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Prothalamium

Come, all you who are not satisfied as ruler in a lone, wallpapered room full of mute birds, and flowers that falsely bloom, and closets choked with dreams that long ago died!

Come, let us sweep the old streetslike a bride: sweep out dead leaves with a relentless broom; prepare for Spring, as though he were our groom for whose light footstep eagerly we bide.

Well sweep out shadows, where the rats long fed; sweep out our shameand in its place well make a bower for love, a splendid marriage-bed fragrant with flowers aquiver for the Spring. And when he comes, our murdered dreams shall wake; and when he comes, all the mute birds shall sing.
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{1}

Predators




Her body moved with the frankness that comes from solitary habits. But solitude is only a human presumption. Every quiet step is thunder to beetle life underfoot; every choice is a world made new for the chosen. All secrets are witnessed.

If someone in this forest had been watching hera man with a gun, for instance, hiding inside a copse of leafy beech treeshe would have noticed how quickly she moved up the path and how direly she scowled at the ground ahead of her feet. He would have judged her an angry woman on the trail of something hateful.

He would have been wrong. She was frustrated, its true, to be following tracks in the mud she couldnt identify. She was used to being sure. But if shed troubled to inspect her own mind on this humid, sunlit morning, she would have declared herself happy. She loved the air after a hard rain, and the way a forest of dripping leaves fills itself with a sibilant percussion that empties your head of words. Her body was free to follow its own rules: a long-legged gait too fast for companionship, unself-conscious squats in the path where she needed to touch broken foliage, a braid of hair nearly as thick as her forearm falling over her shoulder to sweep the ground whenever she bent down. Her limbs rejoiced to be outdoors again, out of her tiny cabin whose log walls had grown furry and overbearing during the long spring rains. The frown was pure concentration, nothing more. Two years alone had given her a blind persons indifference to the look on her own face.

All morning the animal trail had led her uphill, ascending the mountain, skirting a rhododendron slick, and now climbing into an old-growth forest whose steepness had spared it from ever being logged. But even here, where a good oak-hickory canopy sheltered the ridge top, last nights rain had pounded through hard enough to obscure the tracks. She knew the animals size from the path it had left through the glossy undergrowth of mayapples, and that was enough to speed up her heart. It could be what shed been looking for these two years and more. This lifetime. But to know for sure she needed details, especially the faint claw mark beyond the toe pad that distinguishes canid from feline. That would be the first thing to vanish in a hard rain, so it wasnt going to appear to her now, however hard she looked. Now it would take more than tracks, and on this sweet, damp morning at the beginning of the world, that was fine with her. She could be a patient tracker. Eventually the animal would give itself away with a mound of scat (which might have dissolved in the rain, too) or something else, some sign particular to its species. A bear will leave claw marks on trees and even bite the bark sometimes, though this was no bear. It was the size of a German shepherd, but no house pet, either. The dog that had laid this trail, if dog it was, would have to be a wild and hungry one to be out in such a rain.

She found a spot where it had circled a chestnut stump, probably for scent marking. She studied the stump: an old giant, raggedly rotting its way backward into the ground since its death by ax or blight. Toadstools dotted the humus at its base, tiny ones, brilliant orange, with delicately ridged caps like open parasols. The downpour would have obliterated such fragile things; these must have popped up in the few hours since the rain stoppedafter the animal was here, then. Inspired by its ammonia. She studied the ground for a long time, unconscious of the elegant length of her nose and chin in profile, unaware of her left hand moving near her face to disperse a cloud of gnats and push stray hair out of her eyes. She squatted, steadied herself by placing her fingertips in the moss at the foot of the stump, and pressed her face to the musky old wood. Inhaled.

Cat, she said softly, to nobody. Not what shed hoped for, but a good surprise to find evidence of a territorial bobcat on this ridge. The mix of forests and wetlands in these mountains could be excellent core habitat for cats, but she knew they mostly kept to the limestone river cliffs along the Virginia-Kentucky border. And yet here one was. It explained the cries shed heard two nights ago, icy shrieks in the rain, like a womans screaming. Shed been sure it was a bobcat but still lost sleep over it. No human could fail to be moved by such human-sounding anguish. Remembering it now gave her a shiver as she balanced her weight on her toes and pushed herself back upright to her feet.

And there he stood, looking straight at her. He was dressed in boots and camouflage and carried a pack larger than hers. His rifle was no jokea thirty-thirty, it looked like. Surprise must have stormed all over her face before she thought to arrange it for human inspection. It happened, that she ran into hunters up here. But she always saw them first. This one had stolen her advantagehed seen inside her.

Eddie Bondo, is what hed said, touching his hat brim, though it took her a moment to work this out.

What?

Thats my name.

Good Lord, she said, able to breathe out finally. I didnt ask your name.


You needed to know it, though.

Cocky, she thought. Or cocked, rather. Like a rifle, ready to go off. What would I need your name for? You fixing to give me a story Ill want to tell later? she asked quietly. It was a tactic learned from her father, and the way of mountain people in generalto be quiet when most agitated.

That I cant say. But I wont bite. He grinnedapologetically, it seemed. He was very much younger than she. His left hand reached up to his shoulder, fingertips just brushing the barrel of the rifle strapped to his shoulder. And I dont shoot girls.

Well. Wonderful news.

Bite, hed said, with the northerners clipped i. An outsider, intruding on this place like kudzu vines. He was not very tall but deeply muscular in the way that shows up through a mans clothing, in his wrists and neck and posture: a build so accustomed to work that it seems tensed even when at ease. He said, You sniff stumps, I see.

I do.

You got a good reason for that?

Yep.

You going to tell me what it is?

Nope.

Another pause. She watched his hands, but what pulled on her was the dark green glint of his eyes. He observed her acutely, seeming to evaluate her hill-inflected vowels for the secrets behind her yep and nope. His grin turned down on the corners instead of up, asking a curved parenthetical question above his right-angled chin. She could not remember a more compelling combination of features on any man shed ever seen.

Youre not much of a talker, he said. Most girls I know, theyll yap half the day about something they havent done yet and might not get around to.

Well, then. Im not most girls you know.

She wondered if she was antagonizing him. She didnt have a gun, and he did, though hed promised not to shoot. Or bite, for that matter. They stood without speaking. She measured the silence by the cloud that crossed the sun, and by the two full wood-thrush songs that rang suddenly through the leaves and hung in the air between herself and this man, herprey? No, her trespasser. Predator was a strong presumption.

All right if I just follow you for a while? he asked politely.

No, she snapped. That wouldnt suit me.

Man or boy, what was he? His grin dissolved, and he seemed suddenly wounded by her curtness, like a scolded son. She wondered about the proper tone, how to do that. She knew how to run off a hunter whod forgotten when deer season endedthat was her job. But usually by this point in the conversation, it was over. And manners had not been her long suit to begin with, even a lifetime ago when she lived in a brick house, neatly pressed between a husband and neighbors. She pushed four fingers into her hair, the long brown bolt of it threaded with silver, and ran them backward from her hairline to tuck the unraveled threads back into the braid at her nape.

Im tracking, she said quietly. Two people make more than double the noise of one. If youre a hunter I expect youd know that already.

I dont see your gun.

I dont believe Im carrying one. I believe were on National Forest land, inside of a game-protection area where theres no hunting.

Well, then, said Eddie Bondo. That would explain it.

Yes, it would.

He stood his ground, looking her up and down for the longest while. Long enough for her to understand suddenly that Eddie Bondoman, not childhad taken off all her layers and put them back on again in the right order. The dark-green nylon and Gore-Tex were regulation Forest Service, the cotton flannel was hers, likewise the silk thermal long johns, and what a man might find of interest underneath all that she had no idea. No one had been there in quite a while.

Then he was gone. Birdsong clattered in the space between trees, hollow air that seemed vast now and suddenly empty. He had ducked headfirst into the rhododendrons, leaving behind no reason to think hed ever been there at all.

A hot blush was what he left her, burning on the skin of her neck.



She went to bed with Eddie Bondo all over her mind and got up with a government-issue pistol tucked in her belt. The pistol was something she was supposed to carry for bear, for self-defense, and she told herself that was half right.

For two days she saw him everywhereahead of her on the path at dusk; in her cabin with the moonlit window behind him. In dreams. On the first evening she tried to distract or deceive her mind with books, and on the second she carefully bathed with her teakettle and cloth and the soap she normally eschewed because it assaulted the noses of deer and other animals with the only human smell they knew, that of huntersthe scent of a predator. Both nights she awoke in a sweat, disturbed by the fierce, muffled sounds of bats mating in the shadows under her porch eaves, aggressive copulations that seemed to be collisions of strangers.

And now, here, in the flesh in broad daylight beside this chestnut stump. For when he showed up again, it was in the same spot. This time he carried his pack but no rifle. Her pistol was inside her jacket, loaded, with the safety on.

Once again shed been squatting by the stump looking for sign, very sure this time that she was on the trail of what she wanted. No question, these tracks were canine: the female, probably, whose den shed located fourteen days ago. Male or female, it had paused by this stump to notice the bobcats mark, which might have intrigued or offended or maybe meant nothing at all to it. Hard for a human ever to know that mind.

And once againas if her rising up from that stump had conjured Eddie Bondo, as if he had derived from the rush of blood from her headhe stood smiling at her.

There you are, he said. Not most girls I know.

Her heart beat hard enough to dim her hearing in pulses.

Im the only one you know, looks like, if youd be hanging around the Zebulon National Forest. Which you seem to be.

He was hatless this time, black-haired and just a little shaggy like a crow in the misty rain. His hair had the thick, glossy texture she envied slightly, for it was perfectly straight and easy and never would tangle. He spread his hands. Look, ranger lady. No gun. Behold a decent man abiding by the law.

So I see.

More than I can say for you, he added. Sniffing stumps.

No, I couldnt lay any claim on being decent. Or a man.

His grin grew a shade darker. That I can see.

I have a gun. He cant hurt me, but she knew as she thought these words that some other tables had turned. Hed come back. She had willed him back to this spot. And she would wait him out this time. He didnt speak for a minute or more. Then gave in. Im sorry, he said.

For what?

For pestering you. But Im determined to follow you up this trail today, for just a little while. If you dont mind.

What is it youre so determined to find out?

What a nice girl like you is sniffing for in this big old woods. Its been keeping me up nights.

Hed thought of her, then. At night.

Im not Little Red Riding Hood, if thats whats worrying you. Im twice as old as you are. Twiced as old, shed said, a long-extinguished hillbilly habit tunneling into her unpracticed talk.


I doubt that sincerely, he said.

She waited for more, and he offered this: Ill keep a little distance, if you like.

What she didnt like was the idea of his being behind her. My preference would be for you to walk on ahead, and please take care not to step on the trail of this animal Im tracking. If you can see to keep off of it. She pointed to the three-day-old cat tracks, not the fresher trail in the leaf mold on the down side of the trail.

Yes maam, I believe I can do that. He bowed slightly, turned, and walked ahead, his feet keeping an experts distance from the tracks and hardly turning the leaf mold, either. He was good. She let him almost disappear into the foliage ahead, then she took up the trail of the two males walking side by side, cat and man. She wanted to watch him walk, to watch his body without his knowing it.

It was late afternoon, already something close to dark on the north side of the mountain, where rhododendrons huddled in the cleft of every hollow. In their dense shade the ground was bare and slick. A month from now the rhododendrons would be covered with their big spheres of pink blossoms like bridesmaids bouquets, almost too show-off fancy for a wildwood flower on this lonely mountain. But for now their buds still slept. Now it was only the damp earth that blossomed in fits and throes: trout lilies, spring beauties, all the understory wildflowers that had to hurry through a whole life cycle between Mays first warmthwhile sunlight still reached through the bare limbsand the shaded darkness of a June forest floor. Way down around the foot of this mountain in the valley farmland, springtime would already be winding down by the first week of May, but the tide of wildflowers that swept up the mountainsides had only just arrived up here at four thousand feet. On this path the hopeful flower heads were so thick they got crushed underfoot. In a few more weeks the trees would finish leafing out here, the canopy would close, and this bloom would pass on. Spring would move higher up to awaken the bears and finally go out like a flame, absorbed into the dark spruce forest on the scalp of Zebulon Mountain. But here and now, spring heaved in its randy moment. Everywhere you looked, something was fighting for time, for light, the kiss of pollen, a connection of sperm and egg and another chance.

He paused twice on the trail ahead of her, once beside a flame azalea so covered with flowers it resembled a burning bush, and once for no reason she could see. But he never turned around. He must be listening for her step, she thought. At least that, or maybe not. It really didnt matter.

They reached the point where the old bobcat trail went straight up the slope, and she let him go. She waited until he was out of sight, and then turned downhill instead, stepping sideways down the steep slope until her feet found familiar purchase on one of the Forest Service trails. She maintained miles of these trails, a hundred or more over the course of months, but this one never got overgrown because it ran between her cabin and an overlook she loved. The fresher tracks had diverged from the bobcat trail and here they were again, leading exactly where she thought theyd go: downhill, in the direction of her recent discovery. Today she would bypass that trail. Shed already forced herself to stay away for two weeksfourteen long days, counted like seasons or years. This was the eighth of May, the day shed meant to allow herself to go back there, sneaking up on her secret to convince herself it was real. But now, no; of course not now. She would let Eddie Bondo catch up to her somewhere else, if he was looking.

Shed dropped down from the ridge into a limestone-banked hollow where maidenhair ferns cascaded from outcroppings of stone. The weeping limestone was streaked dark with wet-weather springs, which were bursting out everywhere now from a mountain too long beset with an excess of rains. She was near the head of the creek, coming into the oldest hemlock grove on the whole of this range. Patches of pale, dry needles, perfectly circular, lay like Christmas-tree skirts beneath the huge conifers. She paused there with her feet in the dry duff, listened. Nyaa nyaa nyaa, spat the chickadees, her familiars. Then, a crackle. Hed doubled back, was tracking her now. She waited until he emerged at the edge of the dark grove.

Lose the bobcat? she asked him.

No, lost you. For a while.

Not for long, I see.

He was wearing his hat again, with the brim pulled low. She found it harder to read his eyes. You werent after that cat today, he accused. That trails a few days old.

Thats right.

Id like to know what it is youre tracking.

Youre a man that cant hold his horses, arent you?

He smiled. Tantalizing. Whats your game, lady?

Coyotes.

His eyes widened, for only a second and a half. She could swear his pupils dilated. She bit her lower lip, having meant to give away nothing. Shed forgotten how to talk with people, it seemedhow to sidestep a question and hide what was necessary.

And bobcats, and bear, and fox, she piled on quickly, to bury the coyotes. Everything thats here. But especially the carnivores.

She shifted, waiting, feeling her toes inside her boots. Wasnt he supposed to say something after she finished? When he didnt, she suggested, I guess you were looking for deer the other day?

He gave a small shrug. Deer season was many months over and gone. He wasnt going to be trapped by a lady wildlife ranger with a badge. Why the carnivores, especially? he asked.

No reason.

I see. Youre just partial. Theres birdwatchers, and butterfly collectors, and theres gals like you that like to watch meat eaters.

He might have known this one thing could draw her talk to the surface: an outsiders condescension. Theyre the top of the food chain, thats the reason, she said coldly. If theyre good, then their prey is good, and its food is good. If not, then somethings missing from the chain.

Oh yeah?

Yeah. Keeping tabs on the predators tells you what you need to know about the herbivores, like deer, and the vegetation, the detritovores, the insect populations, small predators like shrews and voles. All of it.

He studied her with a confusion she recognized. She was well accustomed to watching Yankee brains grind their gears, attempting to reconcile a hillbilly accent with signs of a serious education. He asked, finally, And what you need to know about the shrews and voles would be what, exactly?

Voles matter more than you think. Beetles, worms. I guess to hunters these woods seem like a zoo, but who feeds the animals and cleans up the cage, do you think? Without worms and termites youd be up to your hat brim in dead tree branches looking for a clear shot.

He took off his hat, daunted by her sudden willingness to speak up. I worship worms and termites.

She stared at him. Are you trying to make me mad? Because I dont talk to people all that often. Ive kind of forgotten how to read the signs.

Right there I was being what you call a pain in the ass. He folded his cloth hunters hat in half and stuck it through a loop in his pack. And before that I was being nosy. I apologize.

She shrugged. Its no big secret, you can ask. Its my job; the government pays me to do this, if you can believe it. It doesnt pay much, but Im not complaining.

To do what, run off troublemakers like me?

She smiled. Yeah, a fair share of that. And trail maintenance, and in August if it gets bad dry they make me sit in a fire tower, but mostly Im here watching the woods. Thats the main thing I do.

He glanced up into the hemlock. Keeping an eye on paradise. Tough life.


Yep. Somebodys got to do it.

He nailed her then, aimed his smile straight into her. All his previous grins had just been warming up for this one. You must have some kind of a brain, lady. To get yourself hired in this place of business.

Well. Brain, I dont know. It takes a certain kind of person. Youve got to appreciate the company.

You dont get a lot a visitors?

Not human ones. I did have a bear in my cabin back in February.

He stay with you the whole month?

She laughed, and the sound of it surprised her. How long since shed laughed aloud? No. Long enough to raid my kitchen, though. We had an early false thaw and I think he woke up real hungry. Fortunately I was out at the time.

So thats it, just you and the bears? What do you live on, nuts and berries?

The Forest Service sends up a guy with a jeepload of canned food and kerosene once a month. Mainly to see if Im still alive and on the job, I think. If I was dead, see, they could stop putting my checks in the bank.

I get it. One of those once-a-month-boyfriend deals.

She grimaced. Lord, no. They send up some kid. Half the time when he comes Im not at the cabin, Ill be out someplace. I lose track and forget when to expect him, so he just leaves the stuff in the cabin. I think hes a little scared of me, truth to tell.

I dont think youre a bit scary, said Eddie Bondo. Truth to tell.

She held his eye for as long as she could stand it. Under the sandpaper grain of a two-day beard he had a jaw she knew the feel of against her skin, just from looking at it. Thinking about that gave her an unexpected ache. When they resumed walking the trail, she kept him five or six steps ahead of her. He was quiet, not somebody who had to fill up a space between two people with talk, which was good. She could hear the birds. After a while she stopped to listen and was surprised when he did, too, instantly, that well attuned to her step behind his. He turned toward her with his head down and stood still, listening as she was.

What? he asked after a bit.

Nothing. Just a bird.

Which one?

She waited, then nodded at the sound of a high, buzzing trill. That one there. Magnolia warbler. Thats really something.

Whys that?

Well, see, because theyve not been nesting up on this ridge since the thirties, when these mountains got all logged out. Now the big woods are growing back and theyre starting to breed up here again.

How do you know its breeding?

Well, I couldnt prove it. They put their nests way up where youd have to be God to find them. But its just the male that sings, and he does it to drum up business, so hes probably got some.

Amazi Eddie Bondo.

Oh, its not. Every single thing you hear in the woods right now is just nothing but that. Males drumming up business.

I mean that you could tell all that from a little buzz I could just barely hear.

Its  turned and was walking ahead of her again so he didnt see. How long since shed blushed? she wondered. Years, probably. And now twice, in these two visitations. Blushing, laughing, were those things that occured only between people? Forms of communication?

So you do watch birds, he accused. Not just the predators.

You think that little guys not a predator? Consider the world from a caterpillars point of view.

Ill try to do that.

But no, hes not the top of the food chain. Not the big bad wolf.


I thought the big bad wolf was your game, ranger lady.

Now thered be a real boring game, in this day and age.

I guess so. Who shot the last wolf out of these parts, Daniel Boone?

Probably. The last gray wolf, thats right, just around then.

Theres another kind?

Yep. The gray everybody knows about, the storybook wolf. But there used to be another one here. A little one called the red wolf. They shot all those even before they got rid of the big guys.

A little wolf? I never heard of that.

You wouldnt. Its gone from the planet, is why.

Extinct?

She hesitated. Well. Depends on how you call it. Theres one place way back in a Louisiana swamp where people claim to see one now and again. But the ones theyve caught out of there are all interbred with coyotes.

They kept their voices low. She spoke quietly to his back, happy to keep him ahead of her on the trail. He was a surprisingly silent walker, which she appreciated. And surprisingly fast. In her lifetime shed met very few men who could keep up with her natural gait. Like youre always leaving the scene of a crime, that was how her husband had put it. Cant you just stroll like other women do? But no, she couldnt, and it was one more thing he could use against her in the end. Feminine was a test like some witch trial she was preordained to fail.

But you did say youve seen coyotes up here, Eddie Bondo charged softly.

Coyotes: small golden ghosts of the vanished red wolf, returning. She wished for a look at his face. Did I say that?

Almost but not quite.

I said I look for them, she said. The skill of equivocation seemed to be coming to her now. Talking too much, saying not enough. If they were here, Id be real curious to see how they affected the other populations up here. Because theyre something new.

New to you, maybe. Not to me. Ive seen more of them than a dog has ticks.

Really? From the back of his shoulders she couldnt tell how he felt about that, or whether it was even true. New to this place, is what I meant. They werent even here back in Daniel Boones day, or in Indian times.

No?

Nope. Theres no real record of their ever living here. And then they just up and decided to extend their range into southern Appalachia a few years ago. Nobody knows why.

But Ill bet a smart lady like you could make an educated guess.

Could, she thought. Wont. She suspected he already knew much of what she was telling him. Which was nothing; she was keeping her real secret to herself.

Its not just here, either, she added, hating the gabby sound of herself evading the issue. Not most girls you know, but just watch me now. Coyotes have turned up in every one of the continental United States in the last few years. In New York City, even. Somebody got a picture of one running between two taxicabs.

What was it doing, trying to catch the subway?

Trying to catch a rat, more likely.

She would be quiet now, she decided, and she felt the familiar satisfaction of that choice, its small internal tug like the strings pulled tight on a cloth purse. Shed keep her secret in the bag, keep her eyes on the trail, try to listen. Try, also, to keep her eyes away from the glossy animal movement of his dark hair and the shape of the muscles in the seat of his jeans. But the man was just one long muscle, anywhere you looked on him.

She set her eyes into the trees, where a fresh hatch of lacewings seemed to be filling up the air between branches. Probably theyd molted out after the rain. They were everywhere suddenly, dancing on sunbeams in the upper story, trembling with the brief, grave duty of their adulthood: to live for a day on sunlight and coitus. Emerged from their slow, patient lives as carnivorous larvae, they had split down their backs and shed the husks of those predatory leaf-crawling shapes, left them lying in the mud with empty legs askew while their new, winged silhouettes rose up like carnal fairies to the urgent search for mates, egg laying, and eternal life.



The trail ended abruptly at the overlook. It never failed to take her breath away: a cliff face where the forest simply opened and the mountain dropped away at your feet, down hundreds of feet of limestone wall that would be a tough scramble even for a squirrel. The first time shed come this way she was running, not just her usual fast walk but jogging alongwhat on earth was she thinking? And had nearly gone right over. Moving too fast was how shed spent her first months in this job, it seemed, as if she and her long, unfeminine stride really were trying to leave the scene of a crime. That was two summers ago, and since that day her mind had returned a thousand times to the awful instant when shed had to pull up hard, skinning her leg and face in the fall and yanking a sapling sourwood nearly out of the ground. So easily her life could have ended right here, without a blink or a witness. She replayed it too often, terrified by the frailty of that link like a weak trailer hitch connecting the front end of her life to all the rest. To this. Here was one more day she almost hadnt gotten, the feel of this blessed sun on her face and another look at this view of Gods green earth laid out below them like a long green rumpled rug, the stitched-together fields and pastures of Zebulon Valley.

That your hometown? he asked.

She nodded, surprised hed guessed it. They hadnt spoken for an hour or more as theyd climbed through the lacewinged afternoon toward this place, this view she now studied. There was the silver thread of Egg Creek; and there, where it came together like a thumb and four fingers with Bitter, Goose, Walker, and Black, was the town of Egg Fork, a loose arrangement of tiny squares that looked from this distance like a box of mints tossed on the ground. Her heart contained other perspectives on it, though: Oda Blacks store, where Eskimo Pies lay under brittle blankets of frost in the cooler box; Little Brothers Hardware with its jar of free lollipops on the dusty countera whole childhood in the palm of one valley. Right now she could see a livestock truck crawling slowly up Highway 6, halfway between Nannie Rawleys orchard and the farm that used to be hers and her dads. The house wasnt visible from here, in any light, however she squinted.

Its not your hometown, thats for sure, she said.

How do you know?

She laughed. The way you talk, for one. And for two, theres not any Bondos in Zebulon County.

You know every single soul in the county?

Every soul, she replied, and his dog.

A red-tailed hawk rose high on an air current, calling out shrill, sequential rasps of raptor joy. She scanned the sky for another one. Usually when they spoke like that, they were mating. Once shed seen a pair of them coupling on the wing, grappling and clutching each other and tumbling curve-winged through the air in hundred-foot death dives that made her gasp, though always they uncoupled and sailed outward and up again just before they were bashed to death in senseless passion.

Whats the name of that place?

She shrugged. Just the valley. Zebulon Valley, after this mountain. He would laugh at Egg Fork if she declared its name, so she didnt.

You never felt like leaving? he asked.

Do you see me down there?

He put a hand above his eyes like a storybook Indian and pretended to search the valley. No.


Well, then.

I mean leaving this country. These mountains.

I did leave. And came back. Not all that long ago.

Like the mag-no-lia warblers.

Like them.

He nodded. Boy, I can see why.

Why shed left, or why shed come backwhich could he see? She wondered how this place would seem to his outsiders eye. She knew what it sounded like; shed learned in the presence of city people never to name her hometown out loud. But how did it look, was it possible that it wasnt beautiful? At the bottom of things, it was only a long row of little farms squeezed between this mountain range and the next one over, old Clinch Peak with his forests rumpled up darkly along his long, crooked spine. Between that ridge top and this one, nothing but a wall of thin blue air and a single hawk.

Sheep farms down there, Eddie Bondo noted.

Some, yeah. Tobacco. Some dairy cattle.

She kept to her own thoughts then, touching them like smooth stones deep in a pocket as she squinted across at Clinch, the lay of his land and the density of his forests. Last spring a dairy farmer had found a coyote den over there in the woods above his pasture. A mother, a father, and six nursing pups, according to local gossip all dead now, thanks to the farmers marksmanship. She didnt believe it. She knew how Zebulon men liked to talk, and she knew a coyote family to be a nearly immortal creation. Mother and father was a farmers appraisal of something beyond his ken; a coyote family was mostly females, sisters led by an alpha female, all bent on one members reproduction.

Fourteen days ago, when she found the den over here on her own mountain, shed felt like standing up here and crowing. It was the same pack, it had to be. The same family starting over. Theyd chosen a cavern under the root mass of a huge fallen oak near Bitter Creek, halfway down the mountain. Shed found the den by accident one morning when she was only out looking for some sign of spring, headed downmountain with a sandwich stuck in her pocket. Shed hiked about two miles down the hollow before she found Virginia bluebells blooming along the creek, and was sitting among them, eating her sandwich one-handed while watching a towhee through her binoculars, when she saw movement in the cavern. The surprise was unbelievable, after two years of searching. Shed spent the rest of the day lying on a bed of wintergreen and holding her breath like a crush-stricken schoolgirl, waiting for a glimpse. She got to see one female enter the den, a golden flank moving into darkness, and she heard or sensed two others hanging around. She didnt dare go close enough to see the pups. Disturb these astute ladies and theyd be gone again. But the one she saw had a nursing mothers heavy teats. The others would be her sisters, helping to feed the young. The less those Zebulon Valley farmers knew about this family, the better.

Eddie Bondo clobbered her thoughts. The nylon of his sleeve was touching hers, whispering secrets. She was called back hard into her body, where the muscles of her face felt suddenly large and dumb as she stared at the valley but tried to find his profile in her peripheral vision. Did he know that the touch of his sleeve was so wildly distracting to her that it might as well have been his naked skin on hers? How had she come to this, a body that had lost all memory of human touchwas that what shed wanted? The divorce hadnt been her choice, unless it was true what he said, that her skills and preference for the outdoors were choices a man had to leave. An older husband facing his own age badly and suddenly critical of a wife past forty, that was nothing she could have helped. But this assignment way up on Zebulon, where shed lived in perfect isolation for twenty-five monthsyes. That was her doing. Her proof, in case anyone was watching, that shed never needed the marriage to begin with.

Sweet, he said.

And she wondered, what? She glanced at his face.


He glanced back. Did you ever see a prettier sight than that right there?

Never, she agreed. Her home ground.

Eddie Bondos fingertips curled under the tips of hers, and he was holding her hand, just like that. Touching her as if it were the only possible response to this beauty lying at their feet. A pulse of electricity ran up the insides of her thighs like lightning ripping up two trees at once, leaving her to smolder or maybe burst into flames.

Eddie Bondo, she tried out loud, carefully looking away from him, out at the sky-blue nothing ahead. I dont know you from Adam. But you could stay one night in my cabin if you didnt want to sleep in the woods.

He didnt turn loose of her fingers after that.

Together they took the trail back into the woods with this new thing between them, their clasped hands, alive with nerve endings like some fresh animal born with its own volition, pulling them forward. She felt as if all her senses had been doubled as she watched this other person, and watched what he saw. He ducked under low branches and held them with his free hand so they wouldnt snap back in her face. They were moving close together, suddenly seeing for the first time today the miracle that two months of rain and two days of spring heat could perform on a forest floor. It had burst out in mushrooms: yellow, red, brown, pink, deadly white, minuscule, enormous, delicate, and garish, they painted the ground and ran up the sides of trees with their sudden, gilled flesh. Their bulbous heads pushed up through the leaf mold, announcing the eroticism of a fecund woods at the height of spring, the beginning of the world. She knelt down in the leaf mold to show him adders tongue, tiny yellow lilies with bashful back-curved petals and leaves mottled like a copperheads back. He reached down beside her knees to touch another flower shed overlooked and nearly crushed. Look at this, he said.

Oh, look at that, she echoed almost in a whisper. A ladys slipper. The little pink orchid was growing here where she knew it ought to be, where the soil was sweetened by pines. She moved aside to spare it and saw more like it, dozens of delicately wrinkled oval pouches held erect on stems, all the way up the ridge. She pressed her lips together, inclined to avert her eyes from so many pink scrota.

Who named it that? he asked, and laughedthey both didat whoever had been the first to pretend this flower looked like a ladys slipper and not a mans testicles. But they both touched the orchids veined flesh, gingerly, surprised by its cool vegetable texture.

The bee must go in here, she said, touching the opening below the crown of narrow petals where the pollinator would enter the pouch. He leaned close to look, barely brushing her forehead with the dark corona of his hair. She was surprised by his interest in the flower, and by her own acute physical response to his body held so offhandedly close to hers. She could smell the washed-wool scent of his damp hair and the skin above his collar. This dry ache she felt was deeper than hungermore like thirst. Her heart beat hard and she wondered, had she offered him a dry place to sleep, was that what he thought? Was that really all she had meant? She was not sure she could bear all the hours of an evening and a night spent close to him in her tiny cabin, wanting, not touching. Could not survive being discarded again as she had been by her husband at the end, with his looking through her in the bedroom for his glasses or his keys, even when she was naked, her body a mere obstruction, like a stranger in a theater blocking his view of the movie. She was too old, about to make a fool of herself, surely. This Eddie Bondo up close was a boy, ferociously beautiful and not completely out of his twenties.

He sat back and looked at her, thinking. Surprised her again with what he said. Theres something up north like this, grows in the peat bogs.

She felt unsettled by each new presence of him, the modulations of his voice, the look of his fingers as they touched this flower, his knowledge of peat bogs she had never seen. She couldnt take her eyes from the close white crescents of his nails at the tips of his fingers, the fine lines in his weathered hands. She had to force herself to speak.

Ladys slippers up there? Where, in Canada?

Its not this same flower, but it traps bugs. The bee smells something sweet and goes inside and then hes trapped in there unless he can find the one door out. So hell spread the pollen over the place where the flower wants it. Just like this, look here.

She bent to see, aware of her own breathing as she touched the small, raised knob where this orchid would force its pollinator to drag his abdomen before allowing him to flee for his life. She felt a sympathetic ache in the ridge of her pubic bone.

How could she want this stranger? How was it reasonable to do anything now but stand up and walk away from him? But when he bent his face sideways toward hers she couldnt stop herself from laying a hand on his jaw, and that was enough. The pressure of his face against hers moved her slowly backward until they lay together on the ground, finally yielding to earthly gravity. Crushing orchids under their bodies, she thought vaguely, but then she forgot them for it seemed she could feel every layer of cloth and flesh and bone between his body and her thumping heart, the individual follicles of his skin against her face, even the ridges and cracks in his lips when they touched her. She closed her eyes against the overwhelming sensations, but that only made them more intense, in the same way closed eyes make dizziness more acute. She opened her eyes then, to make this real and possible, that they were kissing and lying down in the cold leaves, falling together like a pair of hawks, not plummeting through thin air but rolling gradually downhill over adders tongues and poisonous Amanitas. At the bottom of the hill they came to rest, his body above hers. He looked down into her eyes as if there were something behind them, deep in the ground, and he pulled brown beech leaves from her hair.


What about that. Look at you.

I cant. She laughed. Not for years. I dont have a mirror in my cabin.

He pulled her to her feet and they walked for several minutes in stunned silence.

The head of the jeep roads here, she pointed out when they came to it. My cabins just up ahead, but that road runs straight downhill to the little town down there. If thats what you were looking for, the way out.

He stood looking downhill, briefly, then turned her shoulders gently to face him and took her braid in his hand. I was thinking Id found what I was looking for.

Her eyes moved to the side, to unbelief, and back. But she let herself smile when his hands moved to her chest and began to part the layers of clothing that all seemed to open from that one place above her heart. He peeled back her nylon jacket, slipped it off her shoulders down to her bent elbows.

Findings not the same as looking, she said, but there was the scent of his hair again and his collar as he laid his mouth against her jawbone. That wool intoxication made her think once again of thirst, if she could name it something, but a thirst of eons that no one living could keep from reaching to slake, once water was at hand. She worked her elbows free of her jacket and let it drop into the mud, raised her hands to the zipper of his parka, and rolled the nylon back from him like a shed skin. Helping this new thing emerge, whatever it was going to be. They moved awkwardly the last hundred yards toward her cabin, refusing to come apart, trailing their packs and half their nylon layers.

She let go of him then and sat down on the planks at the un-sheltered edge of her porch to pull off her boots.

This where you live?

Yep, she said, wondering what else needed to be said. Me and the bears.

He sat next to her and brought his finger to her lips. No more talking about this, he seemed to be sayingbut they had never talked about this, she was still not sure it was real. He guided her shoulders to the floor and lay next to her, stroking her face, unbuttoning her undershirt and touching her under her clothes, moving down, finding her, until it was only his mouth on hers that stopped her from crying out. She arched her back and slid her weapon gently out and away across the floorboards. This was all much too fast, her pelvis arched itself up again and she did cry out then, just a womans small moan, and she had to pull away to keep from losing herself to him completely. She opened her eyes and caught sight of her pistol at the edge of the porch, aiming mutely down the valley with its safety on. The last shed appendage of her fear.

Carefully she took both his hands off of her, raised them above his shoulders, and rolled over him and pinned him like a wrestler. Straddling his thighs this way, looking down on his face, she felt stunned to her core by this human presence so close to her. He smiled, that odd parenthetic grin she already knew to look for. Its that simple, then, she thought. Its that possible. She bent down to him, tasting the salt skin of his chest with the sensitive tip of her tongue, and then exploring the tight drum of his abdomen. He shuddered at the touch of her warm breath on his skin, giving her to know that she could take and own Eddie Bondo. It was the bodys decision, a body with no more choice of its natural history than an orchid has, or the bee it needs, and so they would both get lost here, she would let him in, anywhere he wanted to go. In the last full hour of daylight, while lacewings sought solace for their brief lives in the forests bright upper air, and the husk of her empty nylon parka lay tangled with his in the mud, their two soft-skinned bodies completed their introductions on the floor of her porch. A breeze shook rain out of new leaves onto their hair, but in their pursuit of eternity they never noticed the chill.




It seemed to take forever, afterward in the thickening twilight, to recover her resting heartbeat. He lay looking past her into the darkened woods, apparently untroubled by his own heart. Thrushes were singing, it was that late. A wind kicked up, shaking more raindrops out of the trees to ring like buckshot on the cabins tin roof and scald the naked parts of their bodies with cold. She studied a drop of water that hung from his earlobe, caught in the narrowest possible sliver of a gold ring that penetrated his left ear. Could he possibly be as beautiful as he seemed to her? Or was he just any man, a bone thrown to her starvation?

With his left hand he worked out some of the tangles his handiwork had put into her hair. But he was still looking away; the hand moved by itself, without his attention. She wondered if he worked with animals or something.

Coming back from someplace hed been, he moved his eyes to her face. Hey, pretty girl. Do you have a name?

Deanna.

He waited. Deanna and thats all?

Deanna and Im not sure of the rest.

Now thats different: the girl with no last name just yet.

Ive got one, but its my husbandswas my husbands. Or it is, but he was. She sat up and shivered, watching him stand to pull his jeans on. You wouldnt know, but it leaves you in a quandary. That name is nothing to me now, but its still yet stuck all over my life, on my drivers license and everything.

Still yet, he mocked, smiling at her, considering her words. Thats the male animal for you. Scent marking.

She had a good laugh at that. Thats it. Put his territorial mark on everything I owned, and then walked away.

Amazingly, Eddie Bondo walked to the end of her porch and peed over the edge. She didnt realize it until she heard the small, sudden spatter hitting the leaves of the mayapples and Christmas fern. Oh, good Lord, she said.


He turned to look at her over his shoulder, surprised. What? Sorry. His arc declined and dribbled out, and he tucked himself away.

She said quietly, Youre still in my territory.



Deanna had been chaste through her teens, too shy for the rituals of altered appearance that boys seemed to require and, lacking a mother, too far outside the game to learn. When she went away to college she found herself taken in and mentored by much older menprofessors, mainlyuntil she married one. Her farm-bred worldliness, her height, her seriousnesssomethinghad caused her to skip a generation ahead. Shed never before known what men in their late twenties had to offer. Eddie Bondo knew what he was doing and had the energy to pursue the practice of making perfect. They didnt get any sleep between dusk and dawn.

It was first light before she recovered the calm or belated contrition to wonder what she might have lost hereother than, momentarily, her mind. She knew that most men her age and most other animals had done this. The collision of strangers. Or not strangers, exactly, for theyd had their peculiar courtship: the display, the withdrawal, the dance of a three-day obsession. But the sight of him now asleep in her bed made her feel both euphoric and deeply unsettled. Her own nakedness startled her, even; she normally slept in several layers. Awake in the early light with the wood thrushes, feeling the texture of the cool sheet against her skin, she felt as jarred and disjunct as a butterfly molted extravagantly from a dun-colored larva and with no clue now where to fly.

From the look of his pack she guessed he was a homeless sort, out for the long tramp, and she wondered miserably if shed coupled herself with someone notorious. By late morning, though, shed gathered otherwise. He rose calm and unhurried and began carefully removing items from his pack and stacking them in organized piles on the floor as he searched out clean clothes and a razor.


A criminal wouldnt take the time to shave, she decided. His pack appeared to be a respectable little home: medicine cabinet, pantry, kitchen. He had a lot of food in there, even a small coffeepot. He found a place to prop his small shaving mirror at an angle on of one of the logs in the wall while he scraped the planes of his face one square inch at a time. She tried not to watch. Afterward he moved around her cabin with the confidence of an invited guest, whistling, going quiet only when he studied the titles of her books. Theory of Population Genetics and Evolutionary Ecology: that kind of thing seemed to set him back a notch, if only briefly.

His presence filled her tiny cabin so, she felt distracted trying to cook breakfast. Slamming cupboards, looking for things in the wrong places, she wasnt used to company here. She had only a single ladderback chair, plus the old bedraggled armchair out on the porch with holes in its arms from which phoebes pulled white shreds of stuffing to line their nests. That was all. She pulled the ladderback chair away from the table, set its tall back against the logs of the opposite wall, and asked him to sit, just to get a little space around her as she stood at the propane stove scrambling powdered eggs and boiling water for the grits. Off to his right stood her iron-framed cot with its wildly disheveled mattress, the night table piled with her books and field journals, and the kerosene lantern theyd nearly knocked over last night in some mad haste to burn themselves down.

At some point theyd also let the fire in the wood stove go out, and the morning was cold. It would be July before mornings broke warm, up here at this elevation. When she brought over two plates of eggs, he stood to give her the chair, and she huddled there with her knees tucked into her flannel gown, shivering, watching him through the steam above her coffee cup. He moved to the window and stood looking out while he ate. He was five foot six, maybe. Not only younger but half a head shorter than she.

No offense, she observed, but guys of your heighth usually get away from me as fast as humanly possible.


Oh, yeah?

Yeah. They kindly like to glare at me from the far side of the room. Its like being tall is this insult I arranged for them personally.

He paused his fork to look at her. No offense, Miss Deanna, but youve been consorting with too many worms and voles. She laughed, and he angled a grin at her, a trout fisherman casting his fly. Youre what we western boys call a long drink of water.

He seemed to mean it. Her long thighs and feet and forearmsall her dimensions, in factseemed to be things he couldnt get enough of. That was amazing. That, she appreciated. It was his youth that made her edgy. She suppressed the urge to ask if his mother knew where he was. The most she allowed herself was the question of his origins. Wyoming was his answer. A sheep rancher, son of three generations of sheep ranchers. She did not ask what might bring a Wyoming sheep rancher to the southern Appalachians at this time of year. She had a bad feeling she knew.

So she looked past his lure, through the window to the woods outside and the bright golden Io moth hanging torpid on the window screen. The creature had finished its night of moth foraging or moth love and now, moved by the first warmth of morning, would look for a place to fold its wings and wait out the useless daylight hours. She watched it crawl slowly up the screen on furry yellow legs. It suddenly twitched, opening its wings to reveal the dark eyes on its underwings meant to startle predators, and then it flew off to some safer hideout. Deanna felt the same impulse to boltto flee this risky mate gleaned from her forest.

A sheep rancher. She knew the hatred of western ranchers toward coyotes; it was famous, maybe the fiercest human-animal vendetta there was. It was bad enough even here on the tamer side of the Mississippi. The farmers shed grown up among would sooner kill a coyote than learn to pronounce its name. It was a dread built into humans via centuries of fairy tales: give man the run of a place, and he will clear it of wolves and bears. Europeans had killed theirs centuries ago in all but the wildest mountains, and maybe even those holdouts were just legend by now. Since the third grade, when Deanna Wolfe learned to recite the Pledge and to look up wolf in the World Book Encyclopedia, shed loved America because it was still young enough that its people hadnt wiped out all its large predators. But they were working on that, for all they were worth.

You had a rifle, she said. The other day. A thirty-thirty, it looked like. Where is it now?

I stashed it, he said, simple as that. He was clean-shaven, bare-chested, and cheerful, ready to eat up powdered eggs and whatever else she offered. His gun was hiding somewhere nearby while his beautiful, high-arched feet moved around her cabin floor with pure naked grace. It occurred to Deanna that she was in deep.

What might bring a Wyoming sheep rancher to the southern Appalachians at this time of year was the Mountain Empire Bounty Hunt, organized for the first time this year. Itd been held recently, she knew, around the first day of Maythe time of birthing and nursing, a suitable hunting season for nothing in this world unless the goal was willful extermination. It had drawn hunters from everywhere for the celebrated purpose of killing coyotes.
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