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She watched her grandfather as he bent over to work on the tractor. She was sure they were the same age. She knew the dent on the cowling was somehow connected to the large scar separating his hair along the one side of his head. 

He reached into his back pocket. Without looking, his fingers selected one of the half-dozen wrenches. The spider-web of cracks on his hands were stained permanently black from the farm. Thorny had wondered as a small girl if her claw of a hand would become a marked but usable hand like his. His head never moved as the hand swapped one wrench for a larger. The pocket on the faded bib overalls had been patched many times. 

Her gaze slid to the other back pocket. Low on the large patch of a pocket was a small square, glazed black as the cracks of his hands, and framed by the whitish fray of wear. From experience, Thorny knew the small wallet contained only a few items. Money was only an occasional carriage. The two photos were of him with four other men in a place called Cuba, and Thorny’s mother holding her one-month-old daughter. The two photos and a business card of the man from the farm bureau were all he carried about his life. His times during the war, any suggestion of his right to drive or to vote or about who he was were of no consequence to his person. Everyone in town knew him, which was enough.

His mustard-gas destroyed throat croaked. “We’ll be needing them eggs afore lunchtime,” he reminded her of her chores.

She grumbled lightly—hoping the stub of his mangled ear wouldn’t hear her complain. “Ester, Ruth, and Sarah peck at me. It hurts.”

He rolled around to sit on the small front tire. The patch of burned off flesh created pink on the tanned face. “Use your other hand. They will think they have pecked at you enough and leave you be.”

Thorny sighed and stood. Her head and shoulders hung. The man watched the tiny feet leave footprints in the gray silt dust of summer. They matched the footprints in his heart.
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The two small feet swung just short of the floor. The summer heat had begun to cook the small house. The cooler air from the crawl space, leaking up through the cracks between the floorboards, felt good on Thorny’s feet. Since the fire when she was just a baby, she couldn’t feel pain, but she could still feel the heat from the day and the cool through the cracks in the floor. Most times, the cracks were her salvation when she had to sweep the kitchen. The separation between the boards was large enough to sweep down the crumbs and dirt. 

The five pale freckles wrinkled on her nose. “What does obs... obstin... ately mean?”

The old man stood barefoot, looking out the back screen door. He sipped on his warm coffee. His wet eyes looked along where the clothesline ran. His mind ran along the line to a time when Vida hung fresh wash there. The Owens Valley sun made the sheets smell like the best flowers he had ever smelled. He had smelled roses and honeysuckle, but they didn’t smell as nice as when his aunt Vida made the bed fresh on Saturday nights.

He turned. “You know where the book is.”

Thorny bit her tongue. She wanted to lash out. Saying he probably didn’t know what it meant. She hated looking up words. She wanted to just know them and what they meant.

Her bib overalls shushed as she slid off the chair. Her bare feet were silent as she crossed into the sitting room and the squat bookshelf. 

The man sipped and then looked at the article the girl had been reading. The judge had been found hanging in his own closet. He had been the only voice in the valley speaking out against the big city grabbing up all the drought-baked land—along with the water rights. Eustis rubbed his finger behind the stub of his ear. He had liked the judge. They had met when he ran off to go ride with Teddy Roosevelt down in Cuba. 

Thorny lugged the large dictionary back to the table. Laying it down open to the right section, she started piecing the word together in the book. 

Eustis listened to her wet licked lips spell out the word as he watched out across the alfalfa. The breeze was a day away from making the tops sway. For now, he would rest in the cool of the house until he needed to go change the traps on the irrigation ditch.

He looked at the last sip in the bottom of the battered enameled mug. He thought about his oldest friend. He mussed as he squinted out the back door again. “What does the second definition say for obstinate?” He had heard her sounding out of the word as it changed to reading.

“There is only one definition.” Her finger moved. “But the second word—which is similar, says unyielding.” She looked up as he turned.

His eyes were closed as he thought. She never could figure out if he also slept in those few stolen moments. His head nodded softly as his lower lip slid forward. “That would be Harold. When he knew something was right—he was unyielding.”

“But he hung himself.”

“What does the article say?”

“They found him in his bedroom closet—”

He softly cut her off. “But does it say he took his own life?”

She pointed at the newspaper. “It says...” She knew the next argument by heart.

“Only facts count. Everything else is just a story.”

She slumped back into the chair. Her good hand wrapped around her claw. “Yes, sir.”

He set the mug in the sink. As he walked behind her, he paused and held his hands on her forehead, hugging her head to his belly. He sighed softly. “You knew that. I didn’t need to lecture you on it. I’m just sorely hurting. Harold was one of my few friends. I’ve lost my Vida, your mama, and now my friend. I’m just old and hurting, and I took it out on you. I’m sorry, Thorny.”

She knew he was hurting. Remembrance Day was coming, and it was also the holiday he lost his aunt, Vida. She nudged her head gently.

He fluffed his hands at her hair. “After school, why don’t you stop by the niggra and get him to cut your hair up for the summer. It’s going to be a scorcher this summer. Tell him I’ll pay up my bill at the end of May when I come in for my shave.”

She closed her eyes. Her voice was little more than a whisper. “Mr. Geronimo isn’t a darky.”

The man turned with a deep sigh. “Run along before you’re late for the bus and have to walk to school.”
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The silver sides of the bus were a dull, dusty gray from the long day driving up from Los Angeles. The desert grime hung glued in a thin coating. The soft yellow blinker repeated its heartbeat each second as the forty-passenger Bluebird crept around the right turn. Four passengers lazed dopey in their seats from the heat. 

The bus passed the string of mules standing under the long canopy. Twenty beasts, two abreast, could fit under the long tent affair at a single time. The father and son moved like agile squirrels among the patient pack team. Every inch of leather, every stitch, every buckle, would undergo the critical eyes of Victor and his son Vic. They knew the brutal loads depended on their skill and knowledge of the leather rigs. The summers spent trudging up the long trails of the Sierra Nevada Mountains took their toll on leather and beast equally. The beasts would survive, but it was up to the two men so the mule train wouldn’t have to return to town before the next early spring.

The bus turned left, lumbering down the block separating the commercial block from the small homes. The driver kept the bus in slow gear. The dust could be thick on Back Street. The second house on the right was the widow Helms. The driver knew she purposely sat on her front porch at this time of day just to torment him. If the dust rose, the chief of police would receive a letter by the next day’s post.

Taking the last left, the bus came to rest. Its nose parked twenty-three feet from the corner of Willow and North Main Street. The bus’s front bumper was aligned with the small sign with a dog on it—one small car-length from the fire hydrant. 

The driver reached over and took his bus driver’s hat from the hook on the small wall behind his seat. Standing, he opened the door. He reached down with his left hand and took up the one-step stool. Carrying the battered wooden stool, he stepped down to the sidewalk. Turning, he placed the stool the prescribed three inches away from the last step in the bus. His eyes took in the polished brown riding boots with the army twill slacks stuffed inside. He hadn’t heard the young woman step down the two steps, but she waited there nonetheless. 

Each step was slow and pensive. The driver looked up the long legs covered in the pleated wool kakis. The starched white blouse did nothing to hide the slender body. 

She turned and watched him through the green glass of her sunglasses. Her mouth slowly pulled back on the right side. “I guess I should say it’s good to be back.”

The driver stood erect and smiled as warm as the day. “It’s been a longtime, Thorny. When you got on in North Hollywood, I almost didn’t recognize you.”

She drew her left hand out of her pants pocket. She looked at her claw of a hand. It had never changed. “Hard to mistake me for Katherine Hepburn, eh, Phil?”

He blushed. 

She ignored his discomfiture. She had stopped caring about what other people thought was polite or not. “My bags. Would it be okay to leave them here until I figure out how to get them out to the house?”

Phil glanced through the window of the office. “Mike lives out near the ranch. He could drop them off when he goes home at six.”

She thought as she looked through the window at the man behind the counter. She wasn’t sure who he was, but if he knew where the ranch was... “Thank you. I’d appreciate it. The Fergusons are in the house, but if he can just place them on the front porch, they’ll be fine.” She pulled a slim man’s wallet from her hip pocket. “I can help with his petrol...”

Phil put his hand out. “He’s with the Civil Air Patrol, so he’s off ration. It’s on his way.”

She hesitated and then glancing once more, she put her wallet away. “Thanks, Phil.”

The man slumped his hip to one side as he relaxed. His voice was almost a sigh. “Welcome home, Thorny.” His face jittered. “I mean, you are here to stay this time, aren’t you?”

“We’ll see, Phil. I’ll need to find a job. The ranch can’t support much more than the Fergusons.”

“Well, I for one would like to see you stay this time.”

She studied his face. “I thought you were married.”

His blush came with a smile and a soft shake of his head. “Debbie and I are about to celebrate our tenth anniversary. The girls are seven and nine. But I think Debbie would like to have you around too. In fact, we’d like to have you over on Sunday for dinner. I’m off, and I know the girls would find you refreshing as well.”

The tip of Thorny’s tongue snuck out along her lips. “I’ll be sure to stop by and get your invite confirmed by Debbie. But Sunday dinner sounds nice. We have more than a few years to catch up on.”

“I’ll make sure Mike knows where to take your bags.”

Thorny pulled at her hair curling around her collar. “Thanks... now I think I need a haircut. I hope Monte is still working.”

“The niggra? Sure. He’ll be there until six or so.”

She smiled at the old mispronunciation of the Spanish word for black or dark: Negros. Some things are reassuring in their not changing. 

––––––––
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THE MAN WITH gray at his temples and more salt than pepper in his curls looked up. The woman stood quietly in the door. Her hands were in her pockets, but the stance was a familiar defiant show of bravado. 

“¿Estamos en guerra?” Are we at war?

Thorny leaned her head over and smiled softly. “Only if I don’t get a hug.” She stepped into the barbershop as the man rose. As she neared, she could see his eyes begin to tear. 

“Oh, mi pequeño... I have missed you.” 

She hugged him. “I’ve missed you too, Monte.” She pushed him back, removed her glasses and studied his face. “Tell me everything.” She pulled at her hair. “And I need a haircut.”

“Still want a tomboy cut?”

“Do you think you can cut it like Amelia Earhart?”

He pulled at her large lazy curls. “I can make you her twin. Do you have an airplane too?”

“I’ve been in one—twice. I also met Amelia my freshman year at UCLA.”

“Then I will trade you a haircut for the stories of meeting the goddess of the wings.”

Main Street torpidly drifted by in the afternoon sun. The few pedestrians hugged the shadier sidewalk and the occasional awning. At four-thousand-feet elevation, the summer sun can blister paint and skin alike. During the record heat of summer, some notable would have their picture taken with an egg frying on a sidewalk. Dogs were smarter and stuck to the cooler grass and shade of a large elm or cottonwood. 

“Have you seen Flapjack and Sandbag, recently?” Thorny tried to sound casual in her inquiry. 

Monte combed and snipped near her ear. “Ulysses, but Sandbag passed away years ago. He has a new burro...” He paused. “Hmm, I can’t think of it now. It’s some kind of flower. Not one we have here, though. I think it’s from a poem or something. You know how Ulysses is with books and all.”

“When was he in last?”

Monte fluffed at her curls. “He always comes in just before Thanksgiving. I spruce him up, and he goes to eat at the Copper Kettle.” His hand stopped at her hair. The walnut of his fingers raking through the loose curling, contrasted in the sun-washed blonde. His face darkened in the mirror as he thought.

Thorny weighed the look. “He wasn’t in for Easter—was he.”

“No.” His eyes slid shut as his body slumped. His hands rested heavy on her shoulders. “He didn’t come down for graduation either. We’ve always sat along the low wall on the west side of the front lawn of the high school, to listen to the kid’s speeches. I missed it. Ulysses never showed, and I missed it.”

Thorny reached her right hand up to cover his hand on her left shoulder. “I’ll go look for him tomorrow. I haven’t received a letter from him since before Christmas. I’ve been worried, but then he goes back up in the canyons and time for him... just seems to stop.” 

“If you need the T, you know where it is. I’m sure the key has rusted its way into the lock.”

“That would save me some time. Would you mind if I use it for a few days until I get my feet under me?”

The dark man snorted softly and stepped over to one of the small drawers. “You’re going to need some of these ration cards.” He drew out a small stack of booklets and placed them on the narrow counter. Taking in the woman’s one raised eyebrow, he pushed out his lower lip. “Where am I going to drive to? I walk the five blocks to home. The Copper Kettle is four blocks down Main, May’s Bib is three blocks away, and I might have to clean the pigeon poop off the window so I can see the other three cars with gasoline.”

“Are those ration stamp books good anymore?”

He lowered his head and looked through his eyebrows. “If not, then take them up to Bertha. I’m sure she can get you what you need.”

Thorny’s cheek pulled with conspiratorial mirth. “That isn’t all I need from her.”

His eyes grew wide as his face came up in possible revelation about Thorny and the town prostitute. His mouth formed the beginning of a small o.

Thorny growled. “Oh, stop it. I don’t walk down that side of the street, and you know it. But, like you, she knows more about what goes on in this valley than probably the police downstairs.” It never escaped anyone’s attention that the town whorehouse was on the second floor, over the police station. 

Monte leaned back against the high counter as his body started to jiggle. Soon, both were softly chuckling at Thorny being teased. The two shared a bond they had known since she was a young girl. Neither felt the emotions other people seemed to be fraught with. Monte’s caring emotionally about other people ended as a young boy in the service to the cavalry as he watched his ancestors, both Apache and Mexican, as they were slaughtered. Thorny never knew if she was capable of feeling emotion, or if it was wiped away by the same fire that took her mother and part of her left hand. What they both shared was caring about others. Strong caring. Beyond was something estranged and left for others. Much like romantic or sexual relationships.

Thorny stood in the doorway sorting through the fist-full of ration books. The backlight of the day behind her reminded Monte of the last photo taken of Amelia Earhart climbing into the door of her airplane before she left to circle the globe. There were no other photos taken. She never reached the land of the kangaroo.

“There are probably several fill-ups left in these.” She held up some books in her right hand. “The rest I’ll take over to Bertha.” She slid the good rations in her right pant pocket. Her claw was left clamping the others. 

Monte smiled softly at the now tall, slender woman in the door. He nodded and commented softly. “You look just like her.” He knew how much Thorny admired the pilot for her following her heart, but he also remembered Thorny’s mother. The two could be twins.
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Thorny removed her shoes. She drove the battered old Model T as far up the canyon as she knew she dared. The small flat allowed her to turn the car around and point it back down the canyon. She looked out across the wide valley toward the still snowcapped Sierra Nevada Mountains. The one cone of a mountain standing out front of the range was Mt. Tom. The late snowpack reached almost a third of the way down its sides. She knew from experience the last white would be gone with the end of June. Only the winter of 1917 had left snow until the Fourth of July. 

Pulling the dark green glasses from her face, she cleaned the lenses on her shirt. Her thumb and finger moved the cloth unhurriedly. The valley seemed like another lifetime ago, and yet, as the heat wavered the valley floor, it was the seven years away which seemed like someone else’s life. Every turn of the river below, every steeple of the town, and even the heat—hanging in the air—wore like a favorite shirt.

Her left foot reached out and sunk into the light gray-tan dust. The warmth squished up through her toes like an old friend. She reached behind the seat and pulled out the small rucksack with the four patches. The two of them had been up this road many times before. She hefted the weight of the two canteens and a double lunch over her left shoulder and fed her right arm into the other strap. Shrugging the straps into place, she pushed the creaking door closed. 

Right hand shielding her eyes, she looked up the canyon. The small cluster of weathered buildings was another mile or so. She wasn’t sure what she would find, but she had her suspicions. The canyon had changed her life before. She was ready for it to do so again. 

The man known as Flapjack, with his wild white hair and a shaggy beard, were an occasional but accepted sight in Bishop. His hands were empty as he walked along Main Street. The mule followed with its lead draped over its neck. They were more partners than man and beast. Having no experience, teaching her fear, a four-year-old Thorny had walked over to the mule standing next to the sidewalk, and started petting the long nose. 

When she turned to tell her grandfather how bristly the hair was, the old miner was standing next to her pop. The two men were smiling at Thorny making friends with Max, the mule. A few years later, and the old mule was gone, but the friendship with a free spirit named Ulysses Grant, but called Flapjack, was solidified.

Thorny paused at what Ulysses had always referred to as The Stone. In a mountain range of crumbling granite, the short stump of basalt stood out as nothing more than a seat to catch one’s breath. She drew out a canteen and sipped on the still cool water. The galvanized metal taste bit at the back of her teeth. She took another sip and lazily screwed the cap back on. 

Slipping the cool metal container into the rucksack, she thought about the next stop. The bench was outside the first building. The back of the building had disappeared in a fire. The remaining three walls created a wind shadow for whichever mule was Ulysses’s current companion. Thorny had never thought about it, but the floor had always been covered with hay. 

The bench was where Thorny and Ulysses had their important talks. The day she wanted to know why he lived alone, explaining the differences of boys and girls, the time she had asked if he had known her mother—all the important talks had been between her and him. Pop, her grandfather, had been too close for many of the questions about life. For the woman questions, she had gone to her friend, Bertha. She had learned early on there were knowledgeable people, and then there were experts.

The last serious talk on the bench was shortly before she graduated from high school. It was Easter, and Flapjack ran into her at Monte’s. He took her aside and asked if she could meet him on the bench the following Saturday. He said he had some things to explain to her.

She had never seen him wear, to her knowledge, a new shirt or pants. She knew Victor and his son Vic looked after Flapjack’s boots as well as the tack for the large mule pack. She never saw him spend money, nor even talk about money. 

He talked about the silver, tin, mercury, and cinnabar in the White Mountains, and the gold in the Sierra’s, but he never spoke of any running through his hands. At some level, she understood he needed money to pay for food... but any worldly possessions beyond his boots, he never seemed to need.

On the bench, she learned she was going to college. She had only thought about college, but with the depression, Pop’s farming was little more than field to table with little left to sell. 

Ulysses had written to a friend. Those connections garnered a seat at the new college in Los Angeles. Upholding her grades and what she did with herself was up to her. Ulysses got her in with enough money to provide for a room at a nearby boardinghouse for young women. With her working small jobs on the UCLA campus and a scholarship here and there, it had been enough to see her through even a degree in law.

When she tried to explain it all to Pop, he had gently patted her hand with the bankbook in it and told her she had paid her way through her friendship. It was the closest she had ever heard him explain the human heart and relationships.
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The grayed wood mass held the morning’s heat. The thick lumber making up the bench was probably cut from ends of posts holding up the mine shaft. Thorny looked down the canyon before she sat, the makeshift envelope clutched in her left claw.

Her right hand washed at her face as she thought about the mummified body lying in the cabin Ulysses had always used. The damage to the hip and leg were obvious, even without a medical degree or removing any clothes. Any other insult to her old friend was long ago removed by the bone-dry air of the winter. A slightly damper spring left nothing to rot or putrefy. The desert air never rots, but only dries until the skin makes a tight bag around the brittle bones of a carcass. The old desert rat demonstrated this truth to Thorny many times on the small dry bags which formerly were rabbits or coyotes. A swift kick from a boot turned the contents to powered shards. 

She looked at the delicate printing on the wrapping. She could imagine how hard it was to write while he was in so much pain—and on slippery oilcloth paper, no less. The handwriting was definitely the handwriting of the man on the bed. The precise form of the letters spoke of his years of study to be an engineer. The closest he had come to building anything was his making of Thorny’s chance to get an education, but his degree in where water was had facilitated his livelihood and financed her degree in law.

She smiled as she turned the packet over to undo the folds making the large envelope. He knew she would come up here looking for him. The cover said merely her first name—Elizabeth. The old enameled coffeepot, sitting on half of the packet, was probably originally full of water. There were no mice at the mining camp, and lizards and horny toads wouldn’t have held any interest in the oilcloth. 

She opened the package and withdrew the sheets of paper. The writing was spare and concise. He had torn maps in sixths and written on the backs.


My Dearest Elizabeth,

I don’t know when you will find this, but I am certain I will be gone. 

I made a damn fool’s error in judgment and reached out too far. If you go down to the third level, on the right branch, you will find my mark. Beyond, the same count as your address walking is what I was reaching for. Don’t fall. You will probably need the services of an accountant just like Pop did the year you were born.

Eli at the bank is holding an envelope for you, along with some other stuff. I would have given it to you earlier, but after your grandfather passed on, I didn’t have the heart. He was my best friend and saved my life down in Cuba when we four young fools rode with Teddy. No matter what you hear or learn about the four of us, we tried to be the best men we knew how. Show Monte this letter if he is still alive. He can tell you everything you want to know, or he wants to tell you.

If you are here, I would like to believe you have come home. Hopefully, it is for good. This valley has needed good people as long as I can remember. An honest lawyer would also be a blessing this town has prayed on for years. 

This war has taken too many of the young men. Even the new tungsten mine behind Mt. Tom has a problem finding good men. This one is going to be as bad as The Great War, so I guess I could be grateful for not having to watch the best we raise be hewed down like so much alfalfa. 

Elizabeth, I know lawyers aren’t detectives, but you have a sharp mind. I would like to ask you to do something for us three. When we came back from Cuba, we brought a young lawyer with us. He became our fourth. Most Wednesday night’s, he probably came out ahead by at least two bits or four. His saving grace was we played gin at his house and drank his whiskey. You probably wouldn’t remember him, but he became the judge in town. When you were just about bellybutton high, he was found hanging in his closet. The police and newspaper said it was a suicide. None of us three ever thought he had a reason to do such a thing, but we never found proof to convince us of any foul play. But still, as I lie here facing my own end, it nags at me. 

The new girl, Bertha, who is running the brothel over the police station, might know where Ethel is now. Back in those days, she went by the name of her favorite flower—Violet. If you can find her, she might have some insight into his state of mind. They were friends, and he used to visit her regularly and share tea while they talked about the new philosophy of the time—existentialism. Other than her and Monte, I don’t know where to point you. 

If you need a good mule, my newest love is named Heather. When I knew I couldn’t take care of her, and my leg started turning black, I turned her loose and headed her down the canyon. She knows her name and will come if you call her. Look where the grass is lush down in the river bottom. She likes carrots and apples. I never loaded her heavier than two hundred on a side, but I also never rode any of my mules. So, I know she could carry you, but I don’t know if she is ridable. 

You will need to have my death corroborated by the coroner or the sheriff, so don’t just burn the cabin down right away. Monte or Bertha can help you find the right person to come up here and verify things, and then you can burn the cabin down. 

I spruced up the second cabin, next up from the bench you liked so much. The pump in the kitchen works, and the well is still sweet. This mine claim I registered a few years ago in yours and my name. You will need to file these other claim assessments down Independence way. Some are just land, but they carry full mineral rights. Water is considered one of them minerals. These are important and are likely to stir up a piece of trouble, but I know they will be good in your hands.  So, now, I guess it’s all yours. You won’t want to live here, but when you need peace and quiet, you have a place to go. 

If you need a good soak, you will need to cross the valley and go up to the pond in upper Buttermilk. I couldn’t stand the mud anymore, so I dug it out and added a bunch of sand over the years. With the new depth and the sand, it makes a grand place to stay for a week. I think the minerals are good for the bones and the mind.

I don’t know what else to tell you. My water is turned black, so I know I better think of anything else soon.

Your friend and uncle, 

Ulysses

Oct 8, 1941



She closed her eyes and weighed her right hand on the paper. She pictured his face from a time she liked to remember him by. The tears would never come. She wasn’t capable of emotion, the same as her inability to feel pain. 

She thought about the massive pain he must have been in when he wrote the letter. The first few paragraphs made little or no sense as she reread them for the third time. 

She had buried her grandfather during her junior year at UCLA. He had been her only family. Her mother burned to death in the fire, even as she pushed her baby to safety. The fire had marked Thorny, but she only saw it as a reminder of her mother’s dying love. 

The Fergusons, who now lived in the farmhouse, Pop hired to come live with him, look after him, and sharecrop the farm. She had seen no reason to change the living arrangement, except they now paid her a small share of the harvest. The old tack room and groom’s quarters in the large rarely used barn had long suited her solitary nature.

A small bird called from somewhere, and she opened her eyes. The afternoon shade was now burned away by the low setting sun across the valley. Her toes clawed loosely at the powdery dust. Folding the papers up, she noticed the pale writing on the edges of what she had thought were blank pages. The notations made no sense. She turned the page over to the map. There was still no rhyme or reason to the broken sentences and partial clauses. She folded it all back into the original oilcloth paper and shoved it all in the back of her pants. Standing, she fluffed out the back of her shirt over the packet. Looking down the canyon, she sighed deeply. Resolved, she started walking.

The mouth of the canyon broke from the shoulders of the mountains at the peak of the alluvial fan. The view was only four or five hundred feet above the Owens Valley floor, but it left an unobstructed view across to the Sierra Nevada range. The two parallel mountain ranges rose to matching altitudes of just over fifteen thousand five hundred feet. With the valley floor sitting way below at only four thousand, the eleven-thousand-foot difference made the Owens Valley the deepest valley in the world. 

Thorny stopped and sat on the stump of basalt. The view of the valley was something she never tired of. 

To the south, she could see well past what were apple orchards—now dried snags or stumps. The needed water was now kept back from anything growing in the valley. The precious liquid flowed down the Owens River until it funneled into a large wooden pipe emptying only in Los Angeles. Even the farms in the San Fernando Valley were restricted from growing useful food unless they paid Mr. Mulholland and his gang of thieves. The water stolen from the farmers, ranchers, and people of the valleys was used to make the lawns of mansions green. A few million people drank the water, bathed in the water, and flushed their toilets. What could have grown them and many others food was flushed out to sea. There were a few who had wells deep enough to withstand the brutal years of drought. Pops had been one of the few. 

In the last light of the afternoon, she could pick out the two large orchards spreading across the low hills above the west side the valley. Further south were the two large family ranches. The green acreages were distinctive in what they raised. The cousins shared the alfalfa and wheat. When the water was low, they consolidated. They sold down the cattle herd, and only the sellable wheat was raised beyond the sustaining alfalfa for the smaller herd. They had also pooled their sources and paid a higher price for land and water rights from owners up the small canyon feeding a creek from an artesian well. Agents of Mulholland tried to burn them out for getting in the way of them stealing land at pennies on the acre. 

Thorny turned her head north. Only because she knew where to look, she could see a tiny speck of reflected light. She knew it was the large nickeled headlight from a Pierce Arrow. The light hung over the barn door of her ranch. She rose and headed down the last few turns to the car.

The sun had long dipped behind Mt. Tom as she turned onto Highway 6. It would be dark when she pulled into the barnyard. The Fergusons would have long turned off the radio and gone to bed. The morning for them would start before Chester the rooster even thought about crowing.
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06 Old Wounds New Cuts
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The thin stiletto slid carefully down the throat. Any good surgeon would have been proud of the edge of the blade. The work was almost silent. Clean. Deadly.

The man held the blade under the drizzle of steaming water. The soap foam slid off the steel, taking the stubble with it.

The stump of a finger pushed the battered nose up. The blade gently slid down the upper lip in concise short strokes. The scars on the man’s face hadn’t come from him mishandling the blade. The finger pushed at the tip of the nose as he glided the deadly blade to the other half of his lip. The wide scar running from his chin to his left eye had finally flattened, and he didn’t nick the skin anymore. 

The movement at the door caught his eye. His body screamed to move, but his brain paced the work at hand. The face was only almost familiar. The hair he knew he should place. The rest of the woman standing in the door to his bedroom was new.

Moving the blade up, he turned his head. The sideburn was square at the dead center of his ear. She crossed her arms and leaned quietly against the doorway. His eyes didn’t have to focus. He would know her left hand from three blocks away. 

“It’s been a longtime, Thorny... or do you go by Elizabeth now?”

“Hello, Danny. Thorny is fine.” She waved her hand back toward the rest of the house. “The door was open...”

He rinsed off the blade as he looked at the shave. “I guess I’ll have to fire the maid.”

“Is that what you thugs call it these days—fire? I thought you guys liked to rub people out or fit them for a set of concrete shoes, or maybe your style was of taking them for a drive in the desert.”

His one eyebrow raised as he looked at her in the mirror. He slowly wiped his face with the damp towel and turned off the water. He paused and thought as he watched her. She didn’t move.

“You know I never did that stuff.” He turned and leaned against the vanity. “You watched too much Eddie Robinson and the Cagney fella.” 

He reached out and took a white shirt from a hook. He removed the hanger and placed it back on the single stub of a deer antler set into the knotty pine paneling. Holding Thorny’s eyes, the slight man pulled on the shirt and buttoned it down. Fluffing the front, he reached for his pants and opened the fly. She didn’t flinch or turn her eyes. He tucked the shirttails, closed the opening, and cinched his belt.

“Still the same Thorny.” He stepped to a chair near the military-made bed. Sitting, he pulled on his black socks and shoes. “What brings you out to the dude ranch? I know you don’t drink. It’s too late for breakfast and early for lunch. The only thing else we have to offer is horses to ride... unless your tastes have turned to the other residents that we have here to ride.” He placed both feet on the floor and leaned back in the chair.

Thorny’s thin mouth pulled on the right side. The high school rumors of her playing for the other team.  “Still fishing, Danny?”

He shrugged his face, shoulders, and hands. “Goes with the job.”

She bounced her shoulder away from the doorway frame. Her hands slid down, and her thumbs hung in her front pockets. The man smiled. She was lost without the high pockets on her bib overalls or the lack of pockets. He remembered how she hung her hands in the tops of her bibs—the same as her grandfather had.

He reached up and curled the button-down collar where others would have a tie. “I don’t think this is a social visit for old times’ sake. What do you want, Thorny?”

“You.”

He snorted softly as he stood. “You could have had me our junior year. Why now?”

“Not what I meant, Danny. I need your help—as the only honest criminal I know.”

“Down in the big city, they would call using that insulting word slander.”

“I just came from the big city, and I didn’t use the term criminal in a slanderous way.”

He smiled. “I meant the word honest. It carries an overshadow of someone who is a do-gooder.”

“So now you’re going to deny beating up Tommy Keselowski in the fourth grade because he tripped me and then tried to kiss me?” She noted the slight blush. “I need an honest cop. I need one I can trust to keep his mouth shut, do a legal job, but not say anything.”

“But it’s legal?” His eyes closed into a judging squint.

“Completely. I just need there to be complete discretion.”

“Are you ever going to tell me what it is you need done?”

“No, because you are going to help and be the expert witness.”

“Expert in what way?”

“How they were murdered.”

His eyes opened. She had his attention. “Who was murdered?”

She smiled. “They weren’t, but you will be the person to verify.”

“Who’s the stiff?”

“Stiff? Hmm... yes, very.” Her face wavered. “Flapjack.”

“Ulysses? The old miner? What happened?”

“He fell down a mine shaft last fall. Do you have an honest cop to corroborate the death?”

“Cop or sheriff?”

“It’s up one of the canyons—”

“Sheriff. Yeah, I play bridge with him every Tuesday. He won’t even lie about the trump—even if it would win the rubber and game. His name is Pete Pitchess.”

They walked out onto the driveway. A white Cord sat alone on the pea-gravel. Danny looked around. “Where’s your car?”

“I don’t have one.”

“How did you get here.”

Thorny pulled out the pair of green, dark glasses. “I walked.”

He swung around with a frown. “It’s four miles from town...”

Thorny bumped her lower lip out. “It’s almost eight from my farm to town. Are we going to go talk to this deputy?”

The Cord was smooth. Thorny ran her hand along the leather seat where Danny couldn’t see. It felt cool and smooth on her hand. 

“Why didn’t you go out with me back then?”

“When?”

“High school.”

“I didn’t go out with anyone.”

He glanced over at her profile. “Was it because it was me or because I was a guy?”

Thorny moved her weight into the back of the seat. Her sigh was soft. “I didn’t date anyone. It had nothing to do with male or female. It wasn’t about you or your father’s business. I don’t date.”

“Then how will you ever...?”

She gently shook her head. “Find a husband to look after me, take care of me, provide for me?”

His lower lip drew in as he nodded. “Yeah... kind of ...”

She turned slightly toward him. She leaned over and reached out before he could turn his head. The longer nail on what now would work as her index finger dented the skin over his carotid artery. He felt the pressure on his neck.

“Like you, I carry a small knife. A few more pounds of thrust, and it will sever your carotid artery. You’ll probably bleed out before you can stop. My guess is you will be dead in less time than it will take me to get out and drag you from the car and into the weeds. I don’t need a man to do it, either. I don’t need a husband to point out to the nice Sheriff Peter how you made advances unbecoming a gentleman, and I simply defended myself.”

Thorny could tell his eyes were ping-ponging from the road to her. His artery was pulsing under her finger. 

“Wh... when did you start carrying a knife?”

She pulled her hand away and looked at the nail on her claw. “I don’t. I just forgot to trim my nails this week.”

He swallowed. “Point taken.”

––––––––
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THE THREE STOOD looking at the desiccated cadaver. Thorny didn’t mention the letter. 

The deputy turned his head to his bridge partner. Thorny liked him from their first meeting. The man was quiet in a shy way, but not because he was shy, but he was watching and listening. The entire walk up the canyon, he never asked more than a couple of questions—none were about why they were here. 

“Verdict?”

Danny shrugged. He pointed at the protruding bump in the faded tan overalls. “If the shattered hip and leg didn’t kill him, the dry would have. I don’t have to remove his clothes to tell you he wasn’t murdered.” He looked at Thorny and back at the deputy. “And doing a nose
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