a statement of assessment, not ambition.

"But?" I asked, sensing his hesitation.

"But the Bremerton Times is a twelve-person operation with a legal budget that probably wouldn't cover one round of discovery motions if Harlan decided to sue. Running a story that names someone with his money and his connections is a risk my editor has to calculate in real terms. Libel defense costs money."

"Does your editor know what you have?"

"She knows the outline. I've been feeding her pieces as I verify them. She's interested, but she hasn't committed." Richard picked up the BrainJuzzy, took a long pull, set it down. "This is the part of investigative journalism they don't romanticize. You can have the story cold. Every fact nailed down, every source confirmed, every document authenticated. And it still might not run because the paper can't afford the risk of printing it."

I understood this. Decades in the insurance industry had taught me exactly how institutions weighed liability against truth. The math was always the same. Not what's right, but what's defensible. Not what happened, but what can be proved to the standard required by the entity most likely to sue.

"Is your editor going to back you?"

"I think so. I'm making it hard for her not to. Every piece I bring in is tighter than the last. If I hand her something bulletproof, she'll run it. She's a journalist. She got into this for the same reasons I did."

"And if she doesn't?"

Richard was quiet for a moment.

"Then I find another way to get it out. But I'd rather do this through the paper, with editorial review and legal vetting and the full institutional weight of even a small newsroom behind it. That matters. Credibility matters."

Grace had been listening without interrupting, which for Grace was something. She pulled the towel tighter around her shoulders.

"Can I ask a question?" she said.

Richard nodded.

"Aren't you scared? This dude has been running this county for like thirty years. He's got money, he's got people in the government working for him, and now he knows you're coming. You're twenty-three and you work for a tiny newspaper. What happens when he turns his attention on you?"

Richard smiled. It was not the flustered smile from the pond but something quieter, with a self-awareness behind it that hadn't been there before.

"My father runs Whitlock Investment Partners. You've probably heard of it. It's one of the larger venture capital firms in Seattle."

The name was familiar. I didn't follow Seattle's tech VC scene closely, but I'd seen the name on downtown buildings and on hospital wings. The kind of philanthropy that requires a certain threshold of wealth to even contemplate.

"I won't give you a number," Richard continued. "But Harlan Foster's money, which is significant by any local measure, is not something that concerns me personally. I've been around wealth my entire life. Harlan's fortune is substantial for Port Chasten. In the world I grew up in, it wouldn't get you past the first round of a capital raise."

He said it without a trace of superiority, like stating the temperature.

"So money doesn't scare you," I said.

"Money doesn't scare me. His lawyers don't scare me. If he comes after me personally, my family has lawyers who eat lawyers like Harlan's for breakfast. So yeah, I have no worries about my personal jeopardy. I could pick up the phone and have my lawyers involved by tomorrow if I wanted to." He turned the BrainJuzzy can slowly in his hands, watching the neon orange label rotate. "But I don't want to. That's not why I'm doing this. And my father's lawyers can protect me, but they can't protect the Bremerton Times."

The shadows across the clearing had lengthened. Late afternoon light slanted through the Douglas firs around us.

"Here's what I think about a lot," Richard continued, his voice low and thoughtful. "I can afford to do this job. Literally afford it. I don't have student loans. I don't worry about rent. I don't need the paycheck the Bremerton Times gives me, which is by the way, barely enough to cover groceries and gas for a month. I took this job because I wanted it. Because journalism is what I believe in."

He pushed his glasses up and leaned back in his chair. He gazed out at the swallows wheeling overhead.

"Most of my classmates from J-school are already gone. PR firms. Corporate communications. Content marketing. They're writing SEO copy for insurance companies and social media posts for tech brands. Not because they wanted to, but because they had seventy thousand dollars in student loans and journalism pays thirty-six thousand a year in a city where rent is twenty-one hundred a month. The math doesn't work. You can't be an investigative reporter if you can't eat."

Grace was watching him with the same focus she had when Scout was explaining how to filter water or skin a rabbit. Fascination mixed with respect.

"The people who can afford to do what I do, to chase stories that matter, to spend weeks in county records offices pulling thirty-year-old documents, to risk pissing off powerful people without worrying about whether it costs them their livelihood?" Richard set the can down. "These days, those people almost always come from money. That's not a comfortable truth, but it's true. The freedom to pursue work that serves the public interest is itself a form of wealth. And most people don't have it."

He looked at me directly. Brown eyes, serious behind the black plastic frames.

"I know I didn't earn my position in life. I was born into it. I know that and I think about it constantly. The question I keep asking myself is, what do you do with an advantage you didn't earn? You can feel guilty about it, which helps no one. You can pretend it doesn't exist, which is dishonest. Or you can use it. Point it at something that matters and do the work."

Richard picked up his notebook and tapped it against his knee. He seemed to sit more upright, his spine straighter.

"Abner Flint served this country for more than twenty years. He breathed poison so that forward operating bases in Iraq could have electricity. He came home and built a life and asked nothing from anyone. And a man with money and connections used the county government to harass Abner for fifteen years. That story deserves to be told by someone who can afford to tell it without blinking. That's me. That's what I'm for."

Nobody spoke for a while. A Steller's jay landed on the porch rail, considered us with its black crest tilted, and departed.

"Dude, that's fucking awesome. Respect."

"Thank you," Richard nodded solemnly at Grace, who was looking at him with approving eyes.

"Ditto," I said. "Have you eaten? Grace made some tasty Korean barbecue. We're going to grill it up for dinner. Join us?"

"That sounds really tempting, but I should get going."

Richard stood. He tucked the notebook into his messenger bag and zipped it shut. He picked up the BrainJuzzy and finished it in one long swallow.

"I'm glad we talked," he said. "I'll be in touch about next steps. I want to get more documents from Olympia before I present the full package to my editor."

I stood and shook his hand. His grip was firm.

"Thank you, Richard."

"Thank you, Thomas." He nodded to Grace. "Nice to meet you, Grace."

"Nice to meet you too, Richard."

He walked to the Prius, tossed the messenger bag onto the passenger seat, and folded himself in behind the wheel. He backed out carefully, one arm draped over the seat, and rolled down the drive. The cracked windshield caught the late sun one more time, a bright fracture line across the glass, and then the trees swallowed him up.

Grace and I sat on the porch in the quiet he left behind. She pulled at a thread on her towel.

"He's kind of a nerd," she said. "But he's a nerd who means well. Like, he actually gives a shit. That's cool as hell."

"Yeah, it is."

"Too many people act like cynicism is the only way to be real nowadays. But being earnest is the real realness, know what I mean?"

"I agree. Especially for Richard."

"For real."

She unfolded herself from the chair and gathered her things.

"I'm going to take a shit and shower. I had Indian yesterday and that always gives me hella gas, so maybe stay out here for a while until the bathroom clears."

"Got it. Thanks for sharing that with me."

"The bulgogi is soaking in the fridge. We can grill it on the fire pit."

"Sounds like a plan."

She paused at the doorway. "You think the paper will run it?"

"I don't know."

"But you think he'll find a way? Even if they don't?"

"Yeah. I think he will."

She nodded once and walked into the cabin, letting the screen door bang shut behind her.

I stayed on the porch. The light was moving through the trees now at its lowest angle, turning everything amber.

Harlan was out there somewhere, with his money and his shell companies and his butterscotch candy and his bottomless belief that the world arranged itself around his wants. He'd been running this stretch of the Olympic Peninsula for decades, and he'd gotten comfortable with the assumption that nobody would push back.

He hadn't counted on Abner and me. And he certainly hadn't accounted for a twenty-three-year-old kid in a blue Prius with a cracked windshield, a neon-orange energy drink, and a family fortune large enough to make his threats meaningless. A kid who'd thought carefully about what privilege was for and decided to use his for this.

Abner probably has a good quote about worthy allies. I'll ask him about it next time I see him.

I picked up my pipe from the rail and packed it. I lit it and drew the smoke in and then breathed it out into the warm summer air.


Chapter 14



"Try this."

Irma set a small plate in front of me. On it was a triangular scone, golden on top and pale on its broken side where she'd split it for presentation. The scone was studded with tiny dark flecks throughout the crumb.

"New recipe?" I asked.

"I've been working on it for days now. Cream scones. But there's a twist you might like, being Claire's neighbor and all."

"Claire?" I asked curiously.

She nodded and leaned on the counter with both forearms. The bakery was quiet, the morning rush over, the lunch rush not yet begun. I'd come in for some bread and maybe a donut or two.

"I take Claire's black tea and I steep it in the heavy cream the night before," Irma explained. "Low and slow, in the refrigerator, twelve hours. Then I strain out the leaves and use that cream in the dough. So the tea flavor gets into the fat, and the fat carries it through the whole scone when it bakes. You don't get a tea taste sitting on top. You get it everywhere."

I picked up the scone and bit into it.

"Well?"

"Irma, this is delicious."

"You think so? You're not just being polite?"

"The tea comes through, but it doesn't take over. It just... deepens everything."

"That's exactly what I was going for." She straightened up, pleased. "I'm going to talk to Claire about getting a regular supply. Could be good for both of us. She grows it, I bake with it. Doesn't get more local than that."

"I bet she'd love that."

Irma filled a mug with coffee and slid it to me across the counter. Strong and black, just the way I liked it.

"So. Have you heard about Aimee and Danny Marsh?"

I looked up from the scone. Irma's face was arranged in careful neutrality, but her eyes were sharper, reading me.

"What about them?"

"They're back together. High school sweethearts, you know. Danny divorced now, and Aimee... well."

She let the sentence trail, leaving space for me to fill it with whatever reaction I was going to have.

"Oh, right. Aimee talked to me about that. Pretty great story, isn't it? Reuniting after all these years."

"She told you?"

"She did. I'm really happy for her," I said, and meant it. "I haven't met Danny, but if Aimee likes him, he must be an okay guy."

"He's running the marine supply out on Route 101. Good man. Quiet. They were inseparable in high school, then life happened the way it does."

"I'm glad they found their way back to each other. Aimee deserves someone who makes her happy."

Irma studied me for another half-second, then whatever she was looking for she apparently found, because her shoulders relaxed a fraction.

"She does deserve happiness," Irma agreed. "I hope they build something good together."

"Me too."

The moment passed. Irma wiped the counter with a blue cloth, which was what she did when she was switching between topics.

"I hear you've got solar panels for your cabin now. And that Abner Flint helped you put them up?"

"I do and he did. Abner designed the whole system, actually. The man knows more about electrical engineering than anyone I've met."

"Abner Flint." She said his name the way people in town always said it, with a mixture of wariness and wonder, as if discussing a creature from local mythology. "He comes to town sometimes. Wears a big pistol on his hip. Never causes trouble but... Well, people say all kinds of things about him."

"People say all kinds of things about a lot of folks."

"That's true." She folded the cloth into a neat square. "Did you find him as unique as others do?"

"He's intense," I laughed. "But he's not what people make him out to be. He's smart, he's principled, and he helped me when I needed it. That's what I know about Abner Flint."

"Good," Irma nodded slowly, as if I'd confirmed her own impressions. "I've always known Abner to be a solid fellow. But small towns do that, don't they? Turn someone a little different into a legend, then treat the legend like it's the person. The rumors fill in where the knowing leaves off. Easier than walking up that mountain and finding out for yourself."

She said it simply, without lecturing, the observation of a woman who had watched her town do this for decades.

"You're right, Irma. Abner Flint is a very solid fellow." I grinned. "Although I personally wouldn't go up the mountain to his place uninvited. Just saying."

"Yes. That's probably wise."

She went to refill my coffee again, and that's when I noticed the way she moved from the counter, the stiffness in her right leg, the careful way she distributed her weight. I peeked over the counter and saw Irma was wearing a brace on her right leg.

"What happened to your knee?"

She glanced down at it as if she'd forgotten it was there.

"Oh that. I twisted it two days ago. I was pulling a full sheet tray of sugar cookies out of the bottom oven and my foot caught the mat. Went sideways."

"That sounds painful."

"It was colorful. I said some words my mother would not have appreciated." She set the coffeepot back on the burner. "I'm not as limber as I was twenty years ago. No use complaining, these ovens don't care about that."

The way she said it was light, but I knew the reality underneath was not. Irma ran this bakery alone. She was here every morning, mixing and shaping and baking and frosting and selling and cleaning. She did it six days a week while the rest of Port Chasten was still sleeping. I looked at her hands on the counter. They were strong hands, but the joints were swollen at the base of each finger.

"Is there anything I can do?"

She waved the offer away.

"You're sweet, Thomas. What I need is another pair of hands in here four or five mornings a week. Someone who can learn the routine and handle the front when I'm in the back." She smiled. "If you know anyone looking for work, send them my way."

The thought arrived fully formed, the way solutions sometimes do when the pieces have been lying around waiting to be assembled.

Grace.

The way her hands moved when she worked in a kitchen, confident and practiced, the muscle memory of a childhood spent cooking. Her motel job was gone and she needed work. Plus she came to this bakery all the time.

"Do you know Grace Kim? Comes in here fairly often. Pretty Asian girl, lots of tattoos."

Irma didn't hesitate. "Short hair? Drives that old Toyota?"

"That's her."

"Sure, I know her. She's always friendly. Buys sourdough and those chocolate cake donuts. Seems like a pleasant girl."

"Grace is looking for work. And she has restaurant experience. Grew up in her parents' kitchen."

"Oh?" Irma's eyebrows lifted with genuine interest. "How do you know her?"

I paused. Grace's living situation was hers to share or not share. I wasn't going to tell Irma she was sleeping in her RAV4 on my property.

"She cooks and cleans for me sometimes," I said, which was true. "She's a hard worker. Reliable. Shows up when she says she will and does what needs doing."

Irma was watching me with the practiced eye of a woman who knew when someone was holding back on her.

"Anything else I should know?"

I thought about Grace. Her laugh, her energy, her profanity.

"She has kind of a salty vocabulary."

"Thomas, I spent forty years married to a commercial fisherman. I can handle salty vocabulary." She crossed her arms. "Can she handle getting a full tray of sugar cookies out of the oven without dropping them on the floor?"

"I believe she can."

"If you're willing to vouch for her, I'll bring her on."

The weight settled on me. Vouching for someone was a specific thing, especially in a small town like this. It meant attaching your reputation to theirs.

Grace was twenty-four, living out of her car, running from violence, carrying a past she parceled out in fragments.

She was also one of the most genuine people I'd met on this peninsula. I'd watched her pack tea for twelve hours without complaining. I'd eaten food she made with care and skill. I'd seen her sit and listen to conversations and offer thoughtful, if profane, insights.

"I do vouch for her," I said.

"Good enough for me. Have her come in tomorrow? I will let her work a trial run and see if she's a fit. Four-thirty AM, sharp. I don't wait for people."

"She used to work overnight shifts at the motel outside of Port Chasten. Four-thirty AM won't be a problem."

"We'll see."

Irma reached under the counter and brought out a small paper bag. She put the remaining scone in it and folded the top over twice.

"Take that with you. If you see her, tell Claire I'll be calling her about the tea."

I left the bakery with the paper bag and the quiet satisfaction of having connected two needs that fit together. Grace needed work, Irma needed hands. And Claire's tea was ending up in scones sold on the main street of Port Chasten. Small threads weaving into something.

The morning air outside was warm and salt-tinged, and Port Chasten's two blocks of storefronts looked welcoming in the morning light. I walked to my truck feeling good about the way things were coming together.
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The pond was rippled by the wind. I sat on the bank with Scout beside me, both of us in the shade of the willows on the south side. The afternoon sun came through the canopy in broken shafts that moved across the water when the breeze stirred. Dragonflies worked the surface and the air smelled of warm grass and mud and the faint sweetness of twinflower blooming in the understory.

Scout had her boots off and her bare feet in the grass. Her hair was loose, her blonde strands glimmering in the sunshine. She was telling me about a book she'd been reading, a collection of Wendell Berry essays Abner had found at the Port Chasten library sale many years ago.

"He says the mind that is not baffled is not employed. I keep turning that over. Berry's good at sentences that work on you for days. Father says Berry is the only living American worth quoting."

"That sounds like Abner."

She smiled. It was not the careful, measured expression she showed most people, but the wide and unguarded version she'd started showing me. The one that made her look so radiant that it made my heart ache.

We heard the RAV4 before we saw it. The engine's aging rattle, louder than usual, and the crunch of gravel under tires moving faster than Grace typically drove up my road.

Grace parked and spotted us as we waved at her. She came jogging toward us, a wide grin splitting her face. Her hair was pulled back under a bandana dusted with flour. She wore a plain black t-shirt and jeans, both carrying a fine white powder in the creases. Her cheeks were flushed.

I stood and she hit me at full speed. Arms around my neck, face buried in my shoulder, squeezing hard enough that I rocked backward.

"I got it! I got the job. Irma hired me!"

"Wonderful!" Scout cheered as Grace hugged her. "Tell us everything."

Grace dropped onto the grass between us, cross-legged, vibrating.

"Okay so I set my alarm for three-thirty, right? So I can get to the bakery a little early, show my enthusiasm. And I get there at like four-twenty-five and the lights are already on and Irma's already in back and the ovens are already at temperature and there's like six different mise en place stations set up on the bench with ingredients weighed out in these little deli containers and I'm like, oh shit, this woman is not fucking around."

She barely paused for breath.

"So she hands me an apron and she's like, 'Wash your hands, tie your hair back, don't touch your face.' And I'm like, Yes ma'am. And she starts walking me through the morning production. Sourdough first because it needs the longest proof. She showed me how she scales the dough, like, she has this ancient balance scale, not digital, and she drops dough on it with a bench scraper and she hits the weight within like half an ounce every time. It's insane. Years of muscle memory, for real."

"Did she let you try?" Scout asked.

"She made me try. My first three were garbage. Too big, too small, shaped like a potato. She didn't say anything, she just took the scraper and showed me again. Fourth one, I nailed it. She nodded. That's it, just a nod, but I was like, okay, that nod is the equivalent of a standing ovation from this woman."

Scout laughed. I did too, enjoying Grace's breathless excitement.

"Then rolls. Shaping is everything, she said. You tuck the dough under itself and create surface tension so it holds its shape in the proof. My tucking was ass at first. She said I was strangling them. But by the second batch I had the feel." Grace held up her hands and curled them around an invisible ball of dough. "It's like this motion, this rotation thing, you use the heel of your palm and the counter and you spin the dough until it tightens up. It's hard to describe, but my hands just... knew. Like some shit from a past life."

"Or from your parents' kitchen," I said.

Her face shifted, just for a second. Something moved behind Grace's eyes that she caught and put away before it could land.

"Yeah," she said. "Maybe."

She pushed past it.

"Then donuts. Holy shit, Thomas, do you know how donuts work? She fries them in a deep fryer, and you flip them at exactly forty-five seconds, and the uncooked side puffs up when it hits the oil and you get that white ring around the middle. That's how you know a donut is fresh, that pale band. And the glaze has to go on while they're still hot so it gets that crackly shell thing. I glazed forty-eight donuts and only dropped one and she let me eat it so actually I count that as a win."

"Strategically dropped," Scout said.

"Listen, I will neither confirm nor deny." Grace grinned. "And then at like six-thirty the front door opens and people start coming in and Irma's like, 'Counter's yours.' And I'm freaking out inside, but I just did the thing, you know? Smiled, took orders, rang the register, bagged stuff. The register is cranky as hell, but it's basically the same as the motel system. People were cool. This one old guy asked if I was new and I said yes and he said Welcome to Port Chasten."

She paused and pulled the bandana off her head and shook her hair loose.

"I worked till one. Nine hours. My feet are destroyed. My lower back is screaming. I smell like yeast and powdered sugar." She looked at her flour-dusted jeans. "But she asked me to come back tomorrow. Same time, permanent morning shift. She even sent me home with a sourdough loaf and a bag of the donuts that didn't sell. They're in the car."

Grace went quiet. The buzzing energy dropped away and what remained was something rawer. She looked at me.

"I wouldn't have gotten this without you, Thomas."

"I didn't do anything. You got it because you showed up and did the work."

"I showed up because you told her I was worth hiring. That's not nothing, dude. Someone putting their name behind yours when they don't have to." She picked at the grass between her knees. "Not a lot of people have done that for me."

"I meant every word I said to her. You earned it."

Our eyes met... and held. Something passed between us I hadn't expected. It was sudden, a charge that hit both of us at the same time. I'd always known Grace was gorgeous, but now I was seeing it in a way that made my pulse race.

Shit, what is happening right now?

Grace must have felt it as well. We both looked away at the same time. The grass between us became very interesting.

Scout broke the silence with the ease of someone who hadn't noticed or had chosen not to.

"We should swim." She was already pulling her shirt over her head. "Cool off. Then eat that bread with the honey Claire brought."

She stripped with the unselfconsciousness I'd come to know. Shirt, pants, underwear, all of it shed and left on the grass like a skin she'd stepped out of. She stood in the sun, lean and natural and beautiful, and held her hand out to Grace.

"Come on."

Grace's eyes went wide. "You just... okay. Wow."

"The water is better without clothes. You'll see."

"I can't swim."

"The water is not deep. You can just stand up."

Grace looked at me. Looked at Scout. Looked at the pond. Some internal calculation clicked in.

"Fuck it. Why not?"

She pulled her t-shirt over her head. Kicked off her shoes. Peeled off her jeans and underwear and stood in the afternoon light.

She was slim through the waist and hips, fuller through the chest than her loose hoodies had suggested. Her nipples were dark and her mound was smooth and bare.

But it was the ink that drew my eye. I'd seen most of her tattoos when she was sunbathing, but the shorts she wore had hidden the ink on her lower back.

It was a large piece that was clearly newer than the rest, dark and heavy and unfinished, a stylized phoenix rising through smoke and flame. The ink was dense, the lines thick and overlapping. Underneath it, only partially covered, I could make out an older tattoo. Block letters. A name, maybe. The new design covered most of it but not all, the way paint covers a wall but can't always hide what's underneath if you know to look.

I thought about the man she was running from. I thought about what kind of tattoo a person needs to bury under another tattoo. I filed it away and said nothing.

"Last one in is a fugly bitch," Grace yelled.

She grabbed Scout's hand, and they ran together and hit the water in a tangled, shrieking splash that sent the dragonflies scattering.

They surfaced gasping, laughing, pushing wet hair out of their faces.

"Thomas! Get your candy ass in here!"

"The water is perfect," Scout called.

I stood. Pulled my shirt off. Stepped out of my jeans and boots. The grass was warm beneath my feet. I had to grin at Grace's wolf-whistle.

I dove into the pond.

The water closed over me, cool and clean, and the world above went silent for the two seconds I was under.

I surfaced between them, standing waist-deep, blowing water, and Grace immediately splashed me full in the face. Scout retaliated on my behalf, sending a wall of water at Grace that caught her mid-laugh and filled her open mouth. Grace sputtered and swore and dove under and grabbed Scout's ankle and pulled her down.

They came up together, tangled and laughing, water streaming off them in the golden afternoon light. Then Grace smiled at me again, her eyes filled with that look we'd shared earlier, a look that made my heart pound in my chest.

I opened my mouth to crack a joke, maybe tease Grace the way she liked to be teased... but nothing came out. I didn't have the words, so I just grinned back, the two of us smiling at each other as sunlight scintillated in the waters around us.


Chapter 15



The Korean BBQ restaurant sat on a corner in Seattle's International District, sandwiched between a pho shop and a store selling porcelain figurines. Grace had written the name and address on a scrap of paper.

Samgyeopsal House - go here before the game. Trust me dood.

The place was packed at five-thirty on a Friday. Families crowded around low tables, the air thick with smoke and sizzle and conversation in three languages. A woman in an apron led us to a booth with a circular grill embedded in the center of the table, charcoal glowing underneath. A fan hung over the grill, sucking up smoke.

DJ stared at the grill. He reached his hand toward it, palm out.

"Hot," he said.

Claire slid into the booth beside DJ, across from me. Her hair was down tonight, red and loose over the shoulders of a green blouse I'd never seen her wear. She'd put on makeup. Not much, just enough to make her even prettier than she already was. Coral-pink gloss glistened on her full lips. Her freckles stood out against her pale skin.

It had been a long trip to Seattle. I'd picked them up at one. The drive and ferry ride took four and a half hours. DJ had chattered happily about batting averages and ERAs and what a split-finger fastball did compared to a cutter. Claire had listened with the patience of a mother who'd heard these statistics a hundred times and would hear them a hundred more without complaint.

The ferry ride over had been full of Mariners fans. DJ had laughed at the good-natured chiding of the few Angels fans on the observation deck. His eyes had widened at the Seattle skyline as we approached the city.

The waitress arrived with water and a stack of small dishes that she laid out on the table. Kimchi in red sauce. Pickled radish, yellow and translucent. Seasoned spinach. Bean sprouts in sesame oil. A pancake made of scallions, sliced into wedges. Glass noodles. Something that looked like tiny fish.

"What is all this?" Claire picked up her chopsticks.

"Side dishes. Banchan. They're free. You can ask for more."

"Free?"

"Korean restaurants do that."

She tried the kimchi first. Her eyes went wide, then watered. She grabbed her water glass.

"Good lord."

"Spicy," I said.

"You think?"

DJ tried it next. Chewed thoughtfully. Swallowed.

"I like it."

Claire laughed. "Of course you do."

The meat arrived on metal platters. Thin slices of bulgogi, dark with marinade. Short ribs with the bone still attached. Pork belly in thick strips. The waitress used tongs to lay the meat across the grill. It hit with a hiss that made DJ jump.

"Whoa."

The smell followed, caramelizing sugar and garlic and char. My mouth watered.

The meat cooked fast. The waitress flipped it once, then used scissors to cut the pork belly into bite-sized pieces directly on the grill. She arranged lettuce leaves on a plate, added bowls of rice and sauce and sliced garlic and peppers, then left us to it.

DJ watched the meat bubble and spit over the coals.

"Can I flip them?"

"Use these." I handed him the tongs. "When the edges start to curl, turn them over."

He took the tongs with both hands and waited. The pork belly curled. He flipped it, slow and precise, the way he did everything when he was concentrating.

"Good," I said.

"Now what?"

"Now we wait for it to sear and then we eat."

Claire tried the short rib first. She picked it up with her fingers and gnawed the meat off the bone. Fat and marinade ran down her chin. She wiped it with a napkin, grinning.

"This is incredible."

"Try wrapping it." I picked up a lettuce leaf, added rice and a strip of bulgogi, dabbed sauce on top, folded it into a packet. "Like this."

I bit into it. The lettuce was crisp, the rice sticky, the beef tender and sweet. The sauce added savory bite and heat.

DJ watched me build another wrap. He mimicked my movements exactly. Lettuce, rice, beef, sauce. Folded it into a tidy bundle and took a bite.

He chewed. Swallowed. Nodded.

"The sauce is good."

"Try the red one next. That's gochujang. It's hotter."

He built another wrap. Used the red sauce this time. Took a smaller bite.

"Still good."

Claire watched him with a look that was part pride, part amusement.

"You don't have to eat it if it's too spicy, baby."

"I know."

He ate the whole thing.

For an hour, we cooked and ate and rebuilt the pile of meat on the grill as fast as we depleted it. DJ experimented with combinations. Pork belly with pickled radish. Bulgogi with bean sprouts. Short rib with nothing but rice and lettuce. He reported his findings like he was recording baseball stats.

Claire tried everything. The tiny fish. The glass noodles. The scallion pancake dipped in soy sauce. She asked questions about every dish, and I answered what I could and admitted ignorance when I couldn't. Grace would have known. Grace grew up cooking this food in her parents' restaurant.

The thought of Grace made me feel warm. I was glad she'd sent us here, glad she'd shared this piece of herself.

"Grace recommended this place?" Claire asked.

"By name."

"Remind me to thank her. This is the best restaurant meal I've had in years."

"Better than Charley's?"

"Don't tell Stella."

DJ added more meat to the grill. He was getting confident with the tongs now, flipping and turning and cutting. The smoke rose around his face, and he squinted through it, focused as he used the scissors to cut the meat.

I thought about the farmhouse kitchen where Claire and DJ ate most of their meals. I thought about the budget that kept them eating simply, thought about DJ working alongside his mother in the fields and Bessie in the house and how little time or money was left over for restaurants or trips or baseball games.

Tonight wasn't much, just dinner and a ballgame. But it was something DJ would enjoy, a memory shared with his mother.

Claire caught me looking at her. She smiled and I smiled back.

DJ stacked another wrap. "Can we get more meat?"

"Absolutely."
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We walked to the stadium through streets that smelled like roasted nuts and car exhaust and dusty concrete. The sidewalks were packed with people in Mariners caps and jerseys, all moving in the same direction, a current we joined and let carry us forward.

DJ bounced on his toes as he walked. "What time does Chen warm up?"

"Probably around six thirty. We'll get there in time."

"We have to watch the whole warmup."

"We will."

"He throws a two-seam fastball that hits triple digits. And his slider is unhittable."

Claire walked beside me, close enough that our shoulders brushed with every step. Occasionally our hands brushed. The urge to take her hand in mine was strong. I thought Claire might be feeling the same way.

Street vendors lined the route to the stadium. Caps and pennants and foam fingers and knockoff jerseys hanging from racks. DJ stopped at one to examine a jersey.

"Look. It's Chen's number."

"You want it?"

He hesitated. "How much is it?"

I checked the tag. Thirty bucks. Probably made in a factory for three dollars and sold here for ten times that. DJ knew it was too much. I could see him doing the math, calculating what thirty dollars meant at home. I remembered that feeling from my childhood, a kid weighing what he wanted versus what he knew his family could afford.

"Chen is pitching tonight. You gotta have it, DJ." I took out my wallet. "My treat."

"You already paid for dinner," Claire protested.

"And now I'm paying for this. C'mon. Let an old guy feel like a kid again, Claire."

DJ looked at Claire. She nodded. DJ took the jersey off the rack and held it against his chest. It was too big, the sleeves hanging past his elbows.

"You'll grow into it," I said.

He grinned.

The vendor bagged it, and we kept walking. The stadium rose ahead of us, massive against the evening sky. DJ walked faster. We passed buskers playing guitars, a man selling roasted peanuts from a cart, a woman handing out flyers for a sports bar.

Then we were in front of the Ichiro statue. Bronze, life-sized, with Ichiro in his famous batting stance. DJ stopped and stared.

"Can I take a picture, Mom?"

"Of course."

Claire pulled out her phone. DJ posed beside the statue, raising his fist and tugging his sleeve like he'd seen Ichiro do in countless YouTube clips. The boy's grin was wide and bright and uncontainable.

Claire took three photos. Showed them to DJ. He nodded his approval.

"Send me those," I said. "I want to remember today."

She looked at me for a second, then nodded. "Okay."

We joined the crowd funneling toward the gates. The noise grew louder. Voices and laughter and the distant sound of a PA system announcing something we couldn't make out yet. The air smelled like hot dogs and grilled sausage and beer and popcorn, all of it mixing into a scent I hadn't smelled in years but recognized instantly.

This was a ballpark. This was baseball in summer.

An usher handed DJ a cap as we entered. Blue with the Mariners trident logo, a snapback with a flat brim.

"Kidz Cap giveaway tonight," the usher said. "First five thousand kids."

DJ took it eagerly, then handed it to me. I adjusted the strap to fit his head. Settled it on him, tugged the brim down slightly off-center, the way Chen wore his cap.

"There. Now you look like a Major Leaguer."

He touched the brim and adjusted it himself. He was grinning so wide I thought his face might split.

Claire watched us. She caught my eye and smiled again, that same warm, private smile. I felt something lurch in my chest.

She's so goddamn beautiful.

The concourse was chaos. People everywhere, moving in every direction. Vendors calling out. Lines at the food stands. Kids running. The smell of garlic fries hit me first, then grilled onions, then the yeasty smell of spilled beer.

We walked past the team store, the memorabilia shop, the craft beer stand. DJ's head swiveled, taking it all in.

Then we stepped through the tunnel into the open air, and the field spread out below us.

DJ stopped walking and stared.

The grass was impossibly green under the lights, the infield dirt a perfect brown. The old-fashioned scoreboard stretched across the outfield, massive and dark green. The crowd filled the seats in a patchwork of blue and white and a few splashes of Angels red. Flags snapped in the breeze above the center field wall. The organ played something I didn't recognize.

And on the field, Angels players in their white uniforms tossed balls back and forth, loose and easy, warming up.

"Whoa," DJ said.

Claire stood beside him. She put her hand on his shoulder.

"Pretty great, huh?"

"Yeah, Mom. It's so lit!"

We stood there for a minute, just looking. Then I led them down toward the bullpen.

The bullpen sat beyond the right field fence, close enough to the stands that you could hear the pitchers talking, hear the pop of the ball hitting the catcher's mitt. A crowd had gathered along the rail, mostly kids, all of them hoping for an autograph or just a closer look at the players they'd only seen on TV.

DJ pressed against the rail. I stood behind him, hands on his shoulders so he wouldn't get jostled by the crowd.

Chen sauntered across the field in his warm-up jacket. Six-three, lean, moving with the easy confidence of someone who'd done this a thousand times. He entered the bullpen and walked to the mound, took the ball from the bullpen catcher, and started his routine.

Stretch. Wind up. Throw.

The ball exploded into the catcher's mitt with a sound like a gunshot. DJ flinched. Then he leaned forward, watching.

Chen threw fifteen pitches. Fastballs first, easy building his movement and velocity. Then the famous slider.

DJ didn't say a word. Just watched, absorbing it all.

When Chen finished, he wiped his face with a towel, said something to the catcher, and started grabbing balls from the bucket beside the mound. He turned toward the stands and tossed the first one into the crowd.

Hands shot up everywhere. A kid in a jersey caught it. Cheers erupted.

Chen threw another. A teenage girl caught it. More cheers.

Then he threw one high and outside, and I saw it coming toward us. I reached up and snagged it one-handed. The ball smacked into my palm, and the crowd around us cheered again.

I handed it to DJ. He took it with both hands, mouth agape. He turned it over, examining the seams, the scuff marks, the dirt.

"It's a real game ball," he said.

"Used by your favorite pitcher."

He held it up to his face and smelled it. I knew that smell, leather and dirt and grass.

Then he looked past me, and his face changed. I followed his gaze.

A little girl stood a few feet away, maybe five or six, holding her father's hand. She had pigtails and a Mariners shirt three sizes too big. Her face was crumpled, on the verge of tears. Her father kneeled beside her, speaking softly and rubbing her back.

DJ walked over to her and held out the ball.

"You can have this."

The girl's face transformed. She took the ball with both hands, looked up at her father, then back at DJ. Her father beamed at DJ.

"That was really kind of you. What do you say, Princess?"

"Thank you," the little girl said.

"You're welcome."

The father stood and shook DJ's hand. "You're a good kid."

"Thanks."

The girl hugged the ball to her chest and walked away with her father, glowing.

DJ came back to us. Claire pulled him into a hug, quick and fierce.

"I'm proud of you," she said, her voice quivering.

DJ squirmed free. "It's just a ball."

"It's not just a ball."

"You did good, DJ." I looked at Claire. "You raised him right."

Her eyes went bright. She blinked and turned away. When she looked back, the brightness was still there.

"I do the best I can," she said softly.

I wanted to say more, wanted to tell her what I saw when I looked at DJ. A kid with a good heart who'd been raised by someone who knew what mattered.

But this wasn't the time or place. So I just nodded and patted DJ on his shoulder. That seemed to be enough for the boy... and for Claire.

We found our seats in the lower section behind home plate. Not the best seats in the house, but close enough to hear the umpire call strikes, close enough to see the spin on the ball.

DJ sat between us, his new cap on his head, his new jersey draped over his lap. The stadium filled around us, voices rising, the energy building.

The national anthem played. The players lined the baselines. DJ stood with his hand over his heart, solemn.

Then the umpire yelled, "Play ball," and the game began.

Chen was sharp through the first three innings. Fastball command, breaking balls for strikes, working ahead in the count. He struck out four. DJ tracked every pitch, every swing, every out.

In the fourth inning, Chen walked the leadoff batter. Then gave up a double. Then a single that scored two. Two more walks and a home run that cleared the bases. The manager walked to the mound. Chen handed him the ball and walked off the field with his head down.

DJ watched him disappear into the dugout.

"Left Chen in too long," DJ grimaced.

"Yup," I said.

The Mariners lost nine to two. The crowd thinned in the eighth inning. By the ninth, half the stadium was empty.

We stayed until the final out.

We walked out with the crowd, slower now, the energy drained. DJ dragged his feet, his cap pulled low, his jersey clutched under one arm.

"Disappointed Chen lost?" I asked gently.

"He's still a great pitcher," DJ shrugged. "That's just baseball."

The kid impressed me. The understanding that loving something meant accepting its losses. That you couldn't control the outcome, only your response to it. In a lot of ways, DJ reminded me of Scout.

Claire and I shared another look over his head. A look that said did you hear that and how did he get so smart?

It was a warm look. The kind that passes between two people who've just spent a perfect day together.
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DJ fell asleep twenty minutes into the drive home. His cap slid down over his face, the jersey clutched in one hand. His breathing evened out, and the truck cab went quiet.

Claire shifted in her seat. She looked back at DJ, then at me.

"Thank you, Thomas. He was so excited for this. You didn't let him down."

"He's a good kid."

"He is." She paused. "You're really good with him. He'll never forget today."

The words hit me harder than they should have. I kept my eyes on the road, on the broken white line unspooling ahead of us through the dark.

"I'm glad I could do it. I missed catching a ballgame in Seattle."

We drove in comfortable silence, but there was something swelling inside me, a heaviness that was pressing down on me. I glanced at Claire, weighing this moment and how much of myself to reveal.

"Can I tell you something?" I asked quietly.

"Of course."

"The thing I missed most. In my marriage." I kept my eyes on the road. "It wasn't the companionship. Sybil and I, we ran out of things to say to each other a long time before the papers got signed. And that was hard, but I made my peace with it. You can make peace with a lot of things if you're honest about what they were."

I took a breath.

"It was never having kids. That was the thing. That was the hole I couldn't fill. Two decades of marriage and no children. We tried and tried until Sybil didn't want to try any more. She could live without kids. I never pushed. I should have pushed, or I should have left, or I should have done something other than sit in my office adjusting claims and pretending the absence wasn't eating me alive. But I didn't."

The words came out quietly, not much louder than the hum of the tires. I said them to the windshield, to the dark road ahead, but they were for Claire.

"Today. Watching DJ at that grill, his face when I put that cap on him, the way he gave that ball away without even thinking about it." I shook my head. "That's what I missed. A whole life of that. And I'll never get it back."

Silence in the cab. The engine hummed. The streetlights passed.

Then Claire's hand crossed the space between us and settled on my thigh. A warm, firm pressure through the denim.

I covered it with mine and squeezed once. Thankful for her not filling the silence with reassurance or pity or any of the things people say when they don't know what else to do. Her hand was enough.

I started to let go, but Claire turned her hand over under mine and laced her fingers through mine. She held on.

I glanced over. Her face was lit by the glow of the dashboard instruments. Her eyes were steady on me and in them was something that had been building all summer in every harvest and every shared meal and every accidental brush of skin... every trembling kiss. Something she'd been holding back with the same iron discipline she used to hold everything else together.

Neither of us spoke.

Claire held my hand on the console between us. In the back seat, DJ slept with his cap over his face and a jersey in his grip. The highway unspooled and the headlights reached ahead of us, illuminating the way forward.


Chapter 16



The afternoon sun slanted through the trees and laid warm patches across the clearing. I sat in my camp chair by the fire pit, pipe clenched between my teeth, watching the big stainless steel pot rattle on the grate. Steam escaped from under the lid in little hissing bursts, carrying with it the smell of shrimp and sausage and vegetables and herbs.

Beside me, Abner sat with his legs stretched toward the fire, a tin camp cup of whiskey balanced on the arm of his chair.

A gunshot cracked from down near the pond. Then another. Then silence, followed by the distant murmur of voices.

Scout was keeping her promise and teaching Grace how to fire a pistol. They were in the same area Scout had taught me, aiming for the same target against the hillside.

A third shot, and this time I heard a solid thwack as the round found the stump.

Abner tilted his head toward the sound. "Your girl Grace. She's a quick study."

"Better than I was when Scout first put a loaded gun in my hand."

"That is not a high bar to clear."

"No, it is not," I agreed.

Abner sipped from his cup. The faintest trace of amusement lit his eyes, which was as close to laughter as the man seemed to get.

Another shot. Another thwack.

"Four out of six," Abner said, counting the last shot. "At range, too. A good start."

"She looks focused. And Scout is a good teacher."

"Yes, she has proven so." He took another sip. "Have you been practicing?"

"I have. Bought three more boxes of .38 Special from the sporting goods store in Forks last week. I've been out at the stump several times now."

"And how does the GP100 treat you?"

"Better with single action than double action."

"Understandable."

"I'm keeping them on the stump now, at least. Not sending rounds into the hillside like I was that first time. Next thing I want to do is get some .357 Magnum. Try the full-power loads."

Abner's blue eyes found mine over the rim of his cup.

"Make sure Liberty is present when you step up to the magnum. The recoil is a different conversation entirely. The .38 Special asks politely. The .357 makes demands."

"I will."

More shots from the pond. I pulled the pipe from my mouth and leaned forward to lift the lid on the pot. The boiling liquid inside was cloudy and rust-colored, rolling hard. Chunks of potato and corn on the cob tumbled in the boil alongside fat pink shrimp, their shells curled tight, and lengths of dark sausage. I lowered the lid back and the pot resumed its chattering.

"How much longer on this?"

"The potatoes will tell us. When they yield to a knife without resistance, we eat. Ten minutes, perhaps. Perhaps less."

"The other ingredients look delicious. What all is in there?"

Abner gestured with his cup toward the pot as if conducting a small orchestra.

"Venison sausage from the buck I took. Wild onion. Garlic. Bay laurel. Red pepper flake. Celery. Corn. Yukon Gold potatoes, which hold their shape better than russet potatoes in a long boil. And the shrimp went in last so they don't turn to rubber."

"Where'd you get the shrimp?"

"Fellow I know runs a boat out of Port Chasten. I trade him venison and deer skin gloves. He gives me shrimp and the occasional Dungeness crab. It is an arrangement of mutual benefit and zero paperwork, which is the finest kind of economy." Abner paused. "We'll save the shrimp shells after we eat. Shrimp shell makes excellent fertilizer. Claire could use it on the tea plants. Calcium, nitrogen, chitin. The soil breaks it down and the roots drink it up."

"Be sure to tell her when she gets here."

Abner opened his mouth to say something else and instead produced a cough that bent him forward in his chair. It was a harsh, wet sound, the kind that came from somewhere deep in his lungs, and it went on for a long time. His shoulders shook. The tin cup trembled in his grip. He pressed his free hand flat against his chest as if holding something in place.

When it finally passed, he sat up straight and took a slow, careful breath. Then he lifted the cup and drank.

I watched him carefully. The coughing had gotten worse since I first met him months ago.

"Does the whiskey help with that?"

"No." He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "But it makes the coughing more tolerable. There is a distinction."

I pulled on my pipe and let the smoke sit in my mouth before releasing it. The question had been building in me for weeks and I let it come out gently.

"When's the last time you saw a doctor, Abner?"

His eyes stayed on the fire pit. The pot rattled. Steam curled upward and dissolved.

"I know what is in my lungs, Thomas. I breathed it for many years. Burn pits in Balad. Burn pits in Tikrit. Plastics, batteries, medical waste, human waste, jet fuel, everything the United States military didn't want to look at, they set on fire and men like me stood downwind. A doctor can put a name on it. He cannot take it out." He sipped his whiskey. "I have made my terms with the arrangement."

I wanted to push. I wanted to say that making terms wasn't the same as giving up, that there were treatments, that the VA owed him at least that much. But I knew this man. I knew where the walls were.

"All right," I said. "Well, let me know if I can do anything to help."

Abner nodded once. The subject was closed.

Voices rose from the direction of the pond, growing louder. Scout approached, walking with her long easy stride, the Smith & Wesson holstered at her hip. Grace came beside her, practically bouncing, her cheeks flushed pink and her eyes wide.

"Oh my God." Grace dropped into the empty camp chair and pressed both hands against her face. "Oh my God, oh my God."

"I take it the lesson went well," I said.

"Dude. Duuuude." She pulled her hands away. Her eyes were bright. "I just fired a giant freaking gun. Like, a real actual gun. A big ass revolver."

"I heard. How'd it go?"

"Okay, so at first? I was literally shaking. Scout hands me this thing and it's so heavy and I'm like, there is no way. No way! I'm going to drop it or shoot my foot off or something horrible."

Scout settled into the chair beside her father and stretched her legs out.

"She did not drop it."

"I didn't, but like the first shot scared the absolute shit out of me. Like, the noise? And the way it kicks? I wanted to put it down and walk away. I told Scout I was done."

"What changed your mind?" I asked.

Grace looked at Scout. They shared a warm look.

"Scout put her hands over mine and held the gun with me. Didn't say anything about it being okay or that I should relax or any of that shit people say. She just held it steady and said, 'Again.' So I pulled the trigger again. And the second time, I knew what was coming so it didn't scare me as bad. And the third time..." Grace grinned. "The third time I hit the stump and I was like, Oh. Oh, I get it."

"She has a natural point of aim," Scout said. "Some people fight the pistol. Grace lets it settle. She also followed every safety rule I gave her without exception, which is more important than accuracy."

Abner regarded Grace with those pale blue eyes. "A weapon is only as dangerous as the hand that holds it is careless. It sounds as though your hand was not careless."

"I was so careful, for real. Scout made sure of that. She was like a drill sergeant but, like, a really nice one."

Scout's mouth curved. "I've been called many things. Drill sergeant is new."

I sat there watching the two of them, Grace with her breathless energy and Scout with her stillness, and felt something warm settle in my chest. They were so different from each other. Yet somehow in the months since Grace had parked her RAV4 on my property, they'd found a frequency where their two signals overlapped. Scout had someone her own age to talk to for the first time in her life. Grace had someone who showed her a different way to live.

"Scout says I'm a better shot than you already," Grace said, turning to me with a grin.

"I don't doubt it. My shooting needs serious work."

"It does," Scout confirmed.

"Thank you for that."

Abner leaned forward and lifted the pot lid. He produced a small folding knife from his pocket, opened it, and pierced a potato. The blade slid in with almost no resistance. He closed the knife.

"It's ready."

Grace jumped up. "I have bread. Two big crusty loaves from the bakery. I made them myself this morning. Irma let me do the whole batch."

"I'll grab the folding table from the trailer," Scout said, already moving.

Grace and I headed into the cabin. She went straight for the kitchen counter where two round loaves sat wrapped in a clean flour-sack towel. Their crusts were dark golden, crackled, and dusted with flour. She picked them up and tucked them under one arm, then pulled a sleeve of paper bowls from the shelf above the sink.

"You really bake those yourself?"

I lifted two of the dining chairs, one in each hand.

"From scratch. Irma's teaching me her sourdough starter. It's like a hundred years old or something. She says I have good hands for bread." Grace hip-checked the screen door open and held it for me. "By the way. Scout told me about the shooting practice. She says you flinch."

"I'm working on it."

"She says you squint your eyes right before you pull the trigger."

"I'm working on that too."

"She says you're getting better though."

"That's generous of her."

We came through the door and I stopped. Claire's Subaru was parked next to Grace's white RAV4. The doors were open and Claire was pulling grocery sacks from the back seat while DJ hauled a blue cooler by its handle, tugging it across the ground with both hands. Bessie Anne came around the passenger side carrying a cloth bag.

"Claire!" Grace shouted across the clearing. "I made bread!"

Claire raised a hand in greeting. She wore a green tank top and jeans and her red hair was loose around her shoulders. DJ spotted the fire pit and the pot and broke into a trot, dragging the cooler behind him.

"Is that a shrimp boil?" he called out.

"It is," Abner said from his chair.

"It smells awesome!"

Everyone converged on the clearing at once. Scout appeared with the folding table balanced on her shoulder and set it up near the fire pit with a practiced flip of its legs. I went back inside for two more chairs. Grace arranged the bread and bowls on the table. Claire set her grocery sacks down and started pulling out containers of coleslaw and a jar of pickles and a bag of lemons. Bessie Anne lowered herself into a camp chair with a small exhale of relief.

"Got some lemonade and sweet tea in the cooler," Claire said. "And I brought plates in case we need them."

DJ dragged the cooler the rest of the way to the table. Grace found a cutting board and a serrated knife and began sawing through the first loaf, which crackled and resisted and then gave way to reveal an interior that was open and airy, shot through with irregular holes. The smell of it mixed with the shrimp boil steam. My stomach rumbled with anticipation.

I positioned the chairs around the fire pit and the table, arranging the circle wider to fit everyone. Then I got the ladle from the cabin and came back out to the pot.

I lifted the lid and set it aside. The boil roiled and popped. Shrimp, pink and curled. Venison sausage in thick coins. Potatoes split and tender. Corn, bright yellow. Onions translucent and soft. All of it swimming in that rust-colored broth that smelled like the ocean nearby.

I held the ladle over the pot... and stopped. Because the scene around me had arranged itself into something I needed to hold still to see.

Abner and Bessie Anne sat together at the edge of the circle. He'd poured her a small measure of whiskey into a second tin cup that she held in both hands. They were talking quietly, their heads inclined toward each other. Bessie Anne's eyes held that gentle concern she couldn't hide, the look of a woman who understood that the man beside her was diminishing by degrees. Abner's posture had softened in a way I'd never seen. His shoulders weren't quite so square. He was listening to her, and in the late afternoon light his weathered face looked peaceful.

At the table, Grace stood cutting the second loaf while Claire arranged slices on a plate. Grace said something I couldn't hear and Claire threw her head back and laughed loudly. Grace bumped her with a hip and Claire bumped back, and they fell into the simple rhythm of two women who had discovered they liked each other and had stopped being surprised by it.

At the far end of the circle, near the last chair, DJ stood looking at the revolver on Scout's hip.

"I wish I could carry a gun like that," he said.

"When you are ready to learn, you should start with an air rifle." Scout told him gently. "That is how my father taught me. An air rifle first, because it teaches you the fundamentals. Breathing. Sight alignment. Trigger discipline."

"How old were you when you learned to shoot?"

"I was eight.”

DJ looked up at her with those careful blue eyes.

"Would you teach me?"

Scout glanced at Claire across the fire pit. Claire, who had been watching, gave a small nod.

"When your mother says you're ready, I'll teach you."

DJ looked back down at the revolver. He studied it with the grave respect that showed he knew this was serious business.

I stood there with the ladle in my hand and the steam rising around me and the late sun painting everything gold. My throat was tight, my heart thrumming.

Four months ago I'd driven onto this property with an Airstream trailer and the quiet fear that the best parts of my life were behind me. I'd been a man with a divorce decree and a 401k receipt and twenty-two years of adjusting other people's claims while my own life went unadjusted.

Now I stood in a circle of people who had found each other by accident or necessity or some combination of both. It made my heart ache to see us all together like this.

The pot was ready and the bread was cut and the sun was warm.

I dipped the ladle into the boil.

"All right," I called out. "Everyone bring your bowls."


Chapter 17



The birds started singing with the rising sun. I sat on the porch with coffee in one hand and my phone in the other, the Merlin app open and listening.

The app catalogued each call as it came in, stacking little cards with names and photographs. Dark-eyed junco. Spotted towhee. Pacific wren. The wren had been singing for three solid minutes, that impossibly long and complex song pouring out of a body no bigger than my thumb.

The morning was cool and still, waiting for the heat to come. Mist hung low in the trees at the edge of the clearing. My coffee steamed.

A slight movement caught my eye. Grace's white RAV4 sat where it always sat beside the trailer, nosed under the big Douglas fir. The rear windows were covered with the reflective sunshades she'd bought, but through the front windshield I could see her shifting around in the reclined driver's seat. Waking up in stages, the way she did. She'd kick free of her sleeping bag first, then sit there for a while staring at the ceiling, then reach for the water bottle she kept in the center console.

I'd offered her the Airstream three times now. The trailer was just sitting there, hooked up, warm, dry, with an actual bed and electricity. Each time she thanked me and declined with the same playful but deliberate politeness.

I knew her answer wasn't about comfort. It was about something she needed that was more important to her. Her own space. Her own walls, thin as they were. The knowledge that she could turn the key and leave if the moment required it. I understood that. You don't push someone on the thing that keeps them feeling safe.

She'd been at Irma's for three weeks now, and Irma had already told me twice, unprompted, that the girl was a natural. Grace opened the bakery at four-thirty, prepped dough, ran the register, learned the display case. She came back smelling of yeast and butter and looking less tired than the day before.

Today was her day off. She'd mentioned doing laundry at the place near the motel in Port Chasten, and I'd been thinking about joining her. My dirty clothes had piled up. We could throw everything in the machines and go to Charley's for lunch. Spending time with Grace was like spending time with one of my construction buddies.

My phone buzzed. A new card appeared on the app screen.

Bald eagle.

I stood up so fast that the chair scraped against the porch boards. I set my coffee down and stepped off the porch into the wet grass, craning my neck.

The app said it was here. Somewhere. I scanned the treeline, the tall firs, the dead snag near the pond where raptors liked to perch. Nothing. I turned a full circle, searching the pale sky above the clearing. I held my breath and listened for the call again, that thin, high, chattering sound that never matched the bird's fierce reputation.

Empty sky. The rising light of dawn.

"Where are you?" I muttered, still turning.

Then I heard something that wasn't a bird.

An engine. Low and heavy, grinding up the gravel drive.

I turned toward the sound. Through the gap in the trees where the drive entered the clearing, a dark green SUV emerged. It had a light bar on top and a county emblem on the door.

Sheriff's vehicle?

My stomach dropped. My mind went to Scout first. Then Abner, with his damaged lungs. Then Claire and DJ, running around the farm with Wendell. Every person I cared about in this place flashed through my head in the time it took the SUV to enter the clearing.

I walked towards it. My legs felt stiff. The SUV rolled to a stop just short of the solar panel array, and both front doors opened at the same time.

The driver was older, probably late fifties, built like a man who'd spent twenty years in a patrol car eating drive-through. His gut pressed against his duty belt. He had a round, red face and small eyes that looked apologetic before he even opened his mouth.

The passenger was young, early thirties at most, lean and angular, with a sharp jawline and mirrored sunglasses pushed up on his forehead. He came around the front of the SUV and leaned against the hood with his arms crossed.

"Mr. Harmon? I'm Deputy Lyle Meacham. This is Deputy Blades. Sorry to bother you this early."

"Is something wrong? Did something happen to someone?"

Meacham held up a hand. "Nobody's hurt, nothing like that. But there is a problem that needs to be addressed."

He reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a folded document. He handed it to me.

I unfolded it. Read it. Then read it again.

"What the hell is this?"

"That is a citation for public nuisance and littering, Mr. Harmon. Two separate violations."

"I can see what it says. What I'm telling you is I don't understand what it means."

Meacham shifted his weight, his thumbs hooked in his duty belt. A Glock pistol creaked in its holster on his hip.

"We received a complaint this morning regarding illegal garbage dumping on your property, specifically at the entrance to your driveway off the main road. That constitutes the public nuisance portion. Some of that garbage has spilled out onto the county road itself, and that's your littering violation."

A car door closed behind me. I heard bare feet on gravel, then Grace appeared at my shoulder. She was wearing the shorts and tank top she slept in and nothing else. Her hair was flat on one side from the way she'd been lying on it.

The young deputy's gaze dropped from Grace's face to her chest and stayed there, lingering over her cleavage, her jutting nipples.

Grace looked at him blearily, seeing where his gaze was fixed. She rolled her eyes so hard that her whole head moved.

Meacham cleared his throat. "Morning, miss."

"Hey." Grace crossed her arms and read the citation over my shoulder. "What the shit?"

"Deputy, I have never dumped garbage on my property," I said. "Not at the driveway, not anywhere else. I've never dumped garbage anywhere in my life."

"I understand that may be your position, Mr. Harmon. But we received the complaint through proper channels and we're obligated to issue the citation. You might want to go down and check the situation for yourself."

"Check what situation? There's nothing to check. This is wrong."

"Be that as it may. The littering fine is one hundred and thirty dollars for a first offense." Meacham tapped the relevant line on the citation with a thick finger. "You've also got seven days to clear the illegal dump site on your property. If the material is still present after seven days, the fine escalates to five hundred dollars per day."

"This is bullshit."

The young deputy pushed off the hood of the SUV. He spoke for the first time. His voice was flat and nasal.

"You want to fight it, you need to make a court appearance in Port Angeles. Courthouse on Lincoln Street, second floor, Room 214." He grinned, an ugly leering smile that set my teeth on edge. "Have yourself a good morning, Mr. Harmon."

His eyes drifted back to Grace. They started at her bare legs and worked their way up, slow and deliberate, settling on her chest again before he gave her a nod.

"Ma'am."

They climbed back into the SUV. Meacham gave an awkward wave through the windshield. The young deputy was still grinning as they backed up, turned, and drove down the gravel drive.

I stood in the clearing, holding the citation. The paper was warm from Meacham's pocket.

"I'm going to get my truck keys."

"I'll be waiting there," Grace nodded.

I went into the cabin. My hands were shaking. Not from fear, but from anger mixed with confusion. I grabbed the keys from the hook by the door and pulled on my sneakers without tying them. My mind spun through possibilities and came up empty.

Garbage dumping? On my property? A formal complaint through proper channels? A goddamn visit at six in the morning?

Grace was already in the passenger seat when I came back out. She'd put on her sneakers and grabbed a hoodie from the RAV4. I started the engine and drove down the gravel drive.

We came around the last curve where the drive straightened out toward the main road.

"Oh, shit," Grace whispered.

I stopped the truck.

The wide gravel shoulder where the driveway met the county road looked like a landfill had vomited. The small clearing where Grace had parked was worse. Bright orange garbage bags, at least twenty of them, were scattered across the area.

Most had been ripped open, their contents flung in every direction. Fast food containers. Plastic bottles. Wet cardboard. Something dark and liquid that had soaked into the gravel and stained it brown. Diapers, swollen and gray. A mattress pad, filthy and wadded.

Smaller bags inside the orange ones had burst, sending ribbons of plastic and aluminum cans into the roadside ditch. A few pieces of trash had drifted onto the asphalt of the main road itself, pressed flat by passing tires.

The smell reached us through the closed windows, pungent and rank.

I sat there staring at it. My hands gripped the steering wheel, my knuckles turning white.

"How the hell did this get here?"

I reached for the door handle. Grace grabbed my forearm.

"Don't. Not without boots and gloves. Big-ass boots, not those." She nodded at my unlaced sneakers. "There's probably used needles in there. Fucking dirty diapers for sure. You step on a needle out there and that's a whole different kind of morning."

I let go of the handle. I looked at her. Her jaw was set and her eyes had narrowed in a way I'd come to recognize. Grace thinking, Grace processing.

"What are you seeing that I'm not?"

"I want to check something out. Drive south on the main road."

I pulled onto the county road, turning right and heading south. The garbage receded in my mirrors.

"Where are we headed?"

"So... when I first came out here," Grace said, "before I started parking on your drive, I was staying at a county campground about a mile south of here. Chasten Creek Park."

"You mentioned you left. Said it got bad."

"Yeah. I mean, it was fine when I got there. Quiet. A few people living in their cars like me, a couple older RVs, everyone kept to themselves. Then this whole crew rolled in. Six, seven vehicles. Busted-ass vans, a trailer with no wheels they brought in on a flatbed. Tweakers, dude. Full-on meth camp within a week. Loud shit all night, people screaming, stealing from the other campers. They trashed the place. Garbage everywhere, just... everywhere." She paused. "The county did nothing. A church group came out and handed out food and stuff. And also those orange garbage bags. Bright orange, right? The idea was if they gave people bags, they'd use them. Keep things sanitary."

"And they didn't."

"They did. They stuffed them full of crap and threw them in a pile by the dumpster. The dumpster was always overflowing with those same orange bags. Exact same color as what's on your driveway right now."

"You think someone went to the campground and grabbed bags from the dumpster?"

"I think someone loaded up a couple trucks at three in the morning, drove a mile north, and dumped it all on your property, yeah. Then picked up their phone and called the sheriff before the sun came up."

The park entrance appeared on the right. A brown wooden sign, the kind the county used, with the name routed into it. Half the letters were obscured by spray paint.

"Pull in."

I turned into the park. The access road was cracked asphalt, barely one lane wide, with weeds pushing through the seams. The first campsite appeared on the left. A blue tarp stretched between two trees, sheltering a nest of sleeping bags and plastic bins. A shopping cart sat beside it, loaded with aluminum cans in clear bags.

The road curved and more sites appeared. A gutted RV with a generator running outside it, extension cords snaking through a broken window. A sedan with its trunk open, two people asleep in the back seat under a quilt. A tent so weathered that it sagged in the middle like a broken spine. Everywhere, the wreckage of lives compressed into outdoor spaces. Coolers, buckets, tarps, rope, blackened fire rings, milk crates used as furniture.

People watched the truck pass. A woman in a lawn chair tracked us with flat eyes. Two men standing by a fire pit stopped talking. A kid, maybe twelve, sat on the roof of a van and stared.

"Keep going," Grace said. "The dumpster's at the back."

I drove slow. The road dead-ended in a cul-de-sac ringed by portable toilets, four of them in a row, all leaning slightly. Behind them sat a green metal dumpster. Its lid was open.

Grace let out a slow breath through her nose.

"The dumpster. It's got a few orange bags in it, but it's not full. Not even close." She leaned forward, studying it through the windshield. "Last time I was here, that thing was buried. Orange bags piled three feet above the rim, more stacked around the base. Someone cleaned it out."

"Except they didn't clean it out," I said. "They just moved it."

The math was simple. The orange bags from here were now scattered across my driveway. Same bags, same garbage, different locations. Someone had loaded them, driven north, dumped them in the dark, and filed a complaint with the county before breakfast.

I thought about the young deputy's grin. That smug, rehearsed grin. Like the punchline was already written and he was just waiting to deliver it.

I knew who had written that punchline.

A tap on my window made me flinch. A man stood inches from the glass. Young, late twenties maybe, but the years had been hard ones. Patchy beard, hollow cheeks, pupils like pinpoints in wide, watery eyes. His teeth, what remained of them, were brown and broken. He was smiling. He motioned with a circling finger for me to roll down the window.

I put the truck in reverse.

"Yeah," Grace said. "Go."

I backed up until I found enough space to turn around, then drove out the way we'd come. The kid on the van roof watched us leave. The woman in the lawn chair hadn't moved.

We pulled back onto the main road heading north. Neither of us spoke until the park entrance disappeared behind us.

"So what are you going to do?" Grace asked.

I stared at the road ahead, anger burning in my gut. The dump site in my drive was coming back into view. Orange bags bright against the gray gravel. A filthy diaper had blown into the road.

"I've got a mess to clean up," I said through gritted teeth. "I might as well start there."

"I'll help," Grace said. "Fuck Harlan Foster."

"Fuck Harlan Foster," I agreed.


Chapter 18



The late-morning heat was already in the seventies and the temperature was still rising. It was going to be another hot June day.

I stood at the bottom of my driveway where it met the county road, arms folded, sweat already darkening the collar of my t-shirt. The little clearing was clean. Every last orange bag gone, every stray diaper, every shard of broken glass picked up and hauled away. You wouldn't know it had been a dump site a couple of days ago.

Richard crouched beside my truck, scrolling through the photos on my phone with his thumb. His neon orange BrainJuzzy can sat on the hood of the truck. He wore a blue polo shirt tucked into khakis, his black-framed glasses sliding down his nose in the heat.

"These bags," he said, turning the phone sideways. "They look deliberately torn open."

"They were. Every single one. Somebody slashed them with a knife or box cutter before they dumped them. Spread the contents across ten yards of clearing and onto the road. You don't accidentally rip open forty garbage bags."

Richard stood and handed my phone back.

"And you traced the bags to that campground?"

"Grace recognized them. Same orange bags they use at the campground dumpster south of here. She used to sleep there so she knows the place. We drove down and the dumpster was nearly empty. Last time she'd seen it, bags were stacked three feet above the rim with more piled around the base."

"So someone loaded them from the campground dumpster and brought them here."

"In the middle of the night," I nodded. "Then called the sheriff before sunrise so a deputy could show up with a citation already in hand."

Richard pulled his BrainJuzzy off the ground and took a long swallow. His eyes were working behind those glasses.

"That would mean the sheriff's office is coordinating with whoever did this. That's not just harassment, that's institutional corruption."

"They were definitely in on it. You should have seen this one deputy's face when I got the citation. He was grinning like a kid pulling wings off flies. They weren't investigating a complaint, they were delivering a goddamn punchline."

"Okay." Richard held up a hand. "I hear you, Thomas. But I have to ask, do you have anything more direct than the matching orange bags and a deputy's bad attitude? Any security footage? Witnesses? Tire tracks you can match to a specific vehicle?"

I looked at the gravel, at the spot where Grace and I had spent a whole day in the heat, gagging through surgical masks left over from COVID, filling the bed of my truck over and over again.

"No," I admitted. "I don't have direct proof."

Richard nodded. Not dismissive. Patient.

"What did you do with all of the garbage?"

"Grace and I spent the whole day on it. Five trips to the county landfill with my truck bed loaded past the rails. Filthy diapers. Used hypodermic needles. Rotting food. Bags of human waste. Grace almost cut herself on a piece of tin and I stepped on a needle that broke off in the sole of my boot. Didn't touch my skin, thank God."

"Wowser. They did a number on you. What are you going to do to keep it from happening again?"

"I'm going to install a security camera at the entrance. And a gate I can lock."

"That's a smart move."

But Richard's voice carried something else underneath the agreement. He looked down at his BrainJuzzy can, turning it in his fingers.

"What's wrong?"

He sighed and grimaced, rubbing his eyes beneath his glasses.

"Can we talk about it back at the cabin? I'd rather sit down for this."

"Claire's up there making iced tea."

Richard held up his neon orange can and smiled. "As always, I'm good for caffeine."

We climbed into my truck and drove up the gravel drive. Richard's Prius sat near the cabin, dusty white and absurdly small against the trees. Claire's Subaru was parked beside it. She'd set a pitcher of iced tea on the porch table, ice cubes catching the light through the amber liquid.

She sat in one of the camp chairs. I dropped into the chair beside her. Richard took the third, setting his BrainJuzzy on the arm. Claire poured tea for me and herself. The ice cracked and popped.

Richard leaned forward with his elbows on his knees and pushed his glasses up. The eagerness that usually animated his face was gone.

"I've hit a wall," he said quietly.

"What kind of wall?" Claire asked.

"I took everything to my editor at the Bremerton Times. All of it. The boundary documents Harlan falsified. The tax abatements. The well access fees he collected from your father. The electrical service termination. All of it laid out, sourced, documented."

"And?"

"She was impressed. Told me I was onto something real." He paused. "Then she told me she couldn't run it."

Claire's lips tightened. "Why not?"

"Because right now it's a documents story. County records, property filings, utility paperwork. My editor said readers don't engage with that. They need a human face, a narrative. More importantly, she said the paper's legal exposure is too high if all we've got is documents that Harlan's lawyers can reframe as clerical errors or legitimate disputes." Richard spread his hands. "She needs more direct evidence of Harlan's involvement. His motives. Something that connects the paper trail to the man."

"I told Richard everything about Harlan and my father," Claire said, looking at me. "How Harlan was Dad's best friend for thirty years. How he ate at our table while he was falsifying boundary documents behind Dad's back."

Richard's voice grew gentle. "That's significant details and your perspective is valuable, Claire. But your father is the one who could speak directly to the relationship and the betrayal, and he's not here to provide that testimony."

Claire stared at the iced tea in her glass. A muscle twitched in her cheek.

"Your interview does help," Richard continued. "And what Bessie Anne told me about Mark's final years, the financial pressure, the confusion about the boundary lines. That helps too. But neither one gives my editor what she needs to go to print. It's secondhand. It's family perspective, not firsthand evidence of how the corruption operated from the inside."

"What kind of source do you need?" I asked.

"Someone with inside information. Someone who worked in the system, who saw how Harlan's influence translated into official action. How complaints got buried, how records got altered, how a decorated veteran's electricity got cut off and nobody in the county government blinked."

"The Deep Throat of Port Chasten?" Claire grimaced and set her glass on the table. "You won't find many people in this county willing to speak against Harlan Foster."

"Yeah. I'm beginning to understand that."

Richard pulled his BrainJuzzy can off the chair arm and rolled it between his palms.

"There is one person," he said thoughtfully. "A man who worked at the Office of the County Commissioner. Retired this year after forty years. If anyone knows how Harlan's influence operated through the county government, it's him. He'd have been there for all of it. The easement filings, the utility decisions, the inspections that never happened."

"And?"

"I contacted him. He flatly refused to speak with me. Wouldn't even let me finish explaining what I was working on."

Claire leaned forward. "What's his name?"

"Isaac Greene," Richard said.

Claire's eyes narrowed. The recognition was instant and filled with dark amusement.

"You know this man?" I asked Claire. "Because I've never heard of him."

"You haven't heard of Isaac Greene," Claire said, turning to look at me with that narrowed gaze. "But you know his niece."

"I do?"

"You were actually quite friendly with her, from what I hear."

I stared at her. She smirked back. Claire was enjoying herself.

Then it hit me and I understood the amusement in Claire's gaze.
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Aimee's living room was cool and comfortable. The AC unit in the window hummed, pushing air that smelled faintly of the lavender arrangement on the coffee table.

Aimee sat across from me on a loveseat with her feet tucked underneath her, holding a can of Dr. Pepper against her knee. I had a Coke, the can already warm in my hands despite the air conditioning.

"Thanks for seeing me," I said. "And for calling your Uncle Isaac."

Aimee tilted her head and smiled, that same smile she'd given me across the table at Charley's diner, which felt like a lifetime ago.

"I wouldn't have bothered Uncle Isaac for just anyone. He's a grumpy old bear when people interrupt his golf schedule. But you're special, Thomas. So I made an exception."

"I appreciate it."

"You'd better."

She took a sip of her Dr. Pepper, watching me over the rim.

"So how have you been?" I asked. "How's the old boyfriend? I heard you two are quite an item."

Her whole face changed. The flirtatious glint softened into something warmer, something unguarded that I hadn't seen from Aimee before.

"Danny Marsh." She said the name like she was tasting it. "We're taking things slow. Which is a first for both of us, because when we were eighteen we were about as slow as a house fire. But that's what's different this time. We're not kids trying to burn through each other. We've both been through enough to know that the good stuff doesn't have to happen at full speed to count. He's quieter than he used to be. I'm less frenzied than I used to be. Turns out those are improvements."

"Sounds like something special for you two."

She ran her thumb along the edge of the can. A soft smile lingered on her lips.

"I don't want to jinx it by making some big declaration. But I'll say this much. When he leaves my house in the morning, I'm already thinking about when he's coming back. And that hasn't happened to me in a long time. Maybe ever. No offense to you, Thomas."

"None taken," I grinned.

"So yeah. I think Danny and I might actually have something real this time."

"I'm happy for you, Aimee. You deserve it."

"Damn right I do." She pointed the Dr. Pepper can at me. "Now. Speaking of romantic entanglements. I have heard some very saucy things about you, Thomas Harmon."

I leaned back in my chair. "What have you heard?"

"The gossip, and I want you to understand this is extremely high-quality gossip from multiple independent sources, is that Thomas Harmon is building himself a little harem in the woods up at that cabin. That he has been seen on multiple occasions with Liberty Flint, who, I should note, is twenty-one years old and gorgeous. And also with Claire Beaumont, who is twenty-seven and gorgeous. And now there's talk that he is also living with that pretty Asian girl who works at Irma's bakery." She paused for effect. "Is it true?"

I laughed aloud. "The small-town telegraph system is faster than the speed of light."

"It has always been that way. Always will be. Now answer the question."

I caught my breath and wiped my eyes.

"I am not building a harem in the woods," I told her. "I am trying to be neighborly with good people who live around me. That's all."

Aimee sniffed. A theatrical, deeply unconvinced sniff.

"Fine. Keep your secrets."

"I have no secrets from you."

"Uh huh." She uncurled her legs and set her feet on the floor. "Well, Uncle Isaac should be here any minute. He was finishing his back nine."

The knock came two minutes later. Three sharp raps.

"Come in, Uncle Isaac!"

The door opened and Isaac Greene stepped inside. He was tall but stooped, as if years of bending over a desk had reshaped his frame into a permanent question mark. Bald, with blue eyes that sat deep in a weathered face. He wore a salmon-colored golf shirt, pleated gray slacks, and white shoes that he'd wiped on the mat outside. He carried a visor in one hand and a faint smell of sunscreen and cut grass.

"Uncle Isaac, this is Thomas."

"Mr. Greene. Thomas Harmon. Thank you for stopping by."

I stood and extended my hand. His handshake was firm but brief.

"Was out golfing, so no trouble to stop by afterward."

He turned to Aimee and his whole bearing shifted. The stiffness dropped away and something gentle moved across his face.

"Besides, I always love an excuse to see my favorite niece."

"Ditto," Aimee beamed, kissing him on the cheek. "My favorite unc, as the kids say."

"I have another niece in Port Angeles, but I prefer to keep my distance from that one."

Isaac said this deadpan, but a ghost of humor moved through his blue eyes. He took a seat in the armchair by the window and set his visor on his knee.

"So. What can I do for you, Mr. Harmon?"

I took a deep breath and collected my thoughts. I'd been preparing for this meeting since I'd first called Aimee.

"Mr. Greene, I moved to the area in March. I bought the old James cabin in the area east of Port Chasten. My neighbor is Claire Beaumont. I think you know her?"

"I know of her," Isaac said carefully. "I knew her father better. Mark James."

"Yes, Mark James. That's why I asked Aimee to meet you. I want to talk to you about a young reporter named Richard Whitlock. He's been working on a story about how county government has been influenced by a private citizen to the detriment of local landowners. He contacted you about speaking with him regarding your time at the Office of the County Commissioner."

The change was immediate. Isaac's shoulders drew together. His hands, which had been resting loosely on the arms of the chair, gripped the upholstery. His blue eyes, which had been open and warm when he'd greeted Aimee, went flat as paint.

"I have no desire to speak with Mr. Whitlock or anyone else about my work at the Office."

"I understand that. But the story Richard is working on matters, Mr. Greene. It matters to real people who have been hurt." I leaned forward. "He's found falsified boundary documents. Fraudulent tax abatements. Access fees collected on wells that sit on other people's land. County inspection reports that were never conducted but somehow got filed--"

Isaac held up his hand, palm out, fingers spread.

"I appreciate what you're telling me, Mr. Harmon. But I am retired. I served the county for forty years and I am done. The last thing I want is to sit down with some young reporter and revisit all of it."

He stood. The chair creaked as his weight left it. He picked up his visor and turned it in his hands.

"I only came because Aimee asked me to, and I can't say no to Aimee. But I will not speak to anyone about my work. Not the reporter, not you, not anyone. I want a quiet life. That's all I've wanted since I turned in my county ID card." He nodded once, a short, definitive dip of his chin. "I wish you a good day."

He turned toward the door. Aimee caught my eye. Her lips pressed together. She gave me the smallest shake of her head, a warning or a surrender, I couldn't tell which.

Isaac reached the door and put his hand on the knob.

"If you don't want to talk about me or Claire Beaumont," I said, "maybe you could talk about Abner Flint."

Isaac's hand stayed on the doorknob. He didn't turn around.

"Abner Flint served this country for twenty-two years," I said. "He came home from Iraq with smoke damage in his lungs from burn pits the Army lit and the VA won't acknowledge. He came out here to live a quiet life, Mr. Greene. Much like the one you want."

Isaac's shoulders dropped. Not a movement he chose. A movement that happened to him, as if something heavy had settled across the back of his neck.

"Instead, he got harassed," I pressed on. "His neighbor used county connections to cut off his electricity on a paperwork technicality. Abner Flint has lived without grid power for fifteen years. Fifteen years, Mr. Greene. He raised his daughter in the dark. Abner is slowly dying and he will not ask anyone for help because every institution that was supposed to help him either failed him or was used against him." I paused. "Are you okay with what happened to Abner Flint?"

The AC rattled in the window frame. Aimee sat motionless on the loveseat. Isaac stood with his hand on the doorknob, his back to us, his stooped frame silhouetted against the bright rectangle of sunlight coming through the glass panel beside the door.

I waited.

Isaac opened the door, walked through it, and closed it behind him.


Chapter 19



"Three feet down," Abner had told me. "Three feet plus four inches for a gravel base, or the post is just decorative."

The post hole digger bit sharply into the dirt. I lifted the handles apart, pulled out a plug of soil, and dropped it on the growing pile beside the hole.

"Quarter turn left," Abner said from the shade of the cedar. He sat on an upturned five-gallon bucket with a thermos of iced tea wedged between his knees. "You're drifting off plumb."

I adjusted and drove the digger down again. Sweat ran into my eyes. The sun had turned the drive into a griddle and I could feel the heat radiating up through my boots. We'd been at it since nine and the morning coolness had burned off two hours ago.

The supply run to Forks had been the day before. Abner had sat at my kitchen table and written the list in his cramped, precise handwriting on the back of an envelope.

Two lengths of Schedule 40 galvanized steel pole with welded eyelets, eight feet long. Four bags of quick-set concrete. One bag of drainage gravel. Heavy-gauge transport chain, three-eighths inch minimum. Two padlocks.

"Two?" I'd asked.

"A standard combination lock for your daily use. And a Knox padlock."

"A Knox? For residential? Didn't know you had to use those out here in the backwoods."

A Knox padlock was a special lock that fire departments and EMS carry a universal master key for. I was familiar with them from industrial and construction sites, but rural and residential regulations were outside my expertise.

"Rural gated properties are required by code to have a Knox padlock on the access chain," Abner confirmed. "Without one, the county can fine you. You can guess why I am familiar with this code."

"I have a pretty good idea."

I'd also picked up a metal No Trespassing sign to bolt to the chain at center height.

"I stuck with a simple No Trespassing sign," I said. "Have to steer clear of one of those cute ones or the threatening ones. They introduce questions of liability. Believe me, liability is something I know well from my insurance work."

Now I pulled another plug of dirt from the hole and checked the depth with my tape measure. Thirty-four inches. Close. I drove the digger down again, working until I hit forty inches.

"That'll do," Abner said.

I walked to the truck bed where the first pole lay alongside the concrete bags. I grabbed a bag of drainage gravel and dumped four inches in the hole to form a base and tamped it down.

I went back for the metal post. The steel was hot from the sun and I was grateful to be wearing gloves. I carried it to the hole, lowered it in, and held it upright while Abner walked over with his level.

He pressed the level against the pole on two faces. The bubble floated left.

"Nudge it toward the road. Little more. There. Ready for the pour."

He held the pole steady while I mixed the first bag of quick-set in a five-gallon bucket, adding water from the jug in careful increments. I stirred it with a length of scrap wood until it was the consistency of wet oatmeal, then poured it around the base of the pole in a slow circle. The concrete settled into the hole with a thick, satisfying sound.

I took the pole from Abner and he checked the level again. The bubble stayed dead center on both faces. I mixed the second bag and poured it in. The concrete rose and overflowed the hole. I used a trowel to mold the excess into a round crown at the base so rain and snowmelt would run away from the metal.

"One down," I said.

"The second hole will be worse. More rock on that side."

He was right. I had to use a digging bar to break through the compacted dirt and rocks. My hands were raw inside the work gloves. Sweat soaked through my shirt and turned the waistband of my jeans dark.

Abner watched from the shade. Occasionally he'd offer a correction. Mostly he let me work. The cough came and went, a dry bark that he suppressed behind his fist.

When the second hole measured forty inches, I set the gravel and the pole and mixed the concrete. Same procedure. Level on two faces, pour, check, pour again, mold the crown. The posts stood twenty feet apart, perfectly plumb, perfectly aligned, anchored in gray concrete that was already starting to firm in the heat.

Abner checked the distance between the posts one more time with the tape.

"Twenty feet between posts," he confirmed. "Not eighteen, not nineteen. The code says twenty and the code is what they'll measure when someone complains. And someone will complain."

"Time for a break," I sighed.

We sat in the shade of the big cedar at the edge of the drive. Abner on his bucket, me on the ground with my back against the trunk. The thermos passed between us. Claire's iced tea was cold and refreshing.

The heat pressed down through the canopy. Abner's breathing had a faint wheeze on the exhale, like air being pushed through a thick cloth. I kept my eyes on the posts.

"Liberty was quite excited the other night," Abner observed. "She talked about a film. East of Eden."

"She and Grace watched it in the trailer. I made popcorn."

"Liberty said the story was faithful to the novel. I hold the novel in the highest esteem. Steinbeck understood the weight of inheritance. The sins we carry that are not our own." He unscrewed the thermos cap and poured himself more tea. "You've read it?"

"I haven't."

Abner looked at me the way he might look at a man who'd just confessed to never chopping firewood.

"You should remedy that. The Port Chasten library has a copy. I've seen it on the shelf. Or you can borrow mine."

"I'll just buy the ebook and read it on my phone."

The wheeze paused. Abner fixed me with his blue eyes. The look contained something between pity and amused outrage.

"You would read Steinbeck on a telephone?"

"It's the same words, isn't it?" I grinned.

"Words, yes... But it is not the same." He set the thermos cap down on his knee. "A book has weight. It has texture. You hold it and your hands know what they're holding. You turn a page and your fingers remember where you've been and how far you have left to go. The paper has a smell. Age and ink and the faint ghost of every hand that held it before yours. A book becomes an object in your life. It sits on your table. It rides in your coat pocket. It falls open to the page you love most because the binding remembers. A digital file on an electronic device is none of those things."

"It's more convenient."

"Convenience is the bait they use."

"Who is they?" I asked, enjoying Abner's insights into things.

"Those corporations who monitor every title you buy. How fast you read. When you read. What pages you linger on. What you highlight, what you search, the notes you type. All of it harvested. All of it analyzed. All of it fed into a moneymaking machine that knows your mind better than you do and sells that knowledge to the highest bidder." He said this without heat, like a man reading aloud from a ledger. "I find that objectionable."

"You make a persuasive case."

The corner of his mouth moved beneath his beard. Not quite a smile, but close. Abner shifted the pistol at his hip to a more comfortable position, a gesture he used whenever he was amused by our banter.

"When did you last read a paper book?" he asked.

I thought about it. The last physical book I could remember was a Tom Clancy paperback Sybil had bought at an airport. That was at least twelve years ago. Maybe longer.

"It's been a while," I said.

"Then it will be a joy for you to rediscover. Like cold water after a long labor."

The coughing started before I could answer. Not the dry bark from earlier, but that deeper and more worrying cough coming from a place lower in his chest. It bent him forward on the bucket, one hand braced on his knee, the other pressed flat against his sternum. His shoulders shook. The sound was wet and ragged and it lasted a long time.

I sat still. Watched the posts. Waited.

When it subsided, Abner straightened slowly and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. His eyes were watery. He breathed in small, careful sips, as if testing what his lungs would accept.

"You know," I said after a while, "you're welcome to join me and Scout for movie nights. Grace comes over too. It's a good time. I always make a big bowl of buttered popcorn."

Abner shook his head slowly. "I am a man of the page, not the screen. And I would disturb your viewing with this cough."

"Nobody would mind the coughing."

He was quiet for a moment. The jay screamed again from deeper in the woods. A bead of condensation ran down the side of the thermos cup and fell into the dust.

"That is a comfort to hear," Abner said.

We went quiet. The silence between us was comfortable. The concrete around the posts was turning from dark gray to light as the water wicked out of it.

"The concrete will set fast in this heat," Abner said, standing. "Day after tomorrow, you can hang the chain. Let's set up those cameras."

We walked back to the truck. I dropped the tailgate and laid out the two cameras side by side. The first was the expensive one with a cellular attachment. A little antenna protruded from the top. Motion-activated. Whenever something triggered the sensor, it would start recording and ping my phone with a photograph. Day or night.

"That's your alert system," Abner said. He tapped the antenna with one finger. "Someone enters your driveway at three in the morning, you know it before they reach the cabin."

The second camera was Abner's recommendation. Smaller, cheaper. A basic trail cam, battery-powered, night vision, no antenna. It stored video on an SD card.

"The cellular camera has a visible antenna and larger housing. A man who knows what he's looking for can spot it. Smash it. Steal it. If that's your only camera, he can keep his face from being seen."

He picked up the basic trail camera and turned it over in his hands.

"This one serves a different purpose. The second camera is hidden at a different tree. Different height. Different angle. If they destroy the first one, the second captures them."

He looked at me.

"They never think to look for two cameras."

We started with the cellular camera. Abner walked the driveway entrance like a general surveying a field of engagement. He studied angles, checked sightlines, squinted at the road from three different positions. He chose a Douglas fir twelve feet from the east post, angled to catch vehicles and license plates entering the drive.

"Don't bother hiding this one. Its presence is the deterrent. A man sees a camera and reconsiders his choices."

I strapped it to the tree at chest height, cinching the mounting strap tight, adjusting the angle until Abner confirmed the lens covered the full width of the drive entrance. I powered it on. The indicator light blinked green.

"Now the second."

He led me twenty feet deeper into the treeline on the opposite side, to a tree with low branches heavy with summer foliage. The camera would sit at knee height, concealed under a curtain of leaves, its lens pointed back toward the road at an angle.

"Lower. There. Under that branch."

I strapped it in place. Abner walked back to the driveway and stood where a person would stand coming in from the road. He looked left, right, up. Studied the treeline.

"I can't see it," he said. "Good."

He walked back to me. His breathing was labored from the short walk, but his expression was satisfied.

"Check the cameras in the morning. First light. Make sure the sightlines held overnight and the cellular connection is clear. Now we need to measure the chain to see how much to cut."

I was taking another look at the posts when I heard Abner cough behind me. A hacking spasm, then a sound that was not a cough but a strangled groan.

I turned. Abner had both hands on the side of the truck bed, gripping the edge, his knuckles bone-white. His mouth was open. His chest moved, but the air wasn't reaching wherever it needed to go. The color drained from his face as I watched, tan giving way to the shade of old ash.

I crossed the distance in three strides.

"What can I do?"

He shook his head. The words came in thin, broken fragments between hitches of breath.

"It will... pass."

I stood next to him, close enough to catch him if he fell. I didn't touch him. I waited.

It took a long time. Longer than any episode I'd witnessed. His chest heaved in shallow spasms, each breath a battle between his lungs and whatever was destroying them. His forearms trembled from the effort of holding himself upright against the truck. Sweat broke across his forehead in a wet sheen.

When it finally eased, the change was visible in every part of him. His face stayed gray. His hands shook when he released the truck bed. He looked years older.

I poured the last of the iced tea into the thermos cap and put it into his hands. He drank in small sips, his fingers rattling the plastic against his lower lip.

"I'll take you back to the cabin. We can measure the chain later. You can rest on the porch until you get your wind back."

I expected the refusal. The straightened shoulders, the Shakespeare quote, the assertion that he was perfectly capable of helping me with the gate.

Abner just nodded.

That silent acceptance frightened me more than the coughing had.

I helped him into the passenger seat. He leaned against the door and closed his eyes while I drove back to the cabin. I parked close to the porch steps and came around to his side.

When I opened the door, he swung his legs out and put his boots on the ground, but didn't stand.

I offered my arm. He took it. His full weight came onto me as he rose, and I felt how light Abner was.

We climbed the porch steps together, one at a time. His boots scraped the wood. I lowered him into the camp chair and he sank into it like a man returning to bed after a long illness.

I poured water from the insulated pitcher I kept on the porch into a tin cup and set it on the arm of the chair. Abner sat with his eyes closed. The wheeze was constant now, a thin high sound on every exhale.

"I know you're against seeing a doctor," I said. "But maybe it's time to get some help with the breathing."

He shook his head without opening his eyes.

"All I need is rest. Maybe a little whiskey when I get home. I appreciate your concern, Thomas. Truly. But this will pass. It always does."

The words were the same ones he'd given me before. The refusal I'd heard twice, three times. But they sounded different now. Weaker and less certain.

I nodded reluctantly and sat in the other chair. I watched the treeline and said nothing because the man beside me had the right to his own choices. But respecting that right sat in my chest like a stone I couldn't shift.

Scout came out of the woods behind the cabin. She waved, her whole arm sweeping the air, and smiled.

Then she saw her father.

The smile vanished. She covered the distance at a run, her boots drumming the packed earth, and dropped to her knees beside the camp chair. She took Abner's hand in both of hers.

"Father, what happened?"

"The heat and the exertion caused a spell of bad coughing." His voice was level and measured, the performance of a man intent on reassuring his daughter. "I'll be fine."

"You don't look fine."

"My appearance will improve with rest. And maybe a sip of whiskey."

Scout looked at me. I held her gaze and said nothing, but she read what she needed to in my face.

"I'll help you home," she said.

"No, I'll drive you both," I offered. "We'll go around through the woods road."

"I assure you, I can walk my own route," Abner said. "Through my own woods."

He placed both hands on the arms of the chair and pushed himself upright. It took everything he had. I watched the effort move through his body.

He straightened. Lifted his chin. Set his shoulders square. An act of pure will performed by a man who would not leave another man's porch looking diminished.

Scout offered her arm. Abner took it. His hand settled in the crook of her elbow with a softness that contrasted with the rigid posture of the rest of him.

At the top of the steps, he turned back.

"The Knox padlock goes on the south post. Leave enough slack in the chain for it to drop flat. Don't forget."

"I won't forget."

"Check the cameras at first light. Confirm the sightlines."

"I will, Abner. First thing."

He nodded. His blue eyes held mine for a moment.

"I'll be going home now."

I watched them descend the steps and cross the clearing toward the treeline. Scout walked steadily beside her father, matching his pace, her arm supporting his weight. Their shadows stretched long in the afternoon sun. Abner's gait was slow but deliberate, each step placed with the care of a man crossing a fast-moving stream.

They were ten yards from the trees when it happened.

Abner pitched forward. The coughing tore out of him with a violence I hadn't heard before, deep convulsive spasms that doubled him at the waist.

Scout grabbed him with both arms. His knees buckled. He went down, pulling her with him, and she caught him and lowered him as gently as she could, but he hit the ground hard and rolled onto his back.

"Father? Breathe, Father! Breathe!"

I ran. The distance closed in seconds, but it felt longer. Abner was on his back in the grass, his chest heaving in rapid, ineffective contractions. His face had gone past gray to something closer to blue. His mouth opened and closed. His hands clawed at the grass on either side of him, fingers digging into the earth.

Scout kneeled beside him with her hands on his chest. The composure she'd held together on the porch, at the chair, on the walk across the clearing, was gone. Her face was open and raw with a fear I'd never seen in her before.

"We need to call an ambulance," I told her.

She looked down at her father, at the man who had lived without grid power for fifteen years rather than submit to a system that had failed him. The man who had raised her alone in the woods and taught her to shoot and read Steinbeck and butcher a deer and live by a code so rigid that it was now suffocating him as surely as his own lungs.

"This is too much, Father. We need to get help."

Abner's eyes found his daughter's face. His chest heaved. No air came. His hands stopped clawing at the grass and went still. He shook his head, No.

But Scout was not accepting that answer. This time, she was not following Abner's instructions. Instead, Scout was doing what her father had always taught her to do-- the right thing.

"You need medical attention, Father. I'm going to see you get it."

Something moved in his expression, a recognition of things that had never been spoken between them before. A faint smile ghosted his lips.

Abner nodded. Scout looked at me.

"Do it."

I pulled my phone from my pocket and dialed 911. The line connected. The ringtone pulsed once then twice in the bright afternoon air.


Chapter 20



The ambulance came in less than half an hour. It felt like a lot longer.

I heard it before I saw it, the siren cutting off at the access entrance, and then the white and orange rig bounced into the clearing with its lights cycling red against the green timber.

Two paramedics stepped out. A woman in her forties with her hair pulled back tight, and a younger man, maybe thirty, both wearing navy blue uniforms with reflective striping. They carried a jump bag and an oxygen kit as they moved across the grass toward Abner.

The woman kneeled beside him. Fingers on his wrist. Penlight in his eyes. She unzipped the bag and pulled out a pulse oximeter, clipped it to his finger, and watched the reading.

"Sir, can you tell me your name?"

Abner's lips moved under the labored breathing.

"Flint."

"Mr. Flint, we're going to get you on some oxygen. You're going to feel a mask on your face. Just breathe normally."

The younger paramedic had the mask out and connected to a portable tank before she finished the sentence. He fitted it over Abner's face with two hands, settling the elastic behind his head.

The woman asked for medical information from Scout as her partner worked on Abner. Abner's eyes tracked from one to the other with the sharp, assessing intelligence I'd come to know well.

"O2 sat's at seventy-eight," the younger one said.

"Let's get the stretcher."

They worked together without wasted motion. Stretcher lowered, brakes set, backboard positioned. They log-rolled Abner onto the board and lifted him onto the stretcher in one coordinated motion.

The younger paramedic raised the head of the stretcher thirty degrees so Abner was semi-reclined. The woman hung a bag of saline from the stretcher's IV pole and started a line in the back of Abner's hand while her partner secured the straps.

"The nearest critical access hospital is in Forks," she told us. "You can follow us if you have a vehicle."

"Is he going to be all right?" Scout asked.

"His oxygen levels are low and he needs evaluation we can't do in the field. Forks will have what he needs to get stabilized. You should follow us now. Not directly behind us, though. That's illegal. Give me your mobile number so I can contact you if needed."

They loaded the stretcher into the back of the ambulance. The younger paramedic climbed in beside Abner and the doors swung shut. Scout watched the white panels close over her father. The ambulance pulled across the clearing and down the access road, lights strobing through the trees.

I put my hand on Scout's shoulder.

"My truck. Let's go."

The ambulance was out of sight by the time I pulled onto the county road. I drove fast without driving recklessly. Scout sat in the passenger seat with her back straight and her hands flat on her thighs, palms down, fingers spread. Her face was set, her jaw was clenched so tight I could see the muscles working at the hinge.

I didn't tell Scout it would be okay. I didn't tell her Abner was strong or that the paramedics were good or that Forks wasn't too far. She knew all of that already, and the things she didn't know, neither did I. What she needed was forward motion and someone beside her who understood that silence was not the absence of concern.

Just ten miles in, my phone rang. It was the ambulance. Scout picked it up and held it to her ear.

"This is Liberty Flint."

I watched her face. Her expression didn't change, but something behind her eyes went still.

"I understand."

She set the phone back in the cupholder.

"The hospital in Forks can't handle this," she told me. "His oxygen levels are critical. They're calling for a helicopter to take him to Seattle."

Her voice was level, but her face was ashen.

"That's good, that's what he needs," I said. "The flight will get him there fast. Pulmonary specialists, real equipment. Seattle's where he should be."

"Yes, but how do we get there?"

"We drive. Four hours from Forks, roughly. We take the Tacoma Narrows Bridge route instead of the ferry. Ferry's unpredictable on weekdays. Could add an hour waiting for a spot."

She nodded, finding comfort in facts and logistics. It was the solid ground she could stand on while everything else gave way beneath her.
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The hospital in Forks was a low building with a cramped parking lot. We pulled in behind the ambulance, which sat in the bay with its rear doors open and the stretcher already gone.

Inside, the fluorescent lights were glaring. The smell hit me next, that universal hospital smell of antiseptic and floor cleaner and recycled air.

A nurse directed us to a room where Abner lay on a gurney with the oxygen mask still on and a monitor clipped to his finger. His color was marginally better. His eyes found Scout the moment she walked through the door.

She went to him. Took his hand. Didn't speak.

Abner's fingers closed around hers. The monitor beeped in a steady rhythm.

A doctor came in, young, tired around the eyes. He explained what the EMTs had already told us. Abner's oxygen saturation was dangerously low. He needed imaging and pulmonary evaluation, which this facility wasn't equipped for. The helicopter was en route from Seattle, ETA twenty minutes.

We waited. Scout held her father's hand. Abner's eyes stayed open, watching his daughter's face with an expression I had never seen from him before. Something unguarded and vulnerable, something that looked almost apologetic.

Then we heard it. The distant rumble of rotor blades, growing louder, the sound filling the building until the windows vibrated with it. The helicopter landed in a designated spot beside the hospital. Its downdraft hit the parking lot and sent loose paper skittering across the asphalt.

Two flight medics came through the doors in orange jumpsuits, a man and a woman, moving with the same focused urgency the ambulance crew had shown. They transferred Abner to their stretcher, checked his lines, confirmed his vitals with the attending nurse, and wheeled him toward the helipad.

Scout walked beside the stretcher until they reached the doors to the landing area. One of the flight medics put a hand up.

"We'll take him from here. You can follow to Harbourview Regional in Seattle."

Scout leaned down. She pressed her forehead against her father's.

"Be thou as lightning in the eyes of France," she whispered.

Abner's eyes crinkled above the mask. His hand lifted and touched her hair, just once, and then the stretcher was through the doors and moving across the pad toward the helicopter.

We stood at the window. The rotor wash flattened the grass around the pad. The medics loaded Abner through the side door and climbed in after him. The pitch of the blades changed. The helicopter lifted, tilted its nose east, and climbed over the treeline.

Scout watched it until the sound faded and the sky was empty.
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I drove east on US-101 toward Bremerton. Late afternoon traffic thickened as we passed through the small towns strung along the route.

Scout sat still. Sometimes she watched the road. Sometimes she watched the sky. Sometimes she watched nothing, her eyes focused on the middle distance as the miles accumulated behind us.

Four hours later I exited the freeway and followed the signs to Harbourview Regional Medical Center. The parking garage swallowed us. I killed the engine. The silence was heavy around us.

"Let's go find your father."

The emergency department directed us to a waiting area on the second floor. Scout spoke to the intake nurse and gave her father's name. They told her Abner was being evaluated and someone would come for her shortly.

We sat. The waiting room was half-full of people in various states of worry and boredom. A television mounted in the corner played the news with the volume off. The chairs were upholstered in a teal fabric that had absorbed years of fear and coffee and the restless shifting of anxious people.

A nurse came after twenty minutes and took Scout in. When Scout came back through the double doors, her face told me everything.

"He's doing better," she said quietly. "Oxygen levels are rising."

"Good. That's very good."

She sat down beside me. Put her hands in her lap. Stared at the floor. I stood up.

"I'll be back in a few minutes."

The gift shop was on the first floor, a bright alcove filled with flowers and magazines and stuffed animals and the small comforts people buy when the big ones aren't available. I quickly found what I was looking for. A prepaid flip phone, basic model, one year of service included.

I walked back toward the elevators with the phone in its plastic clamshell package. The corridor was long and the light was that flat, even light of institutions that never close. My shoes squeaked on the linoleum.

I came around the corner to the waiting room and stopped.

Scout sat alone in the row of teal chairs. Her braid hung over one shoulder. Her canvas pants had grass stains on both knees from where she'd caught Abner in the clearing. Her denim shirt was wrinkled and untucked.

She sat with her back straight and her hands clasped, the same posture she'd held in the truck, and she looked both mature and impossibly young. It struck me that she was twenty-one years old in a hospital waiting room in a city she'd never visited before, four hours from the only home she'd ever known, wearing clothes she'd mended herself as her father was hooked to machines... and she was holding together.

I stood in that corridor and something shifted in my chest, a recognition I'd been ignoring for a long time. It settled, the way a foundation settles when the weight above it finds its true bearing.

Scout had told me she loved me in a hotel room in Port Townsend, and I had said nothing. The age difference. The complications. The wreckage of my own history with the word and everything it carried. All of it had made me uncertain, and I had let that uncertainty get between us.

But standing in that corridor watching her hold herself together through the worst day of her life, that uncertainty was gone. What replaced it was the clear, hard knowledge of my feelings for Scout. I couldn't deny those feelings any longer, even if they scared me.

Things were still complicated and maybe they always would be. Claire still had a powerful hold on me, one that was different from Scout, but growing with every moment I spent with her and her family. And though it pained me to admit it, Grace had become a source of joy in my life that I had long been missing.

These tangled feelings were real, but for now they could wait. What mattered was Scout and making sure I helped her with everything I had.

I walked back and sat beside her.

"I got you something."

I held up the package. Scout looked at it. Her brow furrowed.

"It's a phone. Prepaid, one year of service. I'll program my number into it so you can reach me."

She took the package and turned it over in her hands. Then she looked at my face. The exhaustion in her eyes made my heart ache.

I put my arm around her shoulders. She leaned into me, and her hand came up and gripped my forearm with a strength that surprised me. Her fingers dug in. She held on.

"I was just thinking," she said. "Remembering when we first moved to the woods. Everything was so overwhelming. The trees, the sounds at night, the way the dark differed from anywhere I'd been before."

Her voice was quiet but steady.

"One morning when I was eight, same age as DJ, I saw a red fox near the cabin. It was so beautiful. Its coat was glossy and its eyes were so intelligent I thought it might speak to me if I waited long enough. It turned and walked into the trees, looking over its shoulder like it was inviting me to follow it and so I followed it. I don't know how far. I was small and the brush was thick and I thought I was tracking it, the way Father had started teaching me to track deer. But the fox was gone, and when I turned around, nothing looked familiar."

She paused. Her grip on my forearm didn't loosen.

"I knew I was lost. I called for my father until my throat was raw. Nothing answered. The trees all looked the same. I couldn't find the path. I couldn't find anything. When it started getting dark I curled up under a Douglas fir and sobbed until I couldn't breathe."

The waiting room hummed around us. The television flickered silently in its corner.

"When my father found me I cried harder than I ever have in my life. I just shook apart in his arms while he carried me home. I was ashamed of it afterward. I told him I was sorry for being stupid. He said I wasn't stupid. He said I was lost, and those were different things."

She looked up at me.

"The funny thing? I thought I was miles deep in the wilderness, but I was actually less than a hundred yards from the cabin. Father said that was a good reminder. Help is always closer than you think, if you can find it."

Her mouth curved into a smile, her lips trembling.

"I found help the day I came upon you sleeping naked beside your pond," she whispered. "And so much more than help."

I leaned down and kissed her, gentle and soft. She kissed me back the same way, her hand still gripping my forearm. When we separated, she rested her head against my shoulder and closed her eyes.

I felt her body release some of its tension. Not all of it, but just enough for her to rest.

An hour later, a nurse approached.

"Miss Flint?"

Scout straightened. "Yes."

"Your father's been stabilized. We're moving him to Acute Care. The pulmonary team will want to speak with you in the morning, but his oxygen levels are responding to treatment and his vitals are steady. The doctor said to plan on him staying with us for three days, minimum. He'll brief you in Acute Care."

"Acute Care, not Intensive Care?" I asked.

"That's right. That's a good sign."

Scout absorbed this. "Can I stay with him?"

"There's a foldout chair in the room. It's not the Ritz, but it works." The nurse's face softened. "Your father is a tough man. He's going to be okay."

The nurse said someone would come get Scout when her father was settled in. She gave Scout a professionally reassuring smile and left.

Scout turned to me.

"I need paper and a pen."

"What do you need to write?"

"A list. Things that have to be done at the homestead while I'm here. The goats need feeding and watering. Cincinnatus gets into the garden if the gate latch isn't secured properly, you have to lift it and push it left, not right. The garden needs checking, the beans are close, but the deer fencing has a hole. Father's solar batteries need the charge levels read every morning. And more things I have to write down."

She was organizing, being Abner's daughter. Methodical, practical, her mind already reaching across four hours of highway to the homestead and the animals and the systems her father had built and that could not be left untended.

I found a pen at the nurses' station and a piece of paper from a notepad. I brought them back. Scout wrote the list in her careful, slightly old-fashioned handwriting, each item numbered, each instruction precise. She handed it to me.

"I'll handle everything," I said. "Whatever you need. For as long as you need."

She nodded. Her chin was firm. Her eyes were clear. Her back was straight.

And then it all finally broke down.

The control she had maintained since the clearing. Through the ambulance and the oxygen mask and her father's blue face on the stretcher. Through the drive to Forks in silence. Through the phone call that rerouted everything to Seattle. Through watching a helicopter carry her father into the sky. Through four hours on the highway, watching the world pass through the windshield, landscapes she didn't recognize. Through the waiting room and the institutional chairs and the brief meeting with her ailing father.

All of it released at once.

She fell against me and her body shook. The sobs came quietly from deep inside her. Her fingers twisted into the fabric of my shirt. Her face pressed into my chest. She shook and shook and I held her. Stroked her hair. Let the silence do what words could not.

It passed the way weather passes. Gradually, then all at once. The shaking slowed. The grip on my shirt loosened by degrees. Her breathing steadied. She pulled back and looked up at me through eyes that were red and wet and entirely unashamed.

"Thank you, Thomas. For all of it. For everything you've done."

Scout smiled. I smiled. We kissed, soft and unhurried. Then we rested our foreheads together, eyes open, recognizing ourselves in each other's gaze.


Chapter 21



I headed to Abner's homestead just as the sun was rising. I was still tired from yesterday's events and the long drive back from Seattle. It felt good to be home, walking through the woods behind my cabin. The dense trees had once intimidated me, but now they felt like a comfort after the concrete and steel of Seattle.

I went through the woods on the path I could barely make out. I'd gone north with Scout to see her secret place, but I'd never crossed to the northeast path to Abner's place. This was the first time I'd been past that boundary.

The slope leveled out and the forest thinned and then opened, and Abner's homestead showed itself from the woods.

There were three acres, maybe a little more, carved out of the hillside in an irregular clearing that followed the natural contour of the slope. It wasn't flat the way my clearing was. The land tilted and rolled. Abner had worked with the grade rather than against it, terracing in some places, letting the slope do what it wanted in others. The result was a property that looked like it had grown out of the ground rather than been imposed on it.

The cabin sat at the high end of the clearing. It had started life as something close to mine. A hand-built single-room structure, probably the same era, the same plain construction.

Abner had expanded it over the years. An enclosed mudroom jutted from the front, a lean-to frame of standard two-by-fours bolted directly into the original exterior wall, plywood sheathing, a shed roof pitched to throw the rain away from the entry. To the right, an addition extended the cabin's footprint by twenty feet. Behind that, another room stepped back into the slope, its roofline lower than the original, following the grade.

The work was not pretty. It would never appear in a magazine, but it was sound. The joints were tight and the framing was plumb. The rooflines would shed water in the right direction.

Two decades of reading construction defect claims had taught me to see the difference between amateur work that hid its flaws and amateur work that had none to hide. This was the second kind. Every addition had been thought through by a man who understood loads and wind and the wet coastal weather that settled in for eight months of the year.

Abner Flint built all of this himself. With a military retirement check and a young girl and an unwavering determination.

A ground-mounted solar array sat on the south-facing slope kitty-corner to the cabin. It was older than mine, the panels a previous generation's technology. Slightly smaller, weathered at the frames, but angled with the same precision Abner had brought to my installation.

An equipment shed stood beside the array, a smaller version of the one we'd erected together on my property. I could hear the faint hum of the inverter through the walls. A propane generator sat on a concrete pad beside it, dusty from disuse but well-maintained.

Below the cabin, the barn occupied the flattest ground on the property. Built from rough-sawn lumber that had silvered with age, it was weathered but stout, the doors still hanging true on their hinges.

A chicken coop leaned against the south wall, the wire mesh tight and clean. I could hear the birds inside, the low impatient muttering of hens who knew the sun was up and considered my arrival overdue.

An older Chevy pickup sat beside the barn. It was faded blue but rust-free and well taken care of.

The goat paddock spread across the slope between the barn and the treeline, the fencing was woven wire on wooden posts. Four goats stood at the fence watching me approach, ears forward, eyes flat with suspicion.

I recognized Cincinnatus immediately. He was the biggest, a rangy brown-and-white buck with a torn left ear. Behind the four, further up the slope, the meat goats grazed in a loose cluster, unnamed and incurious.

I stood at the edge of the clearing with Scout's list in my hand. Seeing this homestead, I was starting to grasp the full shape of the life she and her father had built here. Nothing was new, but nothing was neglected. Everything had been built, repaired, and maintained by the same pairs of hands, and those hands had done good work. There was no decoration or ornamentation, but there was order. And the order had a beauty of its own.

This is Scout's home. This is what made her.

I unfolded the list. Scout's careful, slightly old-fashioned handwriting, each item numbered, each instruction precise.

Number one. Goats.

The four at the fence watched me cross the paddock to the feed shed. I found the pellets inside, stored in a galvanized can with a lid that sealed tight against rodents, a coffee can scoop resting on top. Scout's instructions specified the ration, two scoops each for the named goats, distributed in the trough so no one could bully anyone else away from their share.

But Cincinnatus had other ideas. He planted himself between me and the trough and stared at me with his strange horizontal pupils, head slightly lowered.

"You remember me? Well I know who you are," I told him. "Scout warned me about you."

He didn't move. I'd been around enough job sites to know a foreman's posture when I saw it. This was his paddock and I was an unbadged visitor.

I poured the pellets into the trough anyway, working around him, and the other three crowded in. Cincinnatus held his position another moment, his eyes on me as he joined them.

Next came the water trough. It had a skin of pollen and a few drowned insects floating on the surface. I tipped it, scrubbed it with the brush hanging on the fence post, and refilled it from the spigot at the barn.

The well pump kicked on somewhere with a deep mechanical pulse, and I made a note to check the pressure tank when I returned that evening. Item six on the list, but Abner's systems were all connected, and I was starting to think the way he thought.

The chickens were furious by the time I reached the coop. I lifted the pop door and they came down the ramp in a feathered procession, a dozen hens fanning out across the yard with their heads down.

The feed was in a second sealed can beside the coop. I scattered scratch in a wide arc the way Scout's list described, Spread it thin, make them work, fat hens stop laying. I watched them go after it with a single-mindedness that seemed close to violence.

The egg basket hung on a nail beside the coop door. Wire, with a wooden handle worn smooth. I took it down and went into the coop, ducking under the low frame, into the warm dim interior that smelled of straw and dust and the smell of roosting birds.

The nesting boxes ran along the back wall, built into the structure, each one bedded with clean straw. Eleven eggs. Brown, a few pale green, one still warm enough that I held it in my palm a moment before setting it in the basket.

Eleven eggs and nobody home to eat them.

The thought arrived with more weight than it should have carried. I stood in the dim coop with the basket on my arm and let my mind wander. Four hours away, Abner was lying in a hospital bed with oxygen running into him, and Scout was probably asleep in a chair beside him.

Still, this homestead went on producing. The hens laying, the beans ripening, the batteries drinking in the morning sun. The systems Abner built didn't know he was gone, they just ran. That was the point of them. He had built a life that could hold itself together.

But it couldn't hold itself together forever. That was the other thing I understood, standing there. Systems needed hands. The man had built everything to outlast weather and scarcity and the county's hostility, but none of it would outlast neglect.

Somebody had to walk the fence line. Somebody had to mend the deer netting. Somebody had to read the charge levels and write them in the notebook. For now, that somebody was me.

I came out of the coop into the morning light. The hens ignored me. Cincinnatus, finished with his pellets, had returned to the fence to supervise.

I checked the list. The garden was next. Repair the deer fence, the hole Scout had flagged. I looked up the eastern slope to where the netting stood eight feet tall around the green rows.

I rolled my shoulders and went to find the wire in the shed. It was where I knew it would be, on a labeled shelf, exactly where a man would put it if he believed, the way Abner believed, that order was a form of love.

It took an hour to fix the deer netting and the sun had fully risen by the time I was done. I glanced into the shed and noted the electrical reading, then grabbed the egg basket and headed to the house.

The front door was unlocked, just as Scout said it would be. Remembering her directions, I removed my boots and left them in the mudroom, stepping into the house in my socks.

The interior of the cabin was exactly what I expected.

The main room was small and clean, organized with the same discipline that governed everything else on the property. The kitchen occupied one corner. A propane stove, a deep enamel sink, open shelves holding plates and bowls in neat stacks, pots hanging from cast-iron hooks screwed into the ceiling beams. The pots were old, their bottoms darkened by decades of use, but every one of them had been scrubbed clean and hung in order of size.

On the counter was a wooden cutting board and a mason jar holding wooden spoons. I set the eggs down on the cutting board and covered them with some cheesecloth.

The rest of the furniture was plain. A small table with two chairs near the kitchen, the tabletop worn smooth in two places where elbows had rested through thousands of meals. No tablecloth, no centerpiece.

A small woodstove stood against the far wall on a hearth of flat stones, its black flue pipe running straight up through the roof. On either side of it sat two old chairs. They looked like they had been new in the 1990s, their reupholstered fabric worn shiny, their cushions compressed into the shapes of the two people who used them. A reading lamp stood beside each one.

But the thing that most impressed me was the bookshelf. One entire wall of the living room was lined with books.

The shelf ran floor to ceiling, built into the structure the way the nesting boxes were built into the coop. It held hundreds of volumes, their spines softened by handling.

I stepped closer and squinted at the titles. Robert Louis Stevenson. Shakespeare in a worn collected edition. Thoreau. Wendell Berry. Field guides to plants and birds and mushrooms of the Pacific Northwest. Electrical engineering references with cracked bindings.

On a wooden stand beside the shelf, positioned to catch the light from the window, sat a large Bible, King James Version. The leather cover had gone soft and dark with handling, the gilt long worn off the page edges, a ribbon marker hanging from somewhere in the middle. It was the most worn book in a room full of worn books.

Then I noticed another book resting beside the larger of the chairs by the woodstove. Steinbeck's East of Eden. Abner must have been rereading it after Scout watched the movie with me and Grace.

I stood there and an image assembled itself in my mind of a winter evening, wind driving rain against the windows, the way it did out here for months at a stretch. The woodstove ticking with heat, the room cozy. Abner in one chair with a book open in his lap. Scout in the other, her legs folded under her, lost in Bradbury or Brontë or whatever world she'd borrowed from the Port Chasten library. Neither of them speaking. The lamplight, the fire, the storm outside, and the two of them reading through the dark months together, year after year, a girl growing up inside this small warm room with her father.

No television. No internet. No phone. Just this.

The image moved through me with a force I hadn't expected and my throat tightened. The simplicity of it all, the sufficiency of it. I'd spent two decades in a house with every convenience and every TV channel and every device... and the rooms had been emptier than this one was with nobody in it.

Abner had built his daughter a childhood out of books and lamplight and the woods outside, and the woman that childhood produced was probably the most complete person I'd ever met.

You did good, Abner. I hope you know that.

The ledger sat on the bookshelf at eye level, exactly where Scout had said it would be. A plain notebook with a pencil tucked into its spiral. I opened it and flipped the pages. Fifteen years of battery readings in Abner's cramped, precise writing, columns ruled by hand, dates and charge levels marching down the pages in unbroken order. Not one missed day that I could find.

I wrote the date, the reading I'd taken from the shed, and my initials, keeping my numbers as neat as I could manage. My handwriting looked loose and careless beneath his. I closed the ledger and put it back in its place.

I glanced at the two doors that led off the main room, both closed. They led to the bedrooms, Abner's and Scout's. The additions he'd built with his own hands so his daughter could have a room of her own.

I was glad the doors were closed. I had no business behind them, and I didn't want my eyes wandering where they shouldn't. Even standing here in the main room felt like more intimacy than I'd been granted.

This was their home, the inside of their life together. Being alone in it, in my socks, with the morning light coming through windows Abner had framed himself, was almost too much to take in.

I took a last look at the room, at the pots in their order, the chairs in their stations by the cold stove, the wall of books waiting to be reread. Then I let myself out.

In the mudroom I pulled my boots back on and stepped into the full morning. The hens were spread across the yard, working the grass. The goats were chewing on foliage at the far edges. Cincinnatus stood at the paddock fence, watching me with the unblinking attention of middle management.

"I'll be back before dark," I told him. "Pop door closed, everybody put away. You have my word."

He chewed and said nothing, which I chose to take as acceptance.

I started back toward the treeline. At the edge of the clearing I stopped and looked back once. Then I walked into the trees and headed home.


Chapter 22



The walk back from Abner's homestead was a lot easier than the approach. Going downhill was always faster and easier than the climb. There was a lesson in that, I think.

When I came out of the treeline, I saw a familiar Subaru parked beside my truck.

Claire was sitting on the porch steps in the morning sun, her red hair loose, a covered dish and a thermos beside her. She stood when she saw me crossing the clearing.

"Good morning, Claire. Been here long?"

"Not long at all. Have you eaten?"

"Not yet."

"Good." She picked up the dish and the thermos and nodded toward the door. "I made too much corned beef hash for breakfast. And you look like a man who's been doing chores since dawn."

"That obvious?"

"You have chicken feathers on your sleeve, Thomas."

I looked. I did.

She led me into the cabin. Scout and Abner's pistols were still on the kitchen table where I left them. I made a mental note to take them back that night. Claire waited as I took both guns and placed them on my leather armchair.

"Where's yours?" she asked.

"I keep it in my bedroom. I'm not real comfortable wearing it just yet. I need more practice."

"Smart man."

"I just know my limits."

She poured coffee from the thermos into my mug and set it in front of me, then went to the stove to warm the hash and crack some eggs she'd brought with her.

"Two eggs or three?" she asked.

"Three, please."

"Good. That's exactly what I have."

I sipped the coffee and watched her work. Claire moved through my small kitchen with the same unhurried competence she brought to her tea rows. Finding the skillet without asking, adjusting the flame, nudging the hash with a wooden spoon.

The morning light came through the window and caught her hair and the line of her shoulders and the snug fit of her jeans over her hips. I let myself look the way I always ended up looking at Claire Beaumont. There was nothing arranged about her beauty. No effort in it, she was simply made that way. The older I got, the rarer I understood that to be. Scout had it and so did Claire.

Claire set the plate in front of me. Corned beef hash crisped at the edges, three eggs on top, the yolks soft. I ate. It was delicious and I told her so. She waved it off and sat down across from me with her own coffee.

"Now," she said. "Tell me everything. Bessie Anne heard about the ambulance from Stella before I'd even fed the chickens."

I told her between forkfuls. Claire listened without interrupting, her hands wrapped around her mug, her green eyes on my face the whole time.

"Will Abner be okay?"

"I hope so. They moved him to Acute Care, not Intensive Care. The nurse said that's a good sign. They want to keep him three days, minimum. Scout's staying with him. There's a foldout chair in the room." I mopped yolk with the last of the hash. "Until they're back, I'm running their homestead. Goats, chickens, garden, batteries. I was over there this morning."

"I've only been up there a few times. Was it still well kept?"

"Very well kept, very orderly. Animals cared for. Every tool in its place. Fifteen years of battery readings in a ledger, not one day missed." I shook my head. "The head goat spent the entire morning judging me, though. Cincinnatus. He watched me do every chore like a foreman who suspects the new hire faked his references."

"Did you pass inspection?" Claire grinned.

"Provisionally. I'm to return before dark and he'll reassess."

She reached across the table and squeezed my hand.

"You're a good man, Thomas."

Her hand stayed on mine. The kitchen was quiet around us, just the tick of the cooling stove and a towhee calling outside. The touch lingered past the point where either of us could pretend it wasn't happening. Her thumb moved once across my knuckles. I watched her eyes and she watched mine, and the air between us felt charged as a summer storm.

She finally blinked and looked away. She drew her hand back slowly and wrapped it around her mug.

"And you?" I asked, letting us both off. "How are things at the farm?"

"Good. Really good. The second harvest check cleared. We're out of debt for the year. All of it. The last harvest is pure seed money now for our processing equipment. The withering racks, the roller, the dryer. Maybe even the start of the branding Dad dreamed about. James Farm Tea, in actual packaging, sold by actual us. Partnering with Irma's bakery and maybe more in the future." She allowed herself a small smile. "I keep doing the math over and over because I don't trust it quite yet."

"Claire, that's wonderful. You're doing it, you're making it work."

"I couldn't have done it without you. You and Scout and Grace, that harvest day." She glanced toward the window. "Where is Grace? I half expected to smell Korean barbecue when I drove up."

"Bakery. Extra shift. She's on until early afternoon. I called her last night from Seattle and filled her in. She offered to drive over and stay with Scout. The two of them have grown close. I told Grace she had to work the next day and Abner would be insulted if anyone lost wages on his account."

"He would, too."

"And provide some quote from Shakespeare to back up his point," I joked.

Claire nodded, but then her gaze drifted somewhere past my shoulder and stayed there. I'd learned to read that look over the last few months.

"What's wrong?" I asked.

She turned her mug a slow half-circle on the table.

"It's DJ. There's a thing this Saturday. To celebrate Father's Day, they have this pancake breakfast at the firehouse. The fire department does it every year. The volunteers cook, the kids tour the station, sit in the trucks, run the siren." She paused. "I told him I'd take him. He said he wasn't interested."

"DJ? Not interested in fire trucks?"

"He's lying to spare my feelings. He's eight years old and shouldn't have to be thinking like that." Her jaw tightened, then loosened with effort. "It's because of the firehose competition. Fathers and sons team up. The father braces the hose, the son works the nozzle, and they shoot at targets. The team that knocks them down the fastest wins a prize. This year it's a baseball signed by one of the Mariners."

"A firehose like that has real kick. He'd need, uh..."

My voice trailed off. I took a sip of coffee to cover the awkward silence.

"He'd need a man on the back of it," Claire said, cutting to the chase. "He knows it. DJ's watched the teams every year since he was five. He's finally old enough to do it, but..."

She looked down at her coffee. Her eyes were melancholy.

"I could go. I could hold it, I think. But the whole event is fathers and sons. Or male figures, like uncles or grandpas. They have pancakes at long tables, and he'd be the only one..." She stopped herself, shaking her head. "Anyway, DJ says he isn't interested. Fathers Day has always been rough for him."

"I'll take him."

Claire's head came up. She blinked in confusion, then embarrassment.

"Thomas, no. That's not why I told you. I wasn't trying to get you--"

"I know you weren't."

"You don't have to--"

"I know I don't. I want to." I leaned back. "DJ wants to go, so let's go. I like to think I can manage that firehose. We'll find out Saturday whether that's true."

She stared at me, her eyes bright and searching.

"Why?"

"Because he's a great kid and I like spending time with him. And it sounds like fun." I picked up my coffee. "Also it never hurts to score brownie points with the pretty lady next door."

Color climbed Claire's throat and into her cheeks, vivid against the freckles. She swatted my hand... and then caught it and held it again, her fingers lacing through mine on the tabletop.

"Thank you," she said quietly. "You don't know what this will mean to him."

I had some idea what it meant. To DJ, and to her, and to me. Her hand was in mine and neither of us was letting go and the morning light was on her face. It felt like a moment that could suddenly turn into something more, something neither of us was ready for.

"Is there more hash?" I asked, breaking the spell.

Claire laughed, blinking the brightness out of her eyes. She stood, sliding her hand free of mine slowly.

"There's plenty," she said, picking up my plate. "Eat up."
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The next day came swiftly. The sun was just rising, but I had already finished my second morning tending to the Flint homestead. It went faster this time, familiarity speeding the chores.

The walk back from Abner's homestead took twenty minutes. I spent most of it with my phone held out in front of me like a divining rod.

The Merlin app was listening. The morning chorus was at full volume, the woods alive with song, and the little cards stacked up on the screen as I walked. Swainson's thrush. Pacific wren. Dark-eyed junco. Wilson's warbler. All birds I knew now. I thought of them as my regulars, the reliable citizens of my woods.

Still, I kept watching for a new name. It had been two weeks since the app had shown me anything I hadn't already logged, and I'd developed a collector's hunger for it that I would have found ridiculous a few months ago.

The sun was just peeping over the ridge when I came out of the trees into my clearing when the phone rang in my hand.

The screen showed a number, not a name. But it was a number I'd come to recognize.

I grinned at the mental image before I even answered. Liberty Scout Flint, raised in the woods without electricity, now holding a flip phone to her ear in a hospital corridor in Seattle, probably operating it with the same deliberate precision she brought to skinning a raccoon.

"Good morning," I said.

"Good morning, Thomas. I am calling you on my telephone."

"I noticed that. How's it working out?"

"The buttons are very small. But the function is sound. Are you receiving me well?"

"Very well. Your cell carrier has a much better signal than mine out here."

"That's very fortunate. You chose this phone well."

Scout had a habit of speaking with stilted formality when making a call. It was very endearing, like every other aspect of her personality. Hearing her voice clear and close loosened something in my chest. I realized how much I missed her.

"How's Abner doing?"

"Father is much improved. He has color in his face again. He slept through the night without the mask."

"That's great news, Scout."

"He is already speaking out about his surroundings, which is the surest sign of recovery. This morning he educated a nurse about the breakfast. He said the eggs were factory-farmed and the bread was full of corn syrup. 'Corporate food for corporate health care,' he lamented."

I laughed out loud, scattering a pair of dark-eyed juncos off the porch rail.

"That sounds like a man on the mend."

"It does." Her voice warmed. "Have you been to the homestead?"

"Just walked back. Animals are out, fed, and watered. Eggs collected. Eleven yesterday, nine this morning. Battery readings logged in the ledger. Water tank's at level. The deer fence is patched. I'm getting the hang of it."

"I'm glad. I was worried, but Father believed you were more than capable of tending things."

"I'm glad I've earned his confidence."

"Yes, it's rare." A pause, the sound of a hospital PA murmuring somewhere behind her. "The doctors want one more day. His levels are stable, but they want to run two more tests and watch him another night. We'll know tomorrow."

"I'll drive over and pick you both up whenever he's cleared. Just call me."

"I will. What will you do with the rest of your day?"

"Big plans, actually. I'm going to breakfast at the firehouse with DJ and Claire and Bessie Anne."

"The pancake breakfast."

She said it immediately, no hesitation. Of course she knew about the event. Everyone around Port Chasten knew it.

"You're doing the firehose contest with DJ?"

"That's the plan."

"Good luck. That hose will fight you." Her voice took on the instructional tone she used at the shooting stump. "Don't try to hold it with both hands out in front of you like the fathers always do. Link your arms around it and clamp it against your side, like you're putting it in a headlock. Let your body take the push, not your hands. Then DJ can aim. I have seen many fathers sit down very suddenly in the grass because they did not do this."

"A headlock. Got it."

A small silence opened on the line. I could hear Scout's slow breathing. When she spoke again her voice was quieter. Different.

"DJ really likes you, Thomas. I have watched him when you're there. The way he looks at you, and tracks where you are, and shows you things. A boy only looks at a man that way when it matters to him, dearly."

"He's a great kid."

"He is." The silence again. "I have also seen the way Claire looks at you."

I stopped walking. I stood in the dewy grass and didn't say anything, just listening.

"There is a longing in her gaze." Scout's voice was steady, factual, the way she said important things. "I recognize it. I recognize it because it is the same longing I have when I look at you. I believe you recognize it as well. In both of us. And I wonder if it is reciprocal?"

The morning was very quiet, but the unasked question was quite clear. And what do you feel, Thomas? For her. For me. What is this thing we are all inside of?

I looked at the treeline and tried to find the true answer, but what I found was a knot I couldn't untangle, not yet.

"Claire is a lovely woman," I said finally. "I admire her tenacity. What she's built out there, a single mother, with everything against her. It's remarkable."

It was true and it was a dodge and we both knew it.

"She is a strong woman," Scout agreed, and there was no edge in it, no hurt that I could hear but something else, something almost gentle. "You've made a strong bond with her so quickly. It is a mutual affection to be envied. I hope you have a good day with Claire and DJ, Thomas. I mean that sincerely."

"Scout. It might be better to talk about this in person."

"Yes, that is probably true," she said. "But I also believe in 'A love that consists of two solitudes protecting and bordering on, and greeting each other.' Rilke wrote that. Father has his letters on the third shelf. I think about that line often."

"What does it mean?"

"That Love is not a fence, Thomas. It does not work by enclosure." She took a breath. "I have to go now. The doctor is coming and Father will be terse with him if I'm not there to moderate. Win the prize, Thomas. Goodbye."

The line went dead.

I lowered the phone and stared at it. The screen returned to the Merlin app, still listening. As I stood there puzzling over what Scout had said, the app chimed and a new card slid onto the stack.

Western Tanager.

I looked up and saw it immediately, a blaze of yellow and black with a head of flame-orange, impossibly bright against the dark green of the firs. I had seen that bird before, but it had never announced itself before, I had never captured its song until now.

I stood in my clearing, holding my phone, with Rilke in my head and a flame-colored bird in my woods that had always been there but that I was only now recognizing and putting a name to.
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The lawn beside the firehouse had been turned into a competition course laid out beneath the late morning sun. A line of targets ran down the grass. Six bowling pins on a plank, a pyramid of tin cans on a barrel, a board strung with a dozen balloons, and at the far end, a ramp with a bowling ball resting at its base.

DJ and I stood with three other pairs of contestants, listening while a barrel-chested firefighter named Walczak explained the rules.

"Knock down all six pins. Scatter the cans. Pop every balloon. Then the hardest part, drive the ball up the ramp until it drops in the basket. Fastest time wins."

He held up a clear plastic cube with a baseball inside it and raised his voice over the crowd.

"And this year, the winning team takes home a ball signed by Brad Fitzgerald, catcher for your Seattle Mariners!"

The crowd cheered. There were some fifty people spread across the lawn behind us. I recognized several of them, including Stella from Charley's Diner. Her nephew was one of the firefighters.

DJ, beside me in his Chen jersey, let out a low whistle as he eyed the ball.

"Fitzgerald hit .291 last season," he whispered. "With runners in scoring position he hit .340."

"Then we'd better win that ball."

DJ went down the line and shook hands with the other three boys, solemn as a diplomat. I shook hands with the men and wished them luck and almost meant it.

Claire and Bessie Anne stood at the front of the crowd. Claire had her arms crossed and was wearing that smile that always made my stomach flutter. Bessie Anne had brought a folding chair and the bearing of a woman prepared to dispute any judging error.

The first pair went. The man gripped the hose two-handed out in front of him, arms straight, and I watched it shove him around the course like a man wrestling an anaconda. His boy did fine work with the aim anyway. The bowling ball was indeed the hardest challenge, rolling back twice before they finally got it into the basket.

"Fifty-nine seconds!"

I leaned down to DJ. "See how he held it? Both hands out front. The hose pushed him instead of him steering it. We'll do better."

The second pair was a young guy in a Seahawks cap, and the hose simply beat him. It bucked, he over-corrected, his feet went out from under him on the wet grass, and he sat down hard with the hose flailing while his son shrieked with laughter and then got dragged down beside him in the spray. They finished to the biggest cheer of the morning anyway, soaked and laughing.

The third pair had clearly done this before. Compact stance, hose against his hip, his son quick on the nozzle. Forty-five seconds. The boy whooped. The crowd applauded.

DJ looked up at me. The worry was all over his face. I put my hand on his shoulder.

"We got this."

The firefighters reset the course. Pins up, cans stacked, fresh balloons, ball at the bottom of the ramp. Walczak waved us forward and handed me the hose. It was heavier than I expected, the brass coupling cold, the canvas damp from the earlier runs.

"Charge it on my whistle," Walczak said. "Timer starts when the water moves."

I didn't hold it out in front of me, instead wrapping both arms around it and clamping it hard against my ribs like I was putting it in a headlock. DJ set both hands on the nozzle in front of him and bent his knees.

"Ready?" I said.

"Ready."

The whistle blew.

The hose came alive, the water hitting the line and the thing surging like an animal in my grip. It would have walked straight out of my hands if my hands had been all that held it. But it was locked against my body, and my body was braced, and the push went through my ribs and hips and into my planted boots, and the hose stayed where DJ pointed it.

"Pins!" DJ shouted. "GO!"

The stream hit the plank and the pins went over in a clattering sweep. DJ immediately swung right and I pivoted with him, keeping the hose clamped, my forearms already burning.

The can pyramid exploded off the barrel.

"Balloons!" DJ hollered, and I was laughing now, whooping, the spray drifting back over both of us in a cold mist. "Go, go, go!"

DJ walked the stream across the balloon board with methodical precision. Pop, pop, pop-pop-pop. Not one wasted second, not one missed. Somewhere behind us I could hear Claire screaming our names and Bessie Anne's voice cutting through the whole crowd, "That's my grandson!"

"Ball!" he yelled.

"Hit it!" I shouted.

We swung together toward the ramp. DJ dropped the stream low and caught the bowling ball at its base and the water drove it up the incline. It slowed near the top, wobbling, and DJ leaned in like he could push it with his shoulders until the ball tipped over the lip and dropped into the basket with a thunk I felt in my teeth.

"TIME!" Walczak bellowed.

The water died in the line. He looked at his stopwatch, then looked at the crowd, and grinned.

"Forty-three seconds!"

The crowd erupted. DJ screamed and leaped straight up and I caught him on the way down and swung him around with my arms still shaking from the hose, both of us soaked, both of us yelling.

Claire got to us first and grabbed DJ and hugged him off his feet. Bessie Anne kissed my cheek with a smack, then seized DJ and smooched him so thoroughly he squirmed like a hooked fish, delighted and mortified in equal measure.

Then Claire turned to me.

She hugged me hard, her arms around my neck, her cheek against my wet face. And then she pulled back just far enough, and there was a gleam in her green eyes that made my heart race.

Claire kissed me.

Openly, on the lips, in front of the volunteer fire department and the crowd of fifty locals including Stella, who I had no doubt was already composing the bulletin.

I startled and felt my own eyes go wide, but Claire didn't waver and didn't hurry, so I stopped being startled and kissed her back, and everyone saw that too.

When we separated, Bessie Anne was watching us with a grin like a woman collecting on a long-standing bet. DJ was staring at us open-mouthed, the fire hose forgotten.

Walczak saved us all. He came over with a trophy in one hand, a little golden firefighter on a wooden base, and the clear plastic cube in the other. On the baseball, Brad Fitzgerald's signature looped across the white leather sweet spot.

"Gentlemen," Walczak said. "Your prize. Congratulations!"

DJ took the trophy in one hand and the baseball in the other and thrust both over his head. The crowd cheered all over again.

I stood there dripping on the firehouse lawn with Claire's hand in mine and her shoulder against my arm, close together in front of everybody beneath the warm summer sun.


Chapter 23



The woods road was a dirt drive that wound up through the forest. I took it slow, my truck bouncing along the rutted path. Abner watched the trees go by with an expression of deep relief etched on his face.

Scout rode in the back seat with her hand resting on the portable oxygen concentrator wedged between her boots. The machine hummed steadily, feeding a thin clear line up to the nasal cannula looped behind Abner's ears.

Abner looked frail in the passenger seat, his flannel shirt hanging loose at the shoulders, his beard freshly combed but somehow thinner than I remembered. The color had returned to his face, though. That was something. Three days ago in the hospital, his skin had been the gray of wet newspaper.

"Two puffs of the rescue inhaler at the first sign of tightness," Scout said from the back seat. Her voice carried the flat authority of someone reciting instructions she had already committed to memory. "Not one puff, two. The albuterol is every four hours as needed, but you are not to treat it as optional. If the coughing starts and doesn't resolve within ten minutes, we're going to the hospital in Forks."

"I was present when the physician spoke," Abner said.

"Physically present, yes. I am simply making sure you are diligent in following the plan laid out by your health care team."

Abner turned his head toward me, one eyebrow cocked. "Apparently I have acquired a warden."

"You acquired a warden when you collapsed in Thomas's clearing, Father."

"Best to surrender now," I grinned.

"Wise counsel," Scout agreed.

The clearing opened ahead of us and I pulled the truck in slow. The cabin sat solid and plain beneath the Douglas firs. The goat pen stood intact. The garden rows showed green. The door to the mudroom was secured.

I killed the engine. Scout got out first and came around to the passenger side. Abner opened his own door but accepted her hand when he stepped down. He stood for a moment with his other hand on the truck door, the oxygen line trailing back to the concentrator Scout had already lifted out and set on the ground beside him.

The goats heard the truck and came to the fence. Cincinnatus first, as always, with Thoreau and Aristotle close behind and Beowulf trailing at his own pace. They gathered at the rail and regarded Abner with the serene interest that had unsettled me at first.

Abner walked toward them slowly. Scout picked up the concentrator and walked beside him, matching his pace without comment, the clear line between them swaying gently like a leash.

Abner stopped at the goat fence and put his hand on Cincinnatus's broad forehead. The goat pushed into his palm once, then turned away to resume browsing. Abner watched him go.

"Coat's good," he said quietly.

"I brushed them," I said. "Just this morning, before I left for the hospital."

"Well done."

Abner's eyes moved to the garden. The tomato stakes stood straight. The bean rows had been weeded. I'd watered everything at dusk the way Scout had told me to, and I'd repaired the section of fence where Beowulf had tested the wire with his horns on the second day.

"The fence," Abner said, noticing the fresh wrap of wire on the lower rail.

"Beowulf had a go at it. I don't know why."

A sound from Abner that might have been amusement. He walked on past the woodpile, which was stacked and covered. Past the rain catchment barrel, which was almost empty during this dry summer. Past the solar array, whose panels I had wiped clean of pollen and fir needles yesterday afternoon.

He stopped at each one and looked, and I could see him cataloging, the inventory running behind his eyes, measuring the gap between how he'd left things and how he found them.

Abner completed his circuit at the cabin's front step. He put one boot on the lower plank and rested there, breathing. The oxygen concentrator hummed at Scout's side.

"It's well kept," he said. "Thank you, Thomas."

"Glad to do it."

He turned and looked out over the clearing one more time. The late afternoon light came through the firs in long gold columns.

"I am happy to be home," he said.

The mud room door swung open and Scout went in first. Abner followed with me trailing. We stepped into the cabin. I could see Abner looking toward the far wall.

Abner and Scout's pistols hung on their respective chair backs by the woodstove. Abner gave me a sharp nod, acknowledging the care I'd taken with their weapons.

Then Abner saw the kitchen table.

A round loaf of bread sat on a wooden cutting board, golden brown. Beside it, jars of butter and honey beneath a folded cloth napkin.

"There's more in the oven," I said.

Scout went and opened the oven door. Inside, a roast chicken sat in a cast-iron Dutch oven surrounded by quartered potatoes and carrots gone soft and caramelized at their edges. A small ceramic boat of gravy rested on the rack beside it, held warm by the low heat.

"Thomas?" Scout straightened and turned to me. "What is this?"

"Claire and Bessie Anne made the chicken and the vegetables. Grace baked the bread this morning at Irma's and drove it out here before we arrived." I pulled out a chair for Abner. "Claire said she timed it so it would be warm when you got home. She was pretty precise about it. I gave her our ETA from the highway."

Abner lowered himself into his chair as I set the oxygen concentrator beside him. He looked at the bread, then at the oven where Scout was lifting out the Dutch oven with a folded towel, then at me.

"They did all this," he said.

"They did. Bessie Anne made the gravy from scratch. She was firm about that. Said store-bought gravy is a moral failing."

Scout set the Dutch oven on the table and stood with her hands still wrapped in the towel, looking down at the bird. The skin had crisped to a deep bronze. Steam curled from a split in the breast where the juices ran clear.

"You always told me it should be like this." Scout was looking at the chicken but talking to her father. "You always said that community isn't a word. It's the people next to you who show up without being summoned."

Abner said nothing for a long moment. His hand lay flat on the table near the bread.

"I said that," he agreed.

"And here it is," Scout said. "On your table."

"There's one more thing," I added. "Irma sent a custard pie. She said it was your favorite and to tell you that you're not allowed to die before you eat it."

Abner's mouth moved beneath his beard again. His eyes crinkled, went bright and full.

"It is my favorite pie. And I will try to fulfill Irma's command."

"Chicken dinner first," Scout said gently.

Scout carved the chicken with the efficiency of someone who'd broken down game animals since childhood. I got the plates ready, sliced the bread, and set the gravy boat within reach.

Scout and I sat on either side of Abner.

Abner went still, his head lowered. It was not a prayer, not a formal grace. Just a man with his hands in his lap and his eyes half closed, sitting in his own chair at his own table in his own cabin on land he'd chosen and built on and defended.

The oxygen line traced a gentle curve from his nose to the concentrator on the floor. Outside, one of the goats bleated and fell silent.

Abner opened his eyes and picked up his fork.

"Let's eat."

We ate.

The chicken was perfect, the potatoes soft enough to crush under a fork. The gravy was thick and savory. Grace's bread had a hard crust and fluffy interior, and we ate it with butter and honey and used it to soak up the gravy.

We didn't speak, all of us intent on the food before us.

I had almost cleared my plate when I noticed what Abner was wearing.

"What is that?" I asked.

Abner set his fork down and lifted his wrist. An olive-drab silicone wristband circled it, stamped with white letters: DVMAS.

"Disabled Veterans Mutual Aid Society." Abner turned his wrist so I could read it better. "A volunteer from the organization found me in the hospital."

"Found you?"

"The VA flagged my admission. They have people who visit. She sat with me for an hour. We talked about the organization, what they do, how they're structured." He touched the wristband with his other hand. "She gave me this."

"I'm very glad you joined their group, Father."

"I haven't joined anything."

"You took their bracelet, though? That seems beyond the bounds of mere politeness."

"The organization is volunteer-run," Abner said with the careful precision of a man drawing a boundary line. "No government funding. No corporate control. Veterans helping veterans through direct mutual aid. It is the precise inverse of what I have always opposed. My objection has never been to people helping people. It has been to systems that surveil and control under the pretense of helping."

"And this group?" I asked.

"This group is people. Just people. Some of them breathing through the same damaged lungs I have."

"She said the burn pit group meets in Tacoma," Scout told me. "Virtual attendance is encouraged. Some of them have made headway with disability claims. Others just enjoy the company. You should connect with them, Father."

"I'm considering it."

"You can use the Wi-Fi at my place to go to the virtual meetings," I offered. "I'll set it up for you."

"I appreciate the offer."

I watched Abner turn the wristband on his wrist once, twice, then leave it alone. Abner finding a support group was unexpected. It seemed like an encouraging development.

Abner looked across the table at me. "Has Isaac Greene reconsidered speaking with our young journalist?"

I set down my bread. I'd been hoping this could wait, but Abner asked direct questions because he wanted direct answers.

"Aimee talked to him again last week. He won't do it. He won't talk to Richard."

"His reasons?"

"Aimee thinks there are two. The first is that he's afraid of Harlan. Harlan's still got reach in the county even with Isaac retired, and Isaac knows what Harlan does to people who cross him." I paused. "The second reason is harder."

Abner waited. I collected my thoughts.

"Aimee thinks Isaac is ashamed of what he did during his career. The things he signed off on, the paperwork he processed, the complaints he buried. All of it under Harlan's influence." I met Abner's eyes. "And the thing he's most ashamed of is what happened to you. Your electricity. The tax assessments. The inspections. Isaac was in the office when those actions were taken. Aimee says it weighs on him."

Abner said nothing. Scout looked between us but held her silence too, reading the moment with the same attention she'd read the doctor's instructions. The oxygen concentrator hummed. Outside, the evening birds had started up in the firs.

Abner picked up his water glass, drank, set it down. In the quiet, I looked across the table at Scout.

She was watching her father, the fading daylight from the window catching the blonde of her hair. Three days since I'd seen her. Three days since the phone call where she'd quoted Rilke and I'd stood afterward with the receiver in my hand and the quiet turmoil inside me. Three days since Claire had come to my porch with the morning sun behind her and held my hand at my kitchen table.

Scout looked up and caught me watching her. Something moved in her blue eyes. Recognition, maybe. The awareness that there were things between us that needed to be talked through. The Rilke poem. Claire. What the three of us were becoming and what it meant, if it meant anything at all.

But then her hand drifted to the oxygen line where it crossed the floor near her father's chair. Scout adjusted it slightly where it had kinked and I understood the reality of where we were.

Scout's focus was here on her father. His lungs, his medications, his recovery. Everything else, all the questions I carried, would wait.

I gave her a small smile. She returned it. That was enough for now.

Abner started coughing.

It started low in his chest and climbed. Scout's hand was already reaching for the rescue inhaler on the table before the second cough broke. Abner took it from her, shook it, placed it to his lips, and pressed twice, two measured puffs.

He breathed in, held, breathed out. The cough subsided. He set the inhaler on the table beside his plate, within arm's reach, and picked up his water glass again.

Scout watched closely. She didn't hover or fuss, but her focus was clear. Abner cleared his throat and settled back in his chair.

"'The thing that hath been, it is that which shall be. And that which is done is that which shall be done. And there is no new thing under the sun.'" He paused. "But guilt? Guilt is always new. It renews itself each morning in the man who carries it. And shame is a fire that the shamed man stokes because he believes he deserves the burning."

"Ecclesiastes for the first part." Scout tilted her head. "But the second part is your invention."

"Indeed."

"Guilt and shame. You think that about Isaac?"

Abner didn't confirm or deny. He looked at the wristband on his wrist again. The silence stretched, but it was a warm silence. The silence that comes after a good meal in a safe place with people who care about each other.

"I'll get the pie," I said.

I brought it to the table and cut three slices. Irma's custard sat perfect in its crimped shell, the surface golden and set, trembling slightly when I placed each piece on its plate. I set one in front of Scout, one in front of myself, and the largest in front of Abner.

Abner Flint regarded his slice of custard pie. He picked up his fork.

"Yummy yummy, get in my tummy," he intoned.

The sound that came out of me was not a laugh, it was a startled explosion, a full-body bark of shock and delight that bent me forward in my chair.

Scout's composure crumbled. She pressed both hands over her mouth, but the giggle came through her fingers anyway, high and bright and helpless, her shoulders shaking, her eyes squeezed shut.

Abner chuckled, pleased with himself in a way that made him look ten years younger.

We laughed together at Abner's table, the three of us, with custard pie and the remains of a meal made by neighbors and the summer light washing through the cabin windows. The oxygen concentrator hummed its steady note as our laughter filled the room.


Chapter 24



The farmhouse porch faced west, and the light coming through the fir tops had turned the color of warm honey. Claire sat cross-legged in the wooden chair beside me, her plate balanced on her lap. She worked her spoon through a slice of yellow cake with vanilla ice cream melting against its side.

Two mugs of milky tea sat on the table between us, steam curling in the still air. Claire's tea, from her own rows. She'd steeped it strong and splashed in honey and whole milk from the Hendersons' dairy down the road. It tasted like nothing I'd ever had before.

Wendell lay at the top of the porch steps, chin on his paws, eyes half-closed.

"My mother always makes two cakes," Claire said. "One for our family and one to take to her bingo night. She's very popular at the senior center."

"Sounds like a great time for her."

"She never wanted to go when my father was alive. Now it's the highlight of her week. She won't be back before eleven."

"Late-night fun at the senior center. I'll be joining them soon."

"You're not that old."

"Maybe. But it's something to look forward to."

"Silly." Claire gave me a teasing look. "He sleeps with it on his nightstand, you know."

I looked up from my cake. "What?"

"DJ. The ball." Claire shook her head, the red of her hair catching the late light. "First night, he carried it up to bed like it was made of glass. Set it right next to his lamp. I came in to check on him and he had one hand hanging off the mattress, fingers touching it. He must have fallen asleep like that."

"It was a good day."

"It was a great day. You should have seen him telling my mother about the firehose. He reenacted the whole thing. The hose, the water, the target, how you held it steady and he aimed. Complete play-by-play. Mom heard it three times before dinner."

"He earned it. Kid's got good aim."

"DJ is probably reenacting it for his friends right now. His first sleepover of the summer. They set up a tent in his friend's backyard. Sleeping bags and comics and scary stories by flashlight."

"Now that's an adventure. Little boys love that stuff. I wish I could have had sleepovers like that."

"I'm just happy to see him smiling again."

Claire set her plate on the table and picked up her tea. She held it in both hands, close to her face, breathing in the steam.

"You know... DJ was slowly disappearing," she said quietly. "After my dad died. Not in a dramatic way, not throwing tantrums or acting out. Just... retreating. Getting quieter. Getting smaller. His world kept shrinking. He'd come home from school and go straight to his room and close the door. When I'd check on him, he'd be sitting on his bed with his dinosaur books open, but not reading. Just sitting."

Wendell's tail thumped once against the porch boards, his paws twitching as he chased something in a dream.

"This summer turned him around. Working the fence with you. The Mariners game. Now the firehose contest. He's finally come out of the shell he was hiding in. I... I got my boy back." She met my eyes over the rim of her cup. "You did that, Thomas."

"Claire..." I paused, trying to find an adequate response. "He's brought a lot of joy into my life too. Your whole family has. DJ and Bessie Anne. And you. Especially you."

The color started at her throat and climbed. She didn't look away. Neither did I. I thought of what happened at the firehouse, her mouth against mine, the taste of her, the way her fingers had gripped the front of my shirt like she was anchoring herself to something solid.

She looked like she was thinking about it too.

The moment stretched, our eyes locked. Claire finally lowered her gaze and set her tea down.

"Walk with me," she said. "I want to show you the fresh growth."

She was off the porch before I could answer, her boots hitting the packed earth of the yard, her stride long and loose. I set my plate on the table and followed.

The tea rows ran in well-spaced parallels, ten acres of Camellia sinensis that Mark James had planted years ago. The bushes stood waist-high, dark green and dense, their leaves glossy in the fading light. Claire walked between the rows and I followed, Wendell trotting alongside us with his nose working the ground.

Claire stopped, her fingers finding a branch tip. She held it up so I could see.

"Look at this."

Fresh growth. Pale green against the darker mature leaves, tender shoots pushing out from the flush points where we'd harvested weeks ago. The leaves were small and tight, curled slightly, with a brightness that made the older foliage look almost black by comparison.

"Coming back fast," I said.

"Faster than I expected." She crushed a leaf and held it to her nose, breathing in the scent. "My father believed the coastal conditions here, the moisture, the soil pH and the temperature range, meant that he could get four flushes a year instead of three. Everyone told him he was dreaming. The conventional wisdom is three harvests at this latitude, and even that's ambitious."

I touched one of the new shoots. The leaf was soft as velvet between my fingers.

"Looking at this, I think he might have been right," I said. "Are you planning an early harvest?"

"End of July," Claire nodded, moving down the row, trailing her hand along the tops of the bushes. "Then a final one in late August before the plants go dormant for fall. If I can get four flushes consistently, that changes the economics of this whole operation."

"That's fantastic. And you can count on me for the next harvest. Whenever it comes."

"I know I can."

We walked in silence for a while, the tea rows stretching ahead of us in their orderly lines, the last of the day's heat rising from the soil. Overhead, several birds swept across the pale sky in a jagged, swooping path, wings bent at sharp angles.

"I see those ones all the time," Claire said. "They come out right around this hour. DJ would know exactly what they are, thanks to you and that bird app."

I pulled my phone from my pocket and opened Merlin. Held it up toward the sky and waited. The birds swooped again, their white wing patches flashing as they banked. A sharp buzz of sound. The app pinged.

"Common Nighthawk," I said.

"A hawk?"

"Not actually a hawk." I scrolled through the entry and grinned. "It's part of the goatsucker family."

"The what?"

"Goatsucker. Caprimulgidae. Named because people used to believe they snuck into barns at night and drank milk from goat udders." I scrolled further. "Listen to this. It's from someone named Pliny. 'They bee night-theeves; for all the day long they see not. Their manner is to come into the sheepeheards coats and goat-pens, and to the goats udders presently they goe, and suck the milke at their teats.'"

Claire stared at me. "You sound exactly like Abner."

"I'll share this with him. Though I suspect he already knows it."

"He absolutely already knows it. He probably knows it in the original Latin."

We watched the nighthawks make their passes, their flight erratic and darting as they scooped insects from the cooling air. Wendell sat between us, unbothered, his attention fixed on something in the grass.

"You've gotten close to them," Claire said. "Abner and Scout."

"I have."

"I've known Scout since she was a little girl roaming these woods half-wild. Barefoot, carrying a knife her father made for her, talking to herself in sentences that sounded like they came from books written a hundred years ago."

Claire smiled at me. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

"Everyone called her Liberty. Her father insisted on it. That was her name and no one thought otherwise. Then you came along and called her Scout, and everyone just... fell in line. Like it had always been her name. Like they'd been waiting for someone to say it."

"Not everyone. Abner still calls her Liberty."

"Abner would. He's a good father."

Claire went quiet. The nighthawks wheeled overhead one more time, then banked hard and disappeared beyond the treeline. The sky had deepened from honey to rose. Somewhere in the distance, a frog started up.

"DJ was four when his father left me for that woman in the Philippines."

The words came out flat, the way you'd state the weather or the time of day.

"He met her online. Some dating site. They'd been talking for months before I found out, and by the time I did, he'd already bought the plane ticket." She kept her eyes on the place where the nighthawks had vanished. "The humiliation was the worst part. Not the betrayal itself. The humiliation. Knowing that everyone in Port Chasten knew. Knowing they watched me at the grocery store and the post office and thought, That's the woman whose husband left her for someone he met on the internet. Someone he'd never touched. Never smelled. Never sat across a table from. He left his wife and son for a fantasy."

Wendell pressed his head against Claire's leg. She dropped a hand to his ear, rubbing it absently.

"DJ was just four. He didn't understand where his father went. He just knew the apartment got quieter. He'd stand at the front window and watch the parking lot." Her jaw worked. "For months. Every day. Watching the parking lot."

I didn't speak. This was not a silence that needed filling.

"I made a vow after that. That I would never let another man close enough to hurt us again. Not close enough to matter, at least. Not close enough that his leaving would send my son back to that window."

She turned to face me, and her green eyes were bright.

"But seeing you with DJ makes me weak, Thomas. Weak enough to give in to what I feel for you. Weak enough to make me want to break that vow."

She reached up and put her hand on my jaw. Her palm was warm and rough from work, and her fingers curved around the back of my neck.

"Are you planning on hurting us, Thomas? Are you planning on hurting my boy and me? If so, just tell me. Tell me so I can stop wanting this."

She kissed me. Not like the firehouse kiss, which had been quick and startled and public. This one was slow. Her mouth opened against mine and I tasted tea and honey and cake and the warmth of her mouth.

She pulled back just enough to see my face. Her eyes searched mine.

"I'm not planning on hurting you or DJ," I whispered. "I don't know what this is between us. What I do know is that I won't run away from you the way your husband did. I'm here. I'm not going anywhere. I'm done running."

She took in my words, gauging the sincerity behind them. I held her gaze, hiding nothing, letting her see the truth behind it.

Something went out of her then. The wire-taut tension she'd carried in her shoulders for years, the readiness to absorb another blow... all of it loosened and fell away. I was watching a woman set down a weight she'd been carrying since DJ was four years old, and she set it down by choosing to trust me.

Claire stepped into me and pressed her forehead to my chest, and I wrapped my arms around her and held her there between the rows her father had planted, the last rose light draining from the sky, Wendell settling in the warm dirt at our feet. Neither of us spoke. She was deciding, and I let her, and when she finally lifted her face, the fear was gone from it.

"Back to the house, Thomas. My bedroom. We have time."

"Are you sure this is what you want?"

Claire nodded. Her fingers tightened on the back of my neck.

"I'm sure."

She took my hand and led me back through the tea rows toward the farmhouse. Wendell padded ahead of us, oblivious. Claire's fingers laced through mine and held on tightly.

We climbed the porch steps. She opened the screen door. We passed through the kitchen, through the hallway with its framed photographs and the smell of old wood, and up the narrow stairs.

She held my hand the entire way. She did not let go.

Claire's bedroom was small and spare. A queen bed with a white quilt, a nightstand stacked with paperbacks, a window that looked out over the tea rows we'd just walked through. The walls were bare except for a single framed photo of DJ as a baby. A reading lamp cast a warm circle of amber light across the pillow.

"I haven't had a man in here since..."

Claire's voice trailed off, her eyes wide. I pulled her close and kissed her again, my hands sliding up her back, and I felt the tremor running through her, a vibration just beneath the surface, like a wire pulled taut and plucked.

"Thomas." She broke the kiss and pressed her forehead against my collarbone. "Take it slow. It's been a really long time since I've done this."

"We don't have to."

"I want to. I'm just shaking and I can't make it stop."

I kissed her temple. Her cheek. The corner of her jaw. Slow. I found the hem of her tank top and lifted it over her head, and she raised her arms to let me. Her bra was plain white cotton and I unclasped it and let it fall. She stood still and let me look.

Freckles everywhere, scattered across her chest and shoulders and the tops of her breasts. Her breasts were full and heavy, tipped with dark red nipples that had already tightened in the cooling air.

I unbuttoned her jeans and slid them down her hips with her underwear, and she stepped out of them, and there she was. All of her revealed. The red hair between her thighs a shade darker than what fell across her shoulders. Her body strong from farm work, soft where it should be soft. The bedside lamp painted her with pale light.

"God, you're beautiful."

Her breath caught. Her eyes glistened.

"I've missed having a man look at me like that."

She stepped forward and pulled my shirt over my head. Her hands went to my belt, worked it open, pushed my jeans and boxers down. My cock bobbed between us, rigid and throbbing, and she wrapped her fingers around it and squeezed gently.

A grin broke across her face. "Is that for me?"

"Well, you're the only woman in the room."

"I guess I am."

She sank to her knees on the hardwood floor. Her mouth closed around me, wet and warm, and I groaned. Her tongue worked the underside of my shaft as she took me deeper, her lips stretched around my girth, and I buried my hands in her thick red hair.

She looked up at me with those green eyes and I watched my cock disappear between her full lips, and the sight of her sucking me was everything I'd imagined. She sucked slow and deliberate, her hand stroking what her mouth couldn't reach, humming against my skin as her hand massaged my aching balls.

"That's enough." I eased her back, my cock slipping from her mouth with a wet plop. "Get on the bed."

She climbed onto the white quilt and I followed, settling between her thighs. I ran my fingers through her pubic hair, loving the way it gleamed like copper silk against her pale skin.

"Condom?" I asked.

"No need. I'm safe."

"God, you really are perfect."

Claire giggled as I ran a finger down her slit. She was soaking. I took my cock and pressed the head against her entrance and pushed in slowly, an inch at a time, loving the feel of her warm depths.

Claire's mouth fell open in a silent gasp. Her legs clamped around my waist and locked at the ankles. I thrust slow, deep, pulling almost all the way out and sinking back in. She was so wet I could hear it, the slick sound of my cock plunging in and out of her in the quiet room.

"Deeper," she whispered.

I fucked her harder, kissing her lips and sucking on her nipples. Her nails dug into my back, then gripped my ass, pulling me into her.

"I want it like this," she whispered. "All fours."

She unlocked her legs and pushed against my chest. I pulled out and she rolled over onto her hands and knees, arching her back, looking over her shoulder at me with her red hair spilling across her face.

"Like this," she repeated.

I gripped her ass and pulled her cheeks apart, enjoying the sight of her slick pussy before driving back into her from behind. She cried out, whimpering as her hand reached between her legs and her fingers found her clit, rubbing in fast circles as I fucked her.

The bed creaked. Her back bowed. Her free hand fisted the white quilt. I watched the muscles in her shoulders flex and release as she worked herself closer and closer until her whole body seized, her pussy clenching around me in rhythmic pulses as she buried her face in the pillow and moaned loud and long and unashamed.

That finished me. I buried myself deep and came inside her with a groan, pumping my hot cum into her in pulsing spurts until I was emptied out.

We collapsed together, my chest against her back, both of us slick with sweat and panting into the fading light.

Claire turned into me and lay with her head on my chest, her red hair spread across my skin, one leg hooked over mine. We held each other tight as her breathing slowed. Through the open window, the frogs were in full chorus now.

"I've wanted that for so long. Since the day you walked Wendell home and stood in my kitchen like you weren't sure you were allowed to sit down."

I laughed softly. "That long?"

"That long." She traced a line along my collarbone with her fingertip. "I didn't act on it because I was terrified. But I thought about it. At night, alone in this bed. I touched myself thinking about you."

The admission was raw and honest and without a trace of embarrassment.

"I did the same," I said. "Thinking about you."

Claire was quiet for a moment. Her hand rested lightly on my chest.

"And Scout?"

The question sat between us. I thought about Scout in the hotel room in Port Townsend, dancing barefoot to music from my phone. Scout in her secret place by the river, pulling her shirt over her head with the directness of someone who had never learned to be ashamed of her own body. Private moments. Hers. Ours. Just between us.

"I don't want to talk about what Scout and I do. Not behind her back. It wouldn't be fair to her."

Claire lifted her head and looked at me.

"That's the right answer." She settled back against my chest. "Anyway, I know she's in love with you. It's plain on her face every time she looks at you. She doesn't hide it. I don't think she knows how."

"Scout told me something similar about you. That you shared the same feeling toward me."

"She said that?"

"She did. She quoted Rilke. 'A love that consists of two solitudes protecting and bordering on, and greeting each other.'"

Claire was quiet, turning the words over.

"What does that mean?"

"She said it means love is not a fence. That it doesn't work by enclosure."

The frogs sang. The curtain moved in a breath of night air that carried the green smell of the tea rows.

"Maybe Scout recognizes something the rest of us are still catching up to," Claire said carefully. "The bond all three of us share."

"What is it?"

"I don't know just yet." Her hand found mine under the sheet and squeezed. "Neither do you. But we're building it. Maybe--"

Claire's phone buzzed on the nightstand. The screen lit up, casting blue light across the ceiling. Claire reached for it, squinted at the display and tapped the speaker icon.

"Hey, Mom. How was bingo?"

"I won oven mitts," Bessie Anne said brightly. "Blue ones with little roosters on them. Very handsome."

"Congratulations."

"Don't congratulate me. The Nelson woman won the toaster oven. Again. Third time this year. I don't understand how one person can win the toaster oven three times in one year unless there is some kind of arrangement in place."

Claire pressed her lips together, squinting at me as she held in her laughter.

"Sounds like the bingo is rigged."

"It is rigged. It is absolutely rigged. We need that young journalist with the glasses to come investigate. The one from the Bremerton Times. He should do a piece on the bingo scandal because that is what it is, Claire. A scandal."

"I'll tell him next time I see him."

"You do that. I'm getting a ride home with Dottie Farwell. We're leaving early because the bingo caller is sick and nobody is in the mood to get what he has. We'll be there in about half an hour."

"Okay."

There was a deliberate pause. Bessie Anne's voice shifted, becoming lighter and more teasing.

"Half an hour, Claire. Thirty minutes. If there's anything you need to do before I get there, I'd suggest you do it."

Claire's eyes went wide. She looked at me. I was lying beside her with the sheet pulled to my waist, grinning so hard my face ached.

"I... understand, Mom."

"Good." Another pause. "Am I on speaker phone?"

"Yes."

"Hello, Tomás. Are you well?"

I opened my mouth. Nothing came out. I lay there naked in Claire Beaumont's bed while her mother waited on speakerphone.

Claire nudged me with her elbow, urging me to speak.

"Uh... I'm well, Bessie Anne. Thank you."

"I hope you enjoyed the cake and ice cream."

"It was delicious. Thank you."

"You're very welcome. Sorry I'm coming home so soon."

"It's no problem. None at all."

"Half an hour. Good night, Tomás."

The line went dead.

Claire dropped the phone on the mattress and pressed both hands over her face.

"Oh my God."

The laughter came up from somewhere deep in my chest and burst out of me. Claire's composure shattered at the same moment, and we lay there in her bed laughing until the sheets shook. Claire rolled toward me and buried her face in my shoulder, her body heaving with it, and I could feel tears on my skin, but they were the good kind.

"Get dressed!" She shoved my chest. "Get dressed and get moving before my mother comes home."

"I feel like I'm sixteen again. Sneaking out of my girlfriend's room."

I rolled out of bed and Claire's hand smacked across my butt, sharp and stinging.

"Don't forget your underwear, Tomás!"


Chapter 25



Scout and I lay together at the edge of the pond, the blanket rumpled beneath us, both of us sweaty and breathing hard in the drowsy summer heat. The trees stood motionless overhead. A dragonfly worked the air above the pond, and somewhere in the canopy a wren ran through its long unspooling song.

Scout lay against me, her golden hair fanned across my skin, her hand resting possessively on my softening cock. Her breasts were slippery against my damp chest and I could feel her heartbeat gradually settling.

"I'd forgotten how much I missed this," I sighed. "Out here. Under the trees, the sky, the sun on us."

I ran my hand down the curve of her back, loving the strength in her muscular ass.

"Why did you stop going outside?"

"It was a gradual thing. I used to do this with my wife all the time. We'd go car camping, fuck like rabbits beneath the stars. That faded along with the rest of our marriage." I kissed the top of Scout's head, breathing in the scent of her hair. "It's good to have that passion back. Here. With you."

"This is how it was always meant to be." Scout tilted her head up to look at me. "We are animals, Thomas. We forget it because we build boxes and live inside them. But this is the oldest thing there is. Two people, in nature, doing the most natural thing there is to do. There is nothing to be ashamed of. The shame is the invention, our burden from the Garden of Eden."

"You make everything sound like scripture."

"Some things are best left in scripture." She smiled and pushed herself up. "Let's go for a swim. I want to cool off."

She walked down to the water and waded in and I followed. The pond was warm as bathwater across the top, sun-heated and still, but a few feet down the cold rose up from the bottom.

We waded over to where the stream fed in at the north end. It was a gentle trickle this late in a dry summer. We sat down in the waist-deep shallows where the fresh water came in clean and cold over the stones.

Scout sat with the current moving past her, her head tipped back, her eyes closed. Water sheeted off her shoulders and ran down her in bright lines. Once again, I was struck by how stunning Scout was, her natural beauty a wonder to behold, still the forest nymph I had imagined when we first met.

I must have been grinning because she opened one eye.

"What's funny?"

"Nothing. You're beautiful, that's all."

The color came up in her cheeks the way it always did, no matter how many times I said it. I leaned over and kissed her, and the cold stream ran past us both.

"How's your father?" I asked, relaxing back into the water.

"Better. Stronger every day." She trailed her fingers through the water. "The oxygen machine helps more than he'll admit. The inhaler too. He inveighs about depending on machines, but then he sleeps through the night and has color in the morning. He can't argue with that even though he tries."

"He's a hard man to help."

"He is the hardest. But the thing that troubles him most isn't the oxygen." She laughed, low and warm. "It's the telephone."

"The phone?"

"He keeps it charged because I made him swear to, so he can call if there's an emergency. But the rest of the time he keeps it wrapped in foil inside a metal coffee tin." She shook her head, delighted. "A Faraday cage. He constructed a Faraday cage. He says he won't have the phone 'listening' when it isn't needed."

"Abner is a man of admirable consistency," I laughed. "Honestly I'm just amazed that phone gets a signal out here at all."

"So is he. It offends him that it works."

She turned to face me, the water moving around her waist, and her expression softened.

"Thank you, Thomas. For the phone. For tending the homestead while we were gone. For driving us to Seattle and sitting in that waiting room for hours and buying me a phone in a gift shop because you knew I needed one." She put her wet hand against my jaw. "For all of it. I don't have a way to repay any of it."

"I don't give a damn about repayment. You know that. I just help the people I care about." I covered her hand with mine. "That's the whole of it. There's no ledger."

"I know. I just wanted to put it into words. When you speak a thing, you make it known."

She settled back into the curve of my arm and we sat in the cold inflow for a while, not talking, the warm pond stretched out in front of us and the trees standing close and green all around.

When you speak a thing, you make it known.

Scout's words echoed in my mind. Because there were things we needed to speak about. Things we needed to make known.

"Scout?"

"Hmm?"

"The call from Seattle. What you told me on the phone the other day. I need to understand what you meant. You said something, and then you hung up before I could ask, and I've been carrying it around ever since. I need to know what you were telling me."

Scout was quiet for a moment, gathering herself. She picked a smooth stone from the streambed and turned it in her fingers.

"I have thought about how to say this for a long time," she said slowly. "I want to say it correctly, because it matters, and because if I say it wrong you'll believe something I don't mean."

"Okay. I'm listening."

"I love you, Thomas Harmon. You know that. I told you in Port Townsend before I knew whether you'd say it back, and I say it again right now because it's true, and the truth doesn't wait on permission." She set the stone on her knee. "But loving you and owning you are not the same thing. People confuse them. They think that if they love a thing, they must close their hand around it. Keep it. Hold it tight."

She looked at me, her blue eyes bright in the sunshine.

"What happens to a small creature when you close your hand around it too tightly?"

"It can't breathe."

"And it dies. You crush the very thing you were trying to keep." She let the stone fall back into the water. "I've lived away from others, but I still understand how this happens. People love each other into a cage and then they cannot understand why the love stopped singing. Because love is not tamed, it is wild. My father told me once that you cannot keep a wild thing by trapping it. You keep it by being a place it wants to return to."

The stream murmured past us. A water strider tracked across the still surface beyond the inflow.

"I won't pretend it's simple," she went on. "If I'm honest, there is a part of me that wants you only for myself. That wants to be greedy. That sees you with Claire and wants to bare its teeth. I feel it. I feel it sharp." A faint smile. "I just won't obey it."

"Why not?"

"Because smothering the best thing that has ever happened to me would be a way of killing it. And because I love you enough to want you whole. Not only the part that fits in my hand." She drew her knees up out of the water. "You and Claire have a bond. I've watched it grow all summer. In the harvest, at her table, with DJ. That bond is real and it is good, and I have no wish to break it. It would be like snapping a living branch because I hadn't planted it."

She found my eyes and held them. There was no hurt in her face that I could find, but something steadier than that. Something she'd made her peace with.

"'Love one another,'" Scout said, "'but make not a bond of love. Let it rather be a moving sea between the shores of your souls. Fill each other's cup, but drink not from one cup.'"

"Who are you quoting?" I asked.

"Gibran. Kahlil Gibran." She laughed softly. "My father disdains him. He says Gibran is sentiment dressed as wisdom. But I adore him. I found a copy of The Prophet in a used bookstore in Port Angeles for fifty cents, and I keep it by my bed the way Father keeps Marcus Aurelius by his. We are different that way too. He wants his philosophy with armor on. I want mine with the armor off."

"Two solitudes," I said.

"Rilke. You remembered."

"I haven't thought about much else."

"Protecting and bordering and greeting each other." She nodded. "Love is not a fence, Thomas. It doesn't work by enclosure. I told you that and I meant it."

She reached over and took my hand under the water.

"So this is what I'm telling you, plain and clear. If you love Claire, then love her. Love her as well and as truly as you're able. I will not ask you to choose, and I will not ask you to give anything up, and I will not stand at the edge of your life with my teeth bared, guarding my property."

"Scout..."

"I ask only two things." She held up her hand the way her father did when a thing was important. "That you respect my dignity. And that you are never false with me about what you feel. If your feelings for me change, you tell me. You don't perform an affection you no longer have just to spare me. A love that's acted is worse than an honest absence. I would rather you walk away than pretend. Can you give me that?"

I looked at her, waiting for my answer. She was twenty-one, but it was me that felt out of my depth.

"I know how I feel about you, but not about us," I admitted. "Not fully. I'm still trying to untangle it. You're asking me to be honest and the honest answer is that I don't know what's inside of me."

"I know." There was a gentleness in it that almost undid me. "That's the thing, Thomas. I think Claire and I may know your heart better than you do."

She squeezed my hand tightly, almost painfully.

"You'll find your way to it. And until you do, I'm content to wait. I'm content to share what there is to share. That isn't me giving anything up. I want you to understand that. It isn't me settling for a portion. It's me refusing to crush a living thing in my fist."

I didn't know how to reply so I pulled her against me and held her, the cold water running past us both, the sun hot on our shoulders, and for a long time neither of us said anything at all. There was nothing that needed saying. She had said all of it, even if I was still trying to understand it.

We were still sitting like that when Grace's white RAV4 nosed into the clearing by the pond. The horn gave two cheerful beeps. Grace leaned out the window and waved excitedly.

"Don't mind me!" she hollered. "Don't stop on my account!"

She climbed out, kicked off her shoes, and pulled her shirt over her head as she walked toward the water, casually shedding her clothes.

Grace hit the pond in a flat dive and came up halfway across, swam to where we sat in the shallows, and planted herself beside Scout, dripping and grinning. Grace rested her head on Scout's shoulder like she'd been doing it her whole life. Scout patted her cheek as they grinned at each other.

I marveled at their friendship. Four months ago these two had not even met. Scout, raised half-wild in the woods on Shakespeare and venison. Grace, a city kid with her tattoos and her RAV4 and her secrets. They had no business fitting together, yet here Grace was, cheek on Scout's wet shoulder, and Scout's arm around her without a thought, the two of them easy as sisters.

"How was the bakery?" I asked.

Grace's head came up. Her whole face lit up.

"Okay so. Today was huge." She wiped water from her eyes. "I brought Irma a batch of yakgwa this morning. Just as a gift, you know, thank-you-for-the-job kind of thing. And she tried one and she got this look. And then she ate a second one. And then she goes, 'Grace. We are going to sell these.'"

"She didn't," Scout said.

"She did! So we spent the whole day on it. Made like six batches, tried different shapes because the traditional flower mold is gorgeous, but we wanted something unique. Something from Port Chasten. So we tested some shapes that reflected the area. And we put samples out on the counter, free, just to see."

Grace was talking with her hands now, water flying with each excited gesture.

"Dude, people lost their minds. This one old guy ate four samples and asked when he could buy a whole box. A whole box! Of yakgwa! In Port Chasten!"

"That's wonderful, Grace. Really."

"I have a box in the car for you two to try. Different shapes. I need honest opinions, like not nice opinions." She pointed a finger at each of us. "And there's a box for Scout to take to Abner, and a box for you to give to Claire and DJ. It's all market research." She said the phrase with enormous satisfaction. "Market. Research."

Scout laughed and squeezed her. "We're honored to be your test subjects."

"You should be. This is gonna be a thing, sis. I can feel it." Grace tipped her head back and let the sun hit her face, water beading on her skin. "I'm telling you. Ever since I started parking in Thomas's driveway, everything's been going my way. The job, the bakery, this. It's like the universe finally clocked in. I'm fucking unstoppable, yo."

"Unstoppable," Scout agreed solemnly.

"Damn right." Grace flicked water at me. "Say it, Thomas."

"You're unstoppable," I said.

"Louder."

"You're unstoppable, Grace Kim!"

She whooped and slid off into deeper water, floating on her back with her arms spread wide, the late sunlight gold across the whole pond. Scout's hand found mine under the water again and held it, and I thought yet again that I had somehow stumbled into a life I didn't deserve and couldn't fully explain, and that I would do almost anything not to lose a single piece of it.
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Two days later, my phone woke me in the morning. I blinked in confusion at Grace's name on the screen. Seeing it wasn't right because Grace was at the bakery by four-thirty and never called during a shift.

"Grace?"

"Thomas. Sorry to call so early. Uh, I need help."

Her voice was tight in a way I'd never heard from her, the flat voice of someone holding themselves very still.

"What's wrong?"

"My car's gone."

"Gone how?" I asked.

"Towed. I was stacking baking sheets when I saw them dragging it down the road. I ran after them screaming, but they totally ignored me. It's like... Fuck! They took my car, Thomas." A shaky breath. "Everything's in it. Everything I own."

"I'm coming. Stay at the bakery. I'll be there in twenty."

I drove fast getting to Port Chasten. Grace was waiting on the curb out front, still in her flour-dusted apron, arms wrapped around herself in the warm morning as if she was cold.

"Do you know the tow company that took it?"

She nodded and climbed into the truck and handed me a scrap of paper with an address on it. I pulled out toward the highway, heading for the impound lot in Forks.

Grace didn't talk much on the drive. That was the part that scared me. Grace always talked.

"It's just a small town cash grab," I tried, gently. "We'll pay the fee, we'll get it back today. Your car will be fine."

"It's not just the car." She was looking out the window. "It's the goddamn violation. That car is the one thing that's mine. The one thing nobody can..."

She stopped and drew in a shaky breath.

"When I'm in it, I'm safe. And now somebody just took it while I was making donuts."

Grace fell silent, her eyes fixed on the road ahead. I knew she didn't need any more words of comfort. She just needed her RAV4 back.

An hour later, we pulled into Forks. The impound lot sat behind a chain-link fence on the industrial edge of town, rows of seized and abandoned vehicles baking in the morning sun.

The office was a single-wide trailer with a window AC unit dripping onto the gravel. It had just opened for the day. The woman behind the counter was maybe fifty, with reading glasses on a beaded chain. She had the bored competence of someone who dealt with furious people all day.

"Plate number?"

Grace gave it. The woman typed, and I watched the boredom on her face change to a small frown.

"Toyota RAV4? White?"

"That's mine."

The woman frowned harder at her screen. She clicked something, scrolled, clicked again.

"That's... huh." She looked up. "I can't release that one."

"Why not?" I asked. "I'll pay whatever it is. The tow, the storage, the ticket, all of it. Right now."

"It's not a money thing, hon." The woman turned the monitor a few inches, like she was confirming it for herself. "There's a hold on it. A DO NOT RELEASE flag. I don't usually see these."

"What the hell does that mean?" Grace demanded.

"Looks like it's being held in connection with a criminal investigation. Vehicle matches a suspect vehicle in an open case." She looked up, genuinely puzzled. "You know anything about that?"

"A suspect vehicle?" Grace's voice cracked. "In what? I work at a bakery. I sleep in that car. What case?"

"Doesn't say. Just says hold for investigation, do not release, contact the sheriff's office." The woman spread her hands, almost apologetic. "I can't override that. Nobody here can. That's above us. You'd have to take it up with the county."

The county. I felt something cold swell in my chest.

"There's no other detail?" I asked. "No officer's name, no case number we can call?"

"Just a hold code and a date." She pushed her glasses up. "Honestly? I've worked here eleven years. I see maybe two of these a year, and they're, you know, actual crime scenes. We're a secured lot contracted by the sheriff's office, which is why they dragged your car all the way to Forks. I don't know what to tell you. Somebody upstairs wants that car to sit."

"Can I at least get my stuff out?"

"I'm sorry, I can't allow that. A secure lot means it's locked down. That vehicle and everything in it is evidence. Sheriff's orders."

We stood there. There was nothing to do. No fee to pay, no form to sign, no manager to argue with. The system had simply closed around Grace's home and there was no part of it we could reach.

"Come on," I said quietly. "We'll call my lawyer friend Marcus. We'll figure out who put the hold on it."

Grace followed me out into the lot, dazed, looking back once through the chain-link at where her RAV4 sat in a row of cars, sunshades still in the windows, the milk crate of her belongings just visible through the glass.

I had the truck in reverse, my arm over the seat, when she grabbed my wrist.

"Stop."

"What?"

"Stop the truck. Look!"

Grace was staring through the windshield at the lot's fence along the road. A big vinyl banner was zip-tied across the chain-link, the kind a business hangs to show which way the wind blows in a small county.

A campaign banner. Red, white, and blue. A picture of a familiar silver-haired man. Five words in block letters across the bottom.

HARLAN FOSTER FOR COUNTY COMMISSIONER.

The cold unease in my chest spread through my guts like ice.

"Goddamn it," I muttered.

"Thomas." Grace's voice had gone to a whisper. "That day at your cabin. When he came in the Range Rover. Harlan walked over to my car. Remember? He looked at the plates. He stood there and just looked at it. Memorized it."

"I remember."

"He did this. He pointed the damn sheriffs at my car because it was parked by your cabin."

I looked at the banner. At that smiling, untroubled face. I understood it all then, with a clarity that was almost calm.

Harlan had come for my land. For Abner's. For Claire's. And now he'd shown the rest of it, that he would come for anyone who stood near me. Grace had no land, no leverage, nothing he wanted. He'd taken her home anyway, simply because she was my friend. Just to prove he could.

Now he was running for County Commissioner. If he won that office, there would be no end to it.

"What the hell are we going to do?" Grace asked.

I put the truck in gear. I reached over and covered Grace's shaking hand with mine.

"We stick together," I said. "Harlan's fucking with the wrong people. He's about to find that out."


Coming Soon



Harlan Foster has pushed Thomas Harmon to the brink, and the time for defense is over. As threats close in from every side, Thomas must prepare for the final confrontation to protect his sanctuary once and for all.

As danger outside reaches a fever pitch, the quiet refuge of his cabin becomes the heart of a future worth fighting for. Scout's unwavering devotion, Claire's hard-won trust, and Grace's magnetic presence have forged a profound bond that none of them are willing to surrender.

Surrounded by the women standing beside him, Thomas is ready to risk everything. Will they save the home they're building together... or will their hard-won peace be torn apart forever?
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