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★ 1 ★

The Rambler’s headlights caught a scrap of paper nailed to a tree, a handwritten sign: REPENT. Darkness swallowed it, and Anna was left with the feeling she was surely on the road to perdition. God knew it was dark enough. Her high beams clawed the grass on the left side of the narrow lane, plowing a furrow so green it looked unnatural: neon green, acid green.

At least it’s in color, she thought sourly. Everything she knew—or imagined she did—about Mississippi had been gleaned from grainy black-and-white television footage of the civil rights movement in the sixties.

Her worldly goods in a U-Haul, a shrieking Piedmont in a cat carrier, and an ever-faithful, if occasionally disgusting, hound drooling on her thigh, she’d driven straight through from Mesa Verde National Park in Colorado. Twenty-two hours. And she’d done it the old-fashioned way: without drugs. Caffeine didn’t count, and six hours north of Dallas-Fort Worth it had quit having any appreciable effect. A marathon drive seemed the lesser of two evils if one was to be a night in a motel room with Piedmont.

Anna poked a finger through the wire door of the carrier buckled into the passenger side of the bench seat. Taco, the black lab she’d inherited after she’d killed her dear friend and Taco’s mistress, insisted on squashing his seventy-five pounds between her and the cat. Wearily celebrating this sign of life from his mistress, he brushed his rubbery tail over her wrist where she reached across him. Piedmont wouldn’t even bat at her finger. Eyes squeezed shut, he howled.

“We’re almost there,” she said plaintively. “Don’t you want to rest your throat?” Taco’s tail thumped. Piedmont yowled.

“Suit yourself.” Anna rolled down the window in the hope that the wind would ameliorate the wailings. Her eyes burned. It was too early and too late. It was pitch dark. It was April 15. She hadn’t paid her income taxes, and she was in Mississippi. Only a thin and cracking veneer of civilization kept her from taking up Piedmont’s lament.

Another hand-printed sign, this one riddled with bullet holes, flashed out of the night: REPENT. FINAL WARNING. Ten miles back, Anna’d started having a bad feeling. Now it was worse. This was not at all what she’d expected the fast track to look like.

At forty-five, she’d finally heeded the ticking of her bureaucratic clock. The appeal of living out her dotage on a GS-9 field ranger’s salary had begun to wane. Time had come to plan for the day she’d no longer want to sleep on the ground, swing a pulaski or argue with violent unsavory types. Promotions were not easily had in the National Park Service. First, one had to scour the pink sheets for a job opening one GS level above that currently held. Then one had to have, or fake, the KSAs—knowl—edge, skills and abilities—called for in the desired position. What made a good ranger at Kenai Fiords might be totally useless at Appomattox Courthouse.

That done, one sent in the application. The government  then fiddled around in mysterious ways until half the hopefuls died of old age or went on to other jobs. With luck and timing, an offer eventually came.

Given the givens, it wasn’t a good career move to turn a promotion down.

For Anna, the call had come from the Deep South; she had been offered a GS-11 district ranger position in the Port Gibson District of the Natchez Trace Parkway, the section that ran from Jackson to Natchez, Mississippi, ninety miles through the heart of one of the poorest counties in one of the poorest states in the union.

“You’ll feel better when the sun rises,” she promised herself. “Surely the sun rises even in Mississippi.” Taco slathered reassurance on her kneecap.

The air through the window was cool but lacked bite. There’d been snow on the ground when she’d driven down off the mesa above Cortez. Heady scents she didn’t recognize swept the cab free of the odor of stale McDonald’s fries and cat vomit, but they could not clear the head as the scent of pine or rain on the desert did. Smell was primal. This stirred an image deep in Anna’s subconscious. Hunched over the wheel, eyes on the writhing black strip of asphalt, she waited as it struggled up through the layers of fatigue: Dorothy’s poppy field, Toto, the lion, the girl, tumbling down in a narcotic dream on the outskirts of the Emerald City.

Flashes of green, unfurling black; the road had a mystic sameness that was stultifying. Maybe she should have stayed on Interstate 20 to Clinton, Mississippi, as the chief ranger had instructed, instead of following the tortuous directions for a shortcut she’d gotten when she called one of her soon-to-be field rangers in Port Gibson, a jovial fellow who called himself Randy.

She rolled the window up. With the sandman already in hot pursuit, the last thing she needed was a hypnotic. The road coiled around on itself in a hairpin turn. She was going too fast. The U-Haul bore down on the Rambler,  then drifted, slewing the car to the right. She slammed on the brakes. Taco slid to the floor, clawing her leg in a last bid for stability.

The tail was wagging the dog both inside the Rambler and out. Anna stopped fighting the wheel and steered into the skid as if she was on black ice. In the hectic instant that followed, headlights slicing impossible colors from the night, animal caterwauling foretelling the end of the world, it crossed her mind that black ice was a thing of the past. What would replace it in the way of hazard and adventure, she had yet to find out.

Soundlessly, painlessly, the trailer left the road, dragging the rear wheels of the Rambler with it. The coupled vehicles came to a stop with nary a bump. The car tilted unpleasantly and the red-lighted trailer in the rearview mirror held a drunken pose.

“Everybody okay?” Anna’s voice shook, and she was glad only furry and therefore sympathetic ears were there to hear. Taco scrabbled up onto the seat, his untrimmed nails doing the aging vinyl no favors. The engine had died. Anna rested her head on the steering wheel. Regardless of the situation, it was good to be still. Silence, after twenty hours of radio, trucks, tapes and the high-pitched whine of rubber on pavement, hit like the first drink on an empty stomach.

Something warm and wet and vile penetrated her ear, and she remembered she was a dog owner. “Two seconds,” she begged.

The tongue insinuated itself into her armpit and Anna gave up. Having pulled the leash from under the cat carrier, she fought the usual battle to overcome the dog’s joy at a potential walk long enough to clip it to his collar. “Me first,” she insisted, and in a fit of good manners Taco waited till she’d slid clear and stood on shaky legs before bounding out the driver’s door. The leash slipped from fingers numbed from too long clutching the wheel, and the black lab loped off toward the taillights of the U-Haul.

“Don’t go chasing ’coons or whatever the hell dogs chase down here,” she muttered. Outside the car, silence was shattered. Stunned by the sheer magnitude of sound, Anna leaned on the door and listened. A chorus, a choir, a nation of frogs sang from darkness curtained close by trees. Wide and deep, the sound chortled, chirped, tickled underfoot, overhead, from every direction. Basso profundo croaks, rough and guttural, were buoyed up by a cacophony of lesser notes.

Big croaks.

Big damn frogs, she thought. Or alligators. She’d seen live free-range alligators a few times when she’d been on assignment on Cumberland Island off the coast of Georgia, but they hadn’t uttered a word in her presence. Without questioning it, she’d come away with the idea gators were dumb. Maybe that wasn’t so. Mississippi had a whole new natural history she would have to learn.

Big frogs, she decided for the moment, and turned to follow in Taco’s paw prints, to see what, if any, damage had been done. One step and she was on her butt, amazed and outraged but otherwise unhurt.

Wet grass lay over earth as liquid and slippery as warm Jell-O. A good surface to take a fall on. A foul surface to try and pull an over-loaded trailer off of—or out of, as the case might be.

Using the door, she pulled herself upright. Slipping and grabbing in a parody of a vintage Jerry Lewis routine, she made it around the Rambler’s hood and onto the asphalt. By the glare of the headlights she saw she was covered from the elbows down in caramel-colored liquid. Taco padded up next to her, grinning in idiotic doggie bliss. “We’re not in the desert anymore, Taco,” she said, paraphrasing Dorothy’s observation as she wrenched open the passenger door to fumble under the seat for a towel and a flashlight.

Piedmont had not stopped complaining. “You’re getting on my very last nerve,” she warned the cat. He remained unimpressed.

Flashlight and towel in hand, she closed the door on the vocalization of feline suffering. The towel smelled of things that had once been on the inside of the cat and the flashlight beam was only slightly less brown than the Mississippi mud, but it would suffice.

Taco danced like a puppy, though Anna figured him to be five or six at least, then dashed off to the rear of the little caravan, yipping and grumbling as if the news was not good for humans but extremely entertaining for dogs.

Anna followed, her moccasins squishing at each step. Frog music, velvet darkness, and perfumed air all closed around her, and the walk of twenty feet took on a bizarre timelessness. She’d been too long on the road.

At the back of the U-Haul she stopped and stared. Taco leapt about with glee. “This can’t be right,” she said stupidly.

Caught in the demon eyes of the taillights, a tree, a foot in diameter where it leaned against the bumper, lay over the trailer. Leafy boughs embraced the orange and white metal. Roots poked out of the ground, bent and angry as arthritic hands where the tree had been uprooted by the force of impact. Except there’d been no impact. Nothing but a gentle slide into this oblivion of sentient and predatory plant materials. Had she dozed off behind the wheel? She didn’t think so, but it wasn’t out of the realm of possibility.

Too dull with lack of sleep to do much else, she played her pathetic light over the rear of the trailer. No scrapes, no dents, therefore no impact. Unfortunately, logic had no effect on the tree. A locust, she guessed, twenty-five or thirty feet tall, had her vehicles in a death grip. If she pulled forward, the half-buried roots would act as an anchor and she’d dig herself into the slime. Back, and she’d ram the topmost branches down over the trailer and onto the roof of the car. “Well, shit,” she confided in the dog and stood a moment hoping things would be different. She could  unhitch the trailer, drive off and return for it—or what was left of it—with the proper equipment. Assuming the Natchez Trace Parkway had the proper equipment.

Home was in that white and orange box, and a deep unsettling unease boiled up at the thought of leaving it on the side of a strange road in a strange land.

“Shit,” she reiterated.

Headlights rounded the comer from the direction she’d come. In proper rabbit fashion, she stared into them. Engine noise and the metallic complaint of a derelict truck momentarily quieted the frogs. Fear, not even a thought before, sprang full-blown from some Yankee collective unconscious. James Dickey and Burt Reynolds, Ned Beatty and “squeal like a pig.” Mississippi Burning, “I have a dream,” and chain gangs in the cotton fields. Nothing personal, nothing even secondhand, yet Anna had been fed a nightmare of the rednecked heart of Dixie.

The truck clattered to a stop and was instantly enveloped by a toxic cloud of exhaust. A plaid-covered elbow hung out the window. Above it, thrust into the pale beam of Anna’s flash, was a round face under a beat-up ball cap.

“Lady, you look to be in a whole heap of hurt.” The voice was thick, its owner talking around a wad of chewing tobacco the size of a golf ball. Anna blinked, waiting to see if her leg was being pulled or if he really talked that way.

“A whole heap of hurt,” he repeated.

“Looks like it,” she said. Taco wandered back to resume guard dog duties. He leaned against her muddy thigh, beating a canine welcome on the bumper with his tail.

“Hunter?” the moon-pie face asked.

“Tourist,” Anna said, too tired to explain about jobs and transfers.

The man’s pale face split into a laugh, and Anna saw, or thought she saw, streaks of tobacco juice on his teeth.  Her old Colt .357 wheel gun was in the glove box. The thought comforted her as she edged in that direction.

“What did she say, Baby?” a creaking voice cut through the one-sided hilarity.

“Tourist.”

Ancient laughter crackled from the window, leaking around the man Anna could see.

“Not you,” the driver managed, merriment abated. “Your dog. He a huntin’ dog?”

“Tourist,” Anna said again.

“What, Baby?”

“Tourist dog, Daddy.” Much laughter. Anna found herself inclined to join in but was afraid it would turn to hysteria.

“Get on with it, Baby. I got work to do,” came a querulous creaking from the invisible passenger.

The round face sobered, the wad of chaw was more securely stowed in the cheek and “Baby” got down to business. “Daddy wants to know if y’all need a hand.”

By way of reply, Anna shined her failing light on the locust clutching her trailer. The verdant embrace struck her funny bone, comedy of the absurd, and she laughed. “You wouldn’t happen to have a chainsaw on you, would you?”

Baby looked at her as if she was a half-wit, then said to the darkness beyond his shoulder: “Lady needs a chainsaw, Daddy.”

Anna heard the unhappy notes of bent metal being forced as the passenger door of the truck opened and closed. Taco whined and wagged. Rummaging noises emanated from the pickup bed, then an old man—somewhere between sixty and biblical—came around the end of the truck, red brake lights lending his shrunken cheeks and spindly silhouette a devilish cast. In his left hand was a chainsaw with a twenty-four-inch blade.

“Whatcher need cut? That tree you backed on into?”

Anna was torn between efficiency and dignity. Efficiency lost. “I didn’t back into it,” she defended herself. “I slid ever so gently into the muck and, bingo, a tree was on me.” Pretty lame, but it was the best she could do.

Daddy nodded. “Loess,” he said, leaving her no wiser. “Melts like sugar. Back the truck up, Baby. You’re just an accident waitin’ to happen. Back on up now,” he admonished sharply as the younger man started to pull ahead. “Git those headlights on the job. You know that.”

Gears grated, meshed, and the truck lumbered back till the headlights threw the old man, the trailer and the tree into garish relief. Anna shaded her eyes from the glare and watched as, one-handed, Daddy drop-started the chainsaw and began cutting away the locust, smaller branches first. Baby, out of the truck so Anna could see the full effect, wore overalls over a plaid shirt and heavy boots. As his father cut, he swamped, hauling away the branches, some as big around as Anna’s leg. Early on she offered to help but was warned she’d get herself “all over poison ivy” and so desisted. Pride was one thing, poison ivy quite another. She’d had it once and counted herself among the sadder but wiser girls.

The tree was quickly disposed of. A chain, appearing from the same rubble of necessities that had camouflaged the chainsaw, was hooked around the Rambler’s bumper, and fifteen minutes start to finish, Baby and Daddy had Anna back on the road. Sensing an offer of money would be offensive, she thanked them by volunteering information about herself, an intellectual breaking of bread to indicate trust and a willingness to share as they had shared their time and strength with her.

“I got a job on the Natchez Trace,” she told them after giving her name. “I’m working for the Park Service there in Port Gibson.” She was careful not to mention she was in law enforcement. Either it made people feel as if they had to take a stand on the gender issue or it inspired them to relate every story they’d ever heard where a cop had done somebody dirt. Still, Baby and Daddy looked blank.

“The Trace there by Port Gibson?” Daddy said at last. The old man leaned on the front of the pickup, the single working headlight shining past his scrawny red-cotton-covered chest in a rural depiction of the sacred heart painting that hung in the hall of Mercy High, where Anna had attended boarding school. “Then what’re you doing in these parts beside getting yourself stuck?”

It was Anna’s turn to look blank. “Going to the Natchez Trace?” she asked hopefully.

“Nope,” Daddy said.

“You’re going nowhere,” Baby added helpfully.

“That’s pretty much it,” Daddy confirmed.

“One of the rangers I talked to on the phone said this was a shortcut.”

Daddy and Baby found that inordinately amusing. Gratitude was fading, but Anna hadn’t the energy to replace it with anything but pathos so she maintained her good cheer. At least outwardly.

“What you want is Highway 27 out of Vicksburg,” Baby told her, and aimed a stream of tobacco juice politely the other way. “Where you’re at starts out as Old Black Road and ends up as nothing down on the river. It’s where me and Daddy goes fishing. All’s down there is moccasins and mosquitoes.”

“I must have read the directions wrong,” Anna said.

“Way wrong. Those old boys was having a joke and you were it,” Daddy said succinctly. “You go on a couple miles’n you’ll see a place to turn around. Then you go back the way you come twenty miles or so. You’ll find 27. If you hit the interstate, you gone too far.”

Anna thanked them again. They waited. She waited. Then she realized they weren’t leaving till they saw her safe in her car and on her way. Having loaded Taco, she climbed in the Rambler and pulled back into the twisted night.

Daddy was right. She’d not misread the directions; she’d followed them to the letter. One of her rangers wasn’t  anxious to see her arrive: Randy Thigpen, a GS-9 field ranger she’d be supervising. Anna wished she could dredge up some surprise at the petty betrayal, but she was too old and too cynical. Nobody involved in the hiring process had come right out and said anything, and in these days of rampant litigation and gender skirmishes, they wouldn’t dare. But she’d heard the subtext in the pauses. There’d never been a female law enforcement ranger on the far southern end of the Trace, and there’d never been a female district ranger in any of the nine districts and four hundred fifty—odd miles of the parkway. It had been unofficially deemed too conservative, too old-fashioned for such an alarming development. From the gossip she’d picked up, she was hired because she was known to have an “edge.” She was an experiment. They would find if she was to be a cat among the pigeons or the other way around. The “old-fashioned” people, Anna had thought, would be the park visitors. Randy Thigpen evidently wanted to carry the experiment into the office.

Jump off that bridge when you come to it, she told herself.

 

When she finally found her way onto the Trace, the sun was rising and, with it, her spirits. The vague picture she’d formed in her mind of a bleak and dusty place, overfarmed by sharecroppers, dotted with shacks and broken-down vehicles, was shattered in a rainbow brilliance of flowers. “Wake up, Taco,” she said, nudging the beast with her knee. “Hang your head out the window or something useful. The place looks like it’s been decorated for a wedding.”

The Natchez Trace Parkway, a two-lane road slated, when finished, to run from Nashville, Tennessee, to Natchez, Mississippi, had been the brainchild of the Ladies’ Garden Clubs in the South. Besides preserving a unique part of the nation’s past, the federal government  had believed, building the Trace would pump money, jobs and a paved road into what was then a depressed area. Unlike other scenic parkways, such as the Blue Ridge in Tennessee or the John D. Rockefeller Jr. National Parkway in Wyoming, the Trace would not be based on spectacular scenery but would conserve the natural and agricultural history of Mississippi. It would follow and, where possible, preserve the original trail made through the swamps and forest by Kentucks, entrepreneurs out of what would become Kentucky, walking back home after rafting goods down the Mississippi to be sold at the port in Natchez, and by the outlaws who preyed upon them, by Indians trading and warring and finally by soldiers of the Union Army bent on bringing the South to heel.

This morning no ghost of the violence remained. Mile after mile, the road dipped and turned gracefully through rich fields, grassy meadows, shoulders bright in red clover, daffodils, pink joe-pye weed and a water-blue flower Anna didn’t recognize. Dogwood blossoms winked through the spring woods. Purple wisteria, vines covering trees fifty feet high, draped to the ground. Red bud trees added crimson patches. Carolina jasmine, yellow falls of blooms, draped over fences and downed timber. And there was no traffic. Not a single car coming or going. The dreamlike quality of the frog-song-filled night was carrying over into the light of day.

After twelve miles of garden beauty, the road widened briefly into four lanes and Anna saw the sign for Rocky Springs Campground.

“We’re home,” she told the animals. The words sounded mocking, though she’d not meant them that way. Mississippi was about as far from home as Anna had ever been, if not in miles, then in mind.




★ 2 ★

 Anna had no trouble finding her house. Randy Thigpen hadn’t been the only one to give directions. Those of the Chief Ranger John Brown Brown, based in Tupelo, Mississippi, one hundred sixty miles north of Anna’s district, had provided her with a more accurate map: first left after the campground entrance, first house on the right. To Anna’s tired mind, it sounded not unlike the directions to Never-Never Land.

As promised, on the right was the park employee housing, two identical brick structures. Long and low, built in the sixties with windowed fronts, they resembled dwarf school buildings with carports on one end. In the carport of house number one was a white patrol vehicle sporting a green stripe. According to John B. Brown, the keys to the car, the house and the ranger station would be atop the left front tire. Rangers the country over were so trusting it was touching. Anna hoped that would never change. That the members of the law enforcement agency boasting the highest average level of education also retained the highest level of faith in their fellows was an indication that  things were not as bad as the media would like people to believe.

Anna parked, emancipated Taco, muttered unheeded promises of succor to the ever-shrieking Piedmont and went to retrieve the keys to her new kingdom.

Wooden beams, painted barn red, cramped the low-roofed carport. Every joist, junction, every crevice where wall met upright or upright met roof, was festooned in ragged gray-white. Spiderwebs, an immodest, immoderate, unseemly number of spiderwebs. Keeping her hands and arms close to her sides lest she inadvertently brush one of her neighbors onto her person, Anna peered into the web-fogged shadows. Seven of the nearer webs held visible arachnids. One of these was the size of a half dollar, bigger if one looked with the imagination and not the eyes. Anna had come to terms with tarantulas of the Southwest. She’d made every effort to refrain from annoying them. In turn, they stayed sedately on the ground. They did not drape one’s comers and drop down one’s collar.

Soon, in this carport, there would be serious harassing of wildlife. Having looked carefully before thrusting her hand into the dark, she snatched the keys off the tire and fled back to the sunshine.

She was of two minds about the house. Compared with her tower in Mesa Verde, it was completely lacking in charm. Compared with much of the Park Service housing she’d inhabited, it was palatial. The floors were hardwood, the walls white. There was a bath and a half that appeared clean and serviceable, and three small bedrooms, only two of which she was allowed to use. Exhibiting true governmental logic, the NPS was willing to rent her the house at the slightly lower monthly rate of a two-bedroom if she promised she wouldn’t use bedroom number three. “Not even for storage?” she’d asked. Not even for storage.

Those not employed by the parks might well ask: “Who would know?” Those with the Park Service for any  length of time knew everybody knew everything all the time. Information traveled by gossip, innuendo and osmosis. Probably employees in the Port Gibson District—if not everybody from Natchez to Nashville—already knew more about her than a shrink or a priest would discover in a lifetime of revelations.

The kitchen was small, with white counters and a linoleum floor. Over the sink was a view of her backyard, a weedy mowed area divided by a broken clothesline and hemmed in on two sides by an apparently impenetrable wall of trees. Not the tidy spaced trees of the water-poor Four Corners area, forests where one could stroll and contemplate the serenity of nature, but a tangled, creeping wall of life. Trees tied to vines laced with Spanish moss formed a curtain of green that dropped to the ground. There shrubs took over. Her backyard looked not so much planted as carved from the forest and mightily defended by repeated mowing. Just such country had the original Trace been cut through with no tools but those a man could carry on his back.

Had Anna been rested, she might have been more appreciative of the feat. As it was, she just wondered why they hadn’t stayed home.

On the counter by the refrigerator was a five-gallon plastic container of store-bought water with a Post-it note on it. She plucked the note off and held it to the light. Somewhere between forty-three and forty-five her eyesight had changed. That, or small print had grown insidiously smaller. “The water here won’t kill you but that’s all the good I can say of it. Welcome to the Trace. Steve Stilwell, DR, Ridgeland.”

Stilwell. Anna remembered one of the many new names thrust upon her over the telephone during the past month. Stilwell was the district ranger in Ridgeland, the section of the Natchez Trace north of Jackson, about forty-five miles from Rocky Springs. He’d been doing double duty, his district and hers, till she came on board.  Steve Stilwell, she was prepared to like. She had spent too many years in the desert not to feel kindly toward a man offering water.

A flicker of movement caught her eye, and she wandered into the dining area, the short leg of the L-shaped living room. On the wall near the windows overlooking the backyard were two shockingly green lizards, each about four inches long. For a moment she watched them doing push-ups as they gauged the distance between themselves and this intruder.

“If you eat spiders, I’ll ask Piedmont to let you live,” she told them. Saying the cat’s name reminded her of her responsibilities.

Having rescued the orange tiger cat from the Rambler, she established him, a litter box, food and water in one of the back bedrooms, opened the door of his carrier and shut the door to the hall to let him acclimatize to one small piece of real estate at a time.

Back in the living room, she realized she had no idea where she was headed. The U-Haul had her goods locked up and, at the moment, she hadn’t the energy for moving heavy objects. Food would help but she had none and no clear idea of where to get any. It was too early to call anybody and ask questions, too late to go to bed.

Taco bounded into the house, mud on his jaws where he’d tried to enjoy a little Mississippi cuisine. Anna decided to walk the dog. A tedious task but one that always made her feel appreciated. With Taco carefully leashed—she didn’t want to be seen breaking the rules her first day on the job—she walked down the short spur where park housing was located. The day was already warm and promising to get warmer. Soft, damp air swaddled and embraced. She missed the light, indifferent caresses of the mountain breezes. To her right was the Trace. Just off of it, introducing the campground area, was a small brick building with public toilets and, she had been told, a tiny office for the Rocky Springs ranger.  Because of budget cuts, two of the ranger positions in the Port Gibson District would go unfilled. The Rocky Springs office would stand empty. Anna’s office at District Headquarters was twenty miles south in Port Gibson. Taco pulled left toward where the road forked. The campground was to her right. What lay straight ahead, she had no idea.

Too tired for adventures, she chose the known and allowed Taco to drag her toward the campground. Rocky Springs camp was laid out in a loop. A narrow asphalt road circled a wooded area several acres in size. Camps, cleared areas with grills and picnic tables, were located on both sides of the road. Two brick buildings housing toilets sufficed for the amenities. Though it was a medium-sized campground by NPS standards, the crush of trees made it seem intimate.

Incognito in civilian clothes, with Taco for cover, she wandered unimpeded past several RVs and a small silver Airstream with Michigan plates. Campers were quiet at this hour, sleeping or standing dully over wood fires, coffee cups clasped reverently to their bosoms. Birds, none of which Anna could see in the dense canopy of leaves, discussed the situation in hushed warblings.

Feeling mildly rebellious, she let Taco off his leash. The retriever loped off to a deserted campsite and stuck his nose into something she was sure she didn’t want to know about. Enjoying not being in an automobile and not traveling any faster than the gods intended, she continued on without him.

Near the top of the loop, where the road curved to the left out of sight, a strange phenomenon brought her out of the meditative state. In the shallow ditch between the asphalt and the inner circle of camps, a stone the size of a large cantaloupe was moving, bobbing as if it rode atop bubbling waters.

Thinking again about the need to get her eyes examined, she left the road for the mowed grass on the shoulder. After she had walked a yard or two, the rock resolved itself into a more logical form. An armadillo was rooting through the grass in search of its breakfast. No stranger to these marvelous beasts, Anna had seen them in the Guadalupe Mountains, where she’d been a ranger once upon a time. On the Trans Pecos, they were fondly referred to as “Texas speed bumps.” There was even a joke made for them: Why did the chicken cross the road? To show the armadillo it could be done. The animals were slow, nearsighted and not terribly bright. The armor they’d evolved to defend themselves was no match for speeding automobiles. This was the first one Anna could remember seeing alive.

An old alcoholic’s tale said that, when sneaked up on and surprised, the compact little animals would jump straight up, sometimes as much as four feet. Having nothing she’d rather do, Anna decided to see if it was true.

Careful to stay directly behind the creature and to walk as quietly as she could—she’d never heard armadillos had keen hearing but this one had big ears and nature was usually a practical mother—she followed the animal in its single-minded grub seeking. Inch by inch she closed the gap between them. Her plan was simple, as befitted the gravity of the experiment and the fogged state of her intellect. When close enough, she would lunge, grab its tail, yell “Jump!” and see if it complied.

There is no Zen like the Zen of the predator. The world narrowed to the scope of the hunt. By the time the armadillo had nosed and waddled around the bend in the road, Anna was less than thirty-six inches from the gray and scaly hindquarters. She’d geared herself for the leap into scientific discovery when a voice blasted into her consciousness.

“Them’s not very good eatin’.”

The world shifted and Anna found herself back in the big picture. Finally wised-up, her armadillo scuttled ahead, winning back the ten yards Anna had so cunningly  eaten up. Disappointment turned to irritation in the time it took her to turn her head toward the interrupter, and irritation vanished in amazement in the blink of an eye.

The man who had frightened away her beastie was a Confederate soldier: his crumpled gray cap looked as if it had seen more than one campaign, and his gray button-front trousers, worn and sweat-stained, were held up by suspenders, the trouser legs stuffed into battered black boots. The hallucination didn’t stop with the soldier. Behind him, two tents, old and made of canvas, were pitched around a central fire, where a couple more soldiers, sleeves rolled to greet the coming heat, a day’s growth of beard darkening their chins, drank coffee out of tin pannikins. One wore a saber at his belt. Three rifles, manufactured early in the nineteenth century but clean and oiled, leaned against an old wooden tucker box. Above the tents flew a Confederate flag, and a smaller flag, white with a red bar along one side, a blue canton with a white star and what looked like a magnolia tree.

“Whoa,” Anna said.

“You wanting a little breakfast?” the soldier asked politely. He drawled. Not the tobacco-juice sort of drawl Anna’d heard when Daddy and Baby talked, but a genteel, Rhett Butler kind of a drawl that was in keeping with the captain’s insignia on his cap.

“No,” Anna managed. “I was ...” Suddenly her experiment seemed too hard to explain to an army man of any stripe. Or era. “I was just watching him. I wasn’t going to eat him.”

The soldier looked at her long and hard. “You’re not from around here, are you, girl?”

“Not really,” Anna admitted. Taco appeared from the woods to slobber on her thigh.

“Hunter?”

This time Anna was prepared. “Just an overgrown lap dog.”

“Let us give you a cup of coffee?”

Anna followed him into the Civil War and was treated to good coffee in a tin cup that burned her hands. Her costumed campers were re-enactors. She’d heard the term now and again but had never appreciated the scope or the enthusiasm with which the hobby was pursued. In fact the word “hobby” was met with polite outrage, as if she’d suggested to an Orthodox Jew that reading the Torah was a nice pastime.

The soldier who had ended her game with the armadillo was Jimmy Williams, a tax lawyer with a firm in Jackson. The other two referred to him as Captain Williams or “Cap.” His lieutenants—this camp was conspicuously devoid of privates—were Ian McIntire, a Honda salesman from Pearl, and Leo Fullerton, a Baptist minister from Port Gibson.

Captain Williams suited the role of a soldier: lean and strong-looking with thick brown hair just beginning to show a salting of age. Though Anna put him at around fifty, his youthful body, married to a face creased with the kind of wrinkles only the sun can scour into flesh, gave him an ageless look. The Honda salesman was a different story. Ian McIntire would look more at home in a suit, preferably seersucker, and a tie. Probably of an age with Jimmy Williams, he had hair that was white, cut short and bristling like hoarfrost in the morning sun. Joviality oozed from him. His belly was round, his face oval and fleshy, his eyes bright St. Nick blue and his smile boyish. When he laughed, and that was often, the laughter was high-pitched yet pleasant. The kind of laugh actors love; one so infectious others must laugh along with it.

Reverend Leo Fullerton was the youngest, mid-thirties at a guess. Dark hair, low over deep-set eyes, and a wide mouth set above a long chin lent his face a crushed and cruel aspect. His left eye was crossed and it was hard to tell where he was looking. But for a bit of a paunch, he was a powerfully built man.

A ludicrous assortment for Civil War soldiers, Anna  thought. Then it came home to her that soldiers in every civil war were just merchants and boys, thieves and laborers, husbands and bankers.

While Ian brought her a three-legged stool, the captain insisted she take a doughnut, fried that morning and liberally dusted with powdered sugar. Southern hospitality evidently was not a myth. The lieutenant reverend was the only member of the group who was standoffish, but it seemed due more to natural shyness than any malice.

With the unselfconscious delight of boys, they told her the history of the Jeff Davis Avengers, a ragtag company of rebels formed in Port Gibson near the end of the war, when Grant was wringing the last drop of resistance from a besieged Vicksburg. Begrudgingly, they admitted there were no records of the Avengers ever doing battle, but to a man, they were absolutely convinced those long-dead civilian soldiers of Port Gibson had been instrumental in the war.

“Covert Ops” popped into Anna’s head, but she knew she couldn’t say it with a straight face. Out of deference to this singular passion of her hosts, she kept her mouth shut.

Each item in camp was lovingly described: the iron skillets, the cooking tripod, the rifles. The good reverend must have had the strongest curatorial instincts of the three. When conversation moved to artifacts that they, as re-enactors, were breathing new life into, he became animated. It was a mildly alarming transformation. His slash mouth, too wide for his teeth, giving them a spiky feral aspect, might have come across as excited in another man but had a manic feel when manifest by the preacher.

“These things aren’t just old stuff, junk,” Leo said as he brought one of the rifles over to where Anna sat. “These are the actual weapons those boys carried. They were bought new by somebody’s daddy or uncle.” He pulled open the breach and looked to see if the rifle was loaded. “They were used for squirrel, deer, bear. Put food on the table. Then along comes the war and these boys stand to  lose everything. I mean everything—not just a little blood and time like the North. A way of life, everything they stood for, believed, everything they owned. So out comes the squirrel gun and they go out knowing they’ll be shooting boys like themselves.”

He was standing too close, towering. The rifle was at eye level to Anna, deadly wood and metal bulk held in the blunt hands of an excited stranger. Anna’s skull bones began to feel fragile. Evincing a sudden need to stretch, she stood and put some distance between herself and this son of the Confederacy.

As Leo Fullerton had been revving up, Ian and Jimmy had been growing twitchy. A strained look passed between them, and Captain Williams tossed half a cup of coffee he’d just poured for himself into the campfire as if trying to interrupt the preacher’s flow. Maybe Fullerton was prone to psychotic breaks when faced with modern-day Yankees in his Civil War ideal. Anna’d heard somewhere that the South didn’t lock up the insane, but integrated them into the fabric of everyday society.

“You’d think there’d be more pieces left,” Leo said. “But not pristine, not like this. This came with its own history. This was a Union soldier’s weapon till I got it. A fella from Connecticut fought right here. Right here,” he reiterated.

Williams had begun shifting his weight from foot to foot, like a man who wanted to pace, to stalk, but wasn’t letting himself. Trained to watch hands when uncomfortable with her fellow men, Anna noted his fingers were flicking occasionally: aborted movements, as if he restrained himself from reaching out to grab somebody.

Reverend Fullerton aimed the rifle at an imaginary foe, and the captain laughed, loud and hollow, the stage laugh of a bad actor.

“Easy there, Leo. The lady doesn’t want to watch you win back the South.” Williams stepped around the campfire and clapped Fullerton on the back with a little too much force for mere conviviality.

“Are you interested in history?” Leo Fullerton asked Anna in the manner that lets one know a reply in the negative will be construed as proof of idiocy.

She was saved from answering by Ian. “What brings you to these parts?” He forced a change of subject. “Down for the pilgrimage?”

Other than Mecca, Anna wasn’t aware of much in the pilgrim line. “I’m the new district ranger on this part of the Trace,” she told them. Abruptly the weather changed, a cold wind blew down from the northward of their opinion. Like comic thieves caught suddenly when the lights are switched on, the three of them froze in tableau.

Anna got a whole lot wearier. “Taco,” she hollered and the dog rose obligingly from where he’d flopped in front of one of the tents. “I’d better get to my unpacking. Thanks for the coffee.”

The psychic equivalent of a nudge passed through the faux soldiers, and they came back to life. Anna departed in a flurry of “Sure you won’t have another cuppa,” “A lady ranger, huh?” and “Welcome to Mississippi.” The tone was too cheery, covering up for bad manners. Or something else she was totally in the dark about.

She took the shortest route back to the road between two Dodge Ram pickup trucks. Plastered on the bumper of one of them was the familiar shape of the rebel flag. Across it was written: HERITAGE, NOT HATE.

As she and Taco walked across the apron of well-worn grass to the asphalt road, a small utility vehicle, a sort of glorified golf cart with the forest-green stripe of the National Park Service on its side, puttered around the bend.

“Frank, meet your new boss,” Ian McIntire hollered, and trotted down the gentle incline to wave the machine and its pilot over. Normalcy had returned. The Civil War re-enactors were again at ease. Anna didn’t know if they’d quickly acclimatized to the appalling phenomenon of a female district ranger or, and this grated on her overtaxed  nerves, decided a lady cop was bound to be sufficiently inept that whatever had struck them dumb at the mention of her avocation was considered safe once again.

A wiry man pushing sixty, Frank had thick red hair devoid of so much as a spattering of gray. He climbed out of the car wearing the familiar relaxed green and gray of an NPS maintenance uniform. The inside of both arms from elbow to wrist were crosshatched with deep scars, as if he’d held onto a bobcat who did not wish to be held onto.

 

Anna introduced herself, and Frank shook hands gingerly.

“So you’re it,” he said as he pulled off his green ball cap and mopped sweat from his face and neck with a wad of paper towels he’d stashed in his hip pocket. “You sure got your work cut out for you. I’m not saying anything against anybody, but there hasn’t been a whole heck of a lot done around here for a month of Sundays.”

“You look like you’re working hard,” Anna said politely.

“Yeah, well, I ain’t law enforcement,” Frank countered. The rift that often existed between the two disciplines was evidently fairly pronounced on the Trace. “All I can tell you is I been trying to raise Randy and Barth for the past ten minutes. Either they got their radios off or they’re playin’ possum somewhere.”

“What’s the problem?” Anna asked because she had to. Being “the boss” put her in a double bind. As law enforcement, one didn’t have the luxury of letting things slide, of looking the other way and letting someone else handle whatever it was needed handling. Now, as a supervisor, she had the added onus of being obliged to look as if she actually cared.

“Dispatch’s had half a dozen calls about an obstruction on the road just this side of Big Bayou Pierre. Sounds like somebody’s cows got loose. Nowadays everybody and his dog’s got a cellular phone and is dialing 1-800-PARK  every time a picnicker breaks a fingernail or somebody gets a flat tire. They don’t stop and help like they used to, they just poke them phone buttons and keep right on driving, feeling as pleased as punch thinking they done the Christian thing.”

“I’ll check it out,” Anna said, not sorry to have something to do since sleeping or moving boxes seemed beyond her capabilities.

Frank headed back to his cart. Anna turned the other way, choosing the short side of the loop for the walk back to her quarters. “Frank,” she called after she’d gone half a dozen steps.

“Yeah?”

“What’s my number?”

“Five-eighty.”

“What’s dispatch?”

“Seven hundred.”

Every park Anna had worked in had the same radio call number system. One hundred was the superintendent. Rangers were in the five hundreds. The numbers went by position, not personality. But after spending a surreal hour in the nineteenth century, she’d felt the need to check lest Mississippi did things differently from the rest of the world.

Fifteen minutes’ digging through cartons freed up her uniform if not her hat. Leather gear, cuffs, badges, service weapon—the symbols of office—were provided by the park where one worked. Anna’d not yet been issued hers. Like most long-term employees, she managed to buy, borrow, and acquire through sins of omission her own gun belt, holster, Kevlar vest and handcuffs. Never had she had the cojones—or the stupidity—to accidentally-on-purpose retain a government-issue Sig-Sauer nine-millimeter handgun.

Enjoying a touch of the good old days before the NPS moved to semi-automatic weapons, she snapped her faithful .357 Colt into the holster.

Before departing to herd illegal bovines, she shut Taco  in the back room with Piedmont. Not because Taco required incarceration, but because, to her surprise, Piedmont had taken a genuine if sarcastic liking to the big lab, and Anna knew it would comfort him to have his friend around to abuse during this time of trial.

Energized by the simple expedient of strapping on her gun—though strapping was no longer involved, it was all done with Velcro—Anna took possession of her new patrol car. It was clean and not more than a year old, a powerful Crown Victoria with a unit on the dash that flashed blue lights: an innovation that served several purposes. More compact than the traditional light bar, it wouldn’t get damaged by low-flying birds and branches and, since it changed the expected police car profile, it made catching speeders easier. The only thing the car lacked was a cage. Mentally, Anna put installing one at the top of her list of things to do. She had no desire to have those she arrested sitting behind her with nothing between her scrawny neck and their hands but goodwill.

“Seven hundred, five-eight-zero, ten-seven,” she called in service.

“Ten-four,” a female voice returned from the dispatcher’s office in Tupelo and: “Welcome to the Natchez Trace.”

“Thanks,” Anna said and cut to the heart of the matter. “Could you tell me where Big Bayou Pierre is located?” She’d forgotten to ask Frank for directions.

“Turn right and drive.”

Getting lost was hard on a north-south road. If Anna stayed too long in Mississippi, her orienteering skills were bound to atrophy.

Until an automobile struck a cow and a litigious citizen filed a lawsuit, animals on the road did not constitute an emergency. Anna drove the specified fifty miles per hour, windows rolled down. Green and blooming, the Trace meandered through woods and open glades. Where red clover did not lay its carpets of crimson, the sides of the  road were neatly mowed to tree line. At mile marker forty-nine the landscape opened into fields: a pasture with horses grazing, a cedar barn weathered to natural gray velvet and, behind it, the unnatural round hill of an Indian mound. This section of the Trace was known as the Valley of the Moon. Anna savored the romance of the words and the world.

More tree-canopied miles of dappled green and sun yellow, then the view opened out again and Anna saw a cluster of cars stopped in the road.

Three in the southbound lane, half a dozen scattered in the northbound, jockeying out from one another as drivers maneuvered for a look at the problem. A handful had done the unthinkable by actually getting out of their vehicles. A truck, once red, now rust, had tried to circumnavigate the obstruction and slid down the bank, where it remained, mired in the mud twenty feet above the bank of Big Bayou Pierre.

What was missing was any sign of livestock. Closer, and Anna saw what had caused the traffic tie-up. A log, maybe ten feet long and a foot or two in diameter, lay across the center line blocking both lanes. A small group of men stood around staring at it, waiting, no doubt, for the ranger to come move it. No trees grew nearby. The log must have rolled off somebody’s trailer.

Turning on her flashers in the faint hope it would keep the next car along from rear-ending her and knocking the collected automobiles into the bayou like so many dominoes, Anna pulled to the side of the road behind the last car in the line.

Out of her patrol car, walking toward the clot of people standing well back from the log, she called: “Go ahead and drag it off.”

There was a moment of stunned silence, then a man in a suit and tie, who looked as if he’d spent most of his adult life eating fried food, laughed and shouted: “We’re waiting for you to drag it off.”

This annoying sally was met with a gust of laughter that Anna didn’t understand till the impromptu crowd parted. The obstruction was not a log but, indeed, livestock of a sort. Blocking the narrow road was the biggest alligator Anna had seen outside a PBS special.

“I see your point,” she admitted, and joined the group staring at the prehistoric monster in their midst. Apparently enjoying the warm asphalt and the attention, the alligator seemed content to stay where he was. If it was a “he.” Anna didn’t know, and wasn’t eager to learn, how one sexed the creatures. The gator had the unformed look of an animal slowly morphing back into elemental mud. The head was as wide as the body. Only the tail looked to be part of a living thing.

Fascinated, Anna moved toward this long leather portion. A black hand closed on her arm. “Stay back,” he warned. “Big as this old fella is, he’s fast. Gators are like lightning. I’ve seen ’em jump a dozen feet like they were shot out of a cannon.”

More standing. More staring. “What’re you going to do?” the deep-fried suit finally asked. “I got to get to work.” This brought on a chorus of like complaints.

“I’m going to stay right here and make sure none of you harasses the wildlife.” Another minute ticked by and Anna relented. “You can throw rocks at him, I guess, as long as they’re small.”

“Ain’t no rocks in Mississippi,” the man in the suit said. “All we got’s mud.”

A quarter of an hour passed and another four cars swelled the ranks before the alligator tired of the company and lumbered off to slide down the embankment and sink himself in Big Bayou Pierre. Traffic cleared. Anna dedicated another half an hour to pulling the truck up the slope with a towline the former district ranger had kindly left in the trunk of the Crown Vic, then the festivities drew to a close.

Calling dispatch to clear herself from the scene, Anna  realized she’d been thoroughly enjoying herself. The sun was warm, the alligator a rare treat, and it appeared that—if nothing else—a stint in Mississippi would give her stories enough for a lifetime.

Despite the fact that she wasn’t officially on duty till the following day, she decided to continue south to the outskirts of the tiny town of Port Gibson, where the ranger station was reputed to be.

As in Mesa Verde, the road had markers at every mile, tasteful four-by-fours painted brown with white numbers and just high enough to rake hell out of a fender if one didn’t watch for them when making traffic stops. The numbers grew lesser as she traveled, and Anna deduced the Trace was marked south to north with mile marker number one in Natchez, where the parkway began.

In Colorado, Anna had taken little notice of mile markers, only using them occasionally when she had to report the precise location of an accident. On the Trace, they were of significant interest. In the flatlands, down in the trees, there were no reliable landmarks. The endless, unchanging, bucolic splendor made one place very like the next. With familiarity would come differentiation, like moms learning to tell their twin offspring apart. Till then she’d have to do it by the numbers.

Several miles south of Big Bayou Pierre and its diminutive neighbor, Little Bayou Pierre, an NPS patrol car was parked on the grass up under the shade of the trees. Coming from the high desert, where even the dirt was fragile, she knew seeing people drive and park on the grass was going to take some getting used to. In this fertile bit of the world, vegetation was one of the sturdiest and most easily regenerated of the natural resources.

There were two possible occupants of the parked car: Randy Thigpen or Bartholomew Dinkin, Anna’s two field rangers. The men with whom she would spend her days, whom she would rely on for assistance and, in a pinch, trust with her life. Thigpen had already made a successful  attempt to lead her astray with bogus directions. Neither Thigpen nor Dinkin had garnered rave reviews from Frank, the Rocky Springs maintenance man, and both had failed to respond to their radios when dispatch needed an alligator wrangler.

The last thing Anna was in the mood for was to suck it up to make a managerial good first impression on either one of them. But to drive by the first day on the job seemed downright unneighborly—or cowardly—and instinct warned her that to appear either could prove disastrous in the long run.

Telling herself her new rangers were probably terrific guys and she was being unjust, condemning them on circumstance, hearsay and a misplaced practical joke, she pulled onto the grass and gunned the engine, enjoying a mild thrill as the powerful car whipped effortlessly up the bank. In classic law enforcement gossip formation, cars nose-to-tail, driver-side windows matched up, Anna put the Crown Vic in park.

Though she didn’t consider the day particularly hot, the windows of the other car were closed and the engine idling—probably running the air conditioner. Five or six seconds elapsed before the window lowered. Long enough to trigger suspicions. The possibilities were many. He could have been dozing, hiding something, zipping his fly, being rude. Anna would never know. But she noted the delay.

“Good morning,” she said. “I’m Anna Pigeon.”

“I heard you were coming tomorrow. ’Bout damn time. Barth and I’ve been running ragged for eight months.”

This, then, was Randy Thigpen. He didn’t look like a man suffering from overwork. For one thing, he was immensely fat. Anna had nothing against fat; some of her best friends were fat. It was fat on people who were expected to run, jump, fight, defend and protect she found to be a dereliction of duty. Other than that, Thigpen was a decent-looking man: late forties or early fifties, thinning  hair a sandy gold-brown color, dark hazel eyes and a spectacular mustache that obliterated his upper lip and the line of his mouth. His voice was easy to listen to: deep with no classic drawl but a slight elongation of vowel sounds.

“Met one of your locals,” Anna said and told him of the alligator.

Thigpen heard her unasked question: Where the hell were you when dispatch called? Rather than looking sheepish or defensive, Anna thought, he looked ever so slightly smug. “I got tied up with a motorist assist down by Mount Locust,” Thigpen said. “I was on my way when I heard you call clear, so I pulled over to run a little stationary radar.”

Beyond him, on the seat, was a paperback novel laid facedown to mark his place and a paper boat filled with biscuit crumbs and squeezed-out honey packets. Anna had called clear six minutes earlier by her dashboard clock. Thigpen had been parked on this knoll considerably longer than that.

“No harm done,” she said easily.

The man seemed displeased by her reaction. Whether he’d been hoping for a row or a piteous whine, she couldn’t guess. Getting neither, he felt the need to gain some psychic ground.

“Alligators are pretty easy to move once you get the knack,” he said.

“Sounds like a useful knack to have in these parts,” Anna replied mildly. “How do you do it?”

“Oh. There’s a number of ways. You learn ’em as you go.”

Thigpen hadn’t the foggiest idea. A good person would have let him off the hook. Anna hadn’t had enough sleep to qualify.

“What’s your favorite?” she asked with genuine interest.

“Mine? Oh, I don’t know...”

“Aw, come on, help a Yankee girl out,” she cajoled.

She could see the gears grinding behind his high, unlined brow. “The best way’s you find a dead chicken. They like chicken. Then you hold it a ways in front of them, and they’ll follow you anywhere, like big old dogs.”

“You do that? You lead them with dead chickens?”

Thigpen nodded.

“Now, that I’d like to see,” Anna said honestly.

Adding a few banalities lest he realize she’d been leading him down the garden path, she took her leave. Time would tell whether or not Randy Thigpen was going to be a supervisor’s nightmare. He clearly wasn’t a dream come true.

The Port Gibson Ranger Station was a low white building set off the west side of the Trace. Asphalt and chain-link fence struggled against some truly fine old pin oaks and nearly succeeded in giving it a soulless governmental look.

The structure was H-shaped, with the hollow parts of the H as open porticos. To the left were garage doors, both open, where maintenance worked on the many machines needed to groom the ninety miles of roadway in the district. To the right was a windowless block, the purpose of which Anna couldn’t guess.

A patrol car was parked in front of the east-facing portico. By process of elimination, she deduced this heralded the presence of Bartholomew Dinkin. Dinkin was a complete blank, and Anna harbored a hope he would inspire more confidence than his compatriot.

Walking quietly from habit, she crossed the concrete and let herself into the ranger station. As she slipped through the door, a blast of cold stale air hit her. Though the day was fine, mid-seventies with a breeze, the air-conditioning was cranked up—or down—till the office hovered at sixty-eight. Cranked was an apt description. The building had not been designed for central air, and two aging window units, poked unattractively through either end of the tunnel-like office, clattered and clunked through their duties.

The staleness comprised two competing elements: grease and super-cooled cigarette smoke. To Anna’s left was a small, untidy office, full of morning sunlight forced through dirty windows. In front of her, in the long dark core of this ungraceful suite, were two old wooden desks butted up against one another so they formed a single surface, chairs on opposite sides, a makeshift partners’ desk.

At the nearer one sat the green and gray lump that had to be Field Ranger Bartholomew Dinkin. He wasn’t as fat as Thigpen, but he was in the running. By the looks of what remained of his breakfast—three sausage biscuit wrappers and two of the cardboard packets used to serve up hash browns—he was competing for the heavyweight title. Dinkin carried the bulk of his weight “behind the counter,” as a shopkeeper in New York had described the phenomenon to Anna. A lot of green polyester-wool blend had been procured to cover the posterior.

At his elbow was an ashtray half full of cold butts. A teensy-weensy ache began behind Anna’s left ear.

Bull by the horns, she thought, and closing the door, moved into her new territory. “Hey,” she warned him of the invasion. “You must be Bartholomew Dinkin. I just met up with Randy up the road a piece.”

Dinkin stood, carefully wiping his mouth, then his fingers, free of sausage grease. That done, he stuck out a meaty paw for Anna to shake.

“I take it you’re the new district ranger,” he said amiably enough.

Dense black hair was sprinkled with wiry white. He wore it close to his skull, the part marked in by the barber’s clippers. His face was lined more by the extra flesh than age. Beyond those drawbacks, Dinkin was an attractive man. His skin deep brown, the tone even and rich, his ears small and close to his head, his teeth crooked but not stained. His most striking feature was his eyes: whites clear and cool, the irises a startling gray-green. Against his  dark skin they appeared luminescent, as though he saw things denied ordinary mortals.

Dinkin offered Anna coffee from a pot on top of a file cabinet behind the door. She accepted and wandered while he waited on her. The office was dirty. Not just old and cluttered, but dirty, as if maintenance had gone on strike. Or given up. The rangers’ desks were elbow deep in flotsam: coffee cups, evidence, candy wrappers, phone messages. Two bulletin boards were completely covered with notes and notices, some yellowed and curling with age. Anna pinched up the corner of a notification of an electrical shutdown at the Mount Locust Historical Site. It was seven years old.

“We were going to get around to organizing those boards,” Bartholomew told her as he set her coffee down on Thigpen’s desk. “But we heard you were ... well we thought that might be a good job for you.”

Anna picked up her coffee. “Why’s that?”

Dinkin sat, he squirmed a little. “You know. You being a woman and all.”

“Ah,” Anna said. She drank her coffee and watched Dinkin.

He began to look uncomfortable. He moistened a fingertip, blotted up biscuit crumbs and carried them to his mouth.

“What’s with the cigarette butts?” she asked, to keep him off balance.

“Randy likes his weed. Way out here where nobody much comes, we sort of make our own rules,” he said referring to smoking in a federal building. It had been a no-no for so long that the policy was no longer even controversial. At least not in most states of the union.

“That happens,” Anna said. “But I expect we’d better move the smoking outside.” Her first executive decision. She waited to see if it was going to cost her. Barth sat a moment, his face unreadable.

“You want to see your office?” he asked abruptly.

“Sure.” Anna put down the coffee, having no idea whether she’d won or lost points in what was clearly going to be a tiresome course in power politics. As she followed him into the second office on the left, she tried without success to remember why she’d wanted to move up into management. She hated leading. She was damned if she was going to follow. As a field ranger in the West that individualism had stood her in good stead.

Now she was going to have to develop people skills.

Anna found herself wishing she was back on the road with the alligator.




End of sample
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