
  
    
      
    
  


		
			To the unending line of women who have always healed,who still heal, and will continue to heal.

			And yet they persist.

			





Chapter 1

			Rain enfolded the winter. It fell constantly, softly, soaking far beneath the ground to replenish each mountain root, spring and seep. The grass grew higher than any of the old ranchers could recall and the cobbled streams ran fat with trout. 

			Every day of that long, wet season Frank saddled Buttons and rode into the mountains. She started in the green meadows surrounding the ranch, exploring each side canyon as far as it would go. She carried a map; some of the canyons had names, most didn’t. If there was soft ground with good fodder and the rain was not too hard, she would hobble Buttons and camp the night. More often she rode home in a dusk indistinguishable from day to give the old horse a long rub and hot mash. 

			After the dogs were fed and chickens locked up, she would stoke a fire and spend the long nights reading. Every wall in the cabin that wasn’t window, door or mantel was shelved and every shelf groaned with books. Frank had often wondered: if she were to spend the rest of her life here would she ever get through them all? It was an idle question that seemed to match her days, but those winter days on the ranch were anything but idle for each one was spent steeped in the atoms, grains, and fibers of the mountains. Ridge and peak, portrero and canyon, creek and field, each feature of the land was absorbed into Frank’s bones as was the rain into the ground. 

			With the spring came the sun, and with the sun a blaze of birdsong and bud. Frank had spent hours hunched over flowers, finding their names in tattered field guides. Things like Johnny-jump-ups and popcorn flower, locoweed and coral bells, poppies, fiddleneck, and houndstooth. She spent just as many hours squinting through binoculars, learning birds and their songs: bluebirds and jays, sparrows and towhees, finches and warblers. She was alone but never lonely. The dogs and horses, the chickens and wild animals, all the flowers, bushes, and trees were the only company she wanted. She had never known solitude, nor what a hunger she had for it until a body found in the crowded, clamoring heart of Los Angeles had led her to “Sal” Saladino and this mountain redoubt.

			She thought often of that miserable day when she’d thought she was leaving the ranch for good, how heartsick she’d felt until Pete Mazetti grabbed her hand and slapped a set of keys into it. 

			“This is for Sal,” he’d hissed. “Not you.” 

			She’d immediately recognized the keys to all the gates on the twisty ranch road that led to the Mazetti cabin. It was the cabin Sal had spent her whole life in before leaping from an overlook facing the vastness of the Pacific Ocean. Before she jumped Sal had left three letters—one each for her daughter, Pete, and Frank. 

			In Frank’s she wrote that she’d asked Pete to let her stay on but didn’t know if he would. Frank hadn’t known either and guessed the answer was no—until the investigation into Sal’s death was finally wrapped up and he had given her the keys. She’d been stunned, driving back to LA laughing all the way. She had a moving truck deliver everything in her Pasadena house to a local thrift store and let a property manager rent the house out. After that, the only thing standing between her and the mountains was the cursory Internal Affairs inquisition. 

			She replayed that in her head a lot, too, never tiring of the relief of that last day. 

			“Lieutenant Franco.”

			“Retired,” she’d corrected, with hidden joy.

			“Lieutenant Franco, retired,” the IA detective said. “Have you ever spent the night at a suspect’s home before?”

			“I’ve never had a suspect as remote as Diana Saladino.”

			“So in your mind that made it okay?”

			“I needed to interview her and I thought it was the best way.” 

			“Why not just question her at the local station? Why did you have to follow her out to such a remote location?”

			Frank reined in her impatience and resisted shifting in the hard chair. She explained again, “Ms. Saladino was reluctant to talk. I thought I’d get better results if she was on her own turf.”

			“And did you?”

			“Yes.”

			“And what exactly were those results?”

			Frank reiterated the highlights of the case, how the body found in South Central had led straight to Saladino’s cabin deep in the mountains of Big Sur. How she had sussed out Sal’s confession there.

			“Tell us again why you didn’t immediately take Ms. Saladino into custody.”

			Frank ticked off on her fingers, “She wasn’t a flight risk. She’d been living in that cabin her entire life. There was nowhere for her to go. She wasn’t a violent suspect. Had no history of premeditation.” She shrugged. “It was a calculated risk.”

			“The records indicate you spent considerable time with Ms. Saladino at her cabin. Would it be safe to say that by now you had a personal relationship with the prime suspect in your homicide investigation?”

			“I developed a personal relationship with a lot of my suspects. It’s how I got ’em to talk.”

			“Would it be safe to say you willfully disregarded the rules because of this particular relationship?”

			There was no way these guys could know about the brief, dire coupling on that last night of Sal’s subtle—and to Frank, unknown—passing of the mantle. 

			“The woman had lived there for sixty-two years. I didn’t think letting her have one more night would be a problem. I know it was wrong. I knew spending that much time there was wrong. It’s why I hung up my badge. Look, how many times are we gonna do this? Crucify me if you have to. My story’s not gonna change.”

			The detective shook his head with a disgusted noise and looked at his partner. “Why are we wasting time on this?”

			The partner had shrugged. Banging his notes into a neat square he said, “We’re done here. You’d just better hope no one comes after us for your fuck-up.”

			Walking out of LAPD headquarters for the last time, she fingered the fob in her pocket like a talisman. Down in the parking basement she pressed it and a brand new Tacoma sang out. Lights flashing, doors unlocking, it welcomed her into the cocoon that would take her from the City of Angels back to the mountains. She hadn’t been able to drive fast enough, getting a speeding ticket in Santa Barbara, then slowing only after she crested the grade dividing north San Luis Obispo County from south. There, at the trailing end of the Santa Lucia Range, with her mountains finally in sight, she reset the cruise control from ninety to seventy and relaxed. Steering with her knee, she rolled a cigarette. The sky was muddled, only a few stars showing through the clouds, but they were her stars. Frank had never felt more at home.

			“And the rest, Kook,” she said to the curly white dog in her lap, “is history.”

			She was sitting by the fire pit, coffee in one hand, the other stroking Kook. At her feet, a sleek black dog lifted his head. Bone heard it before Frank did, a truck grinding up the jeep trail that led to the cabin. It sounded like Pete’s old V-8. As she wondered what had prompted her landlord’s rare visit Frank braced for the worst-case scenario—Pete was done humoring a dead woman and was finally going to kick her off the ranch. She wondered if he’d let her keep Kook and Bone. 

			When he rumbled over the creek bridge Kook leapt from her lap and raced with Bone to greet the ranch dogs barking in the bed of his truck.

			“Quiet!” he yelled, stopping in the dirt yard. All the dogs settled to whining, tails frenzied as they stretched to sniff each other. A fireplug of a man and twice as hard, he told her, “Get in. I gotta show you something.”

			She put her cup on the chair arm and asked, “Bring the dogs or pen ’em?”

			His door squealed open and he said, “They can come. But Little Bo Peep’s gotta ride in back with the real dogs.” 

			He dropped the tailgate, growling for his dogs to stay. Bone put his feet up and looked expectantly at Pete.

			“What’s this?” he asked her.

			“He’s been having trouble jumping up. He’s waiting for a lift.”

			“Jesus.” Pete shook his head but obliged the older dog and Frank dropped Kook over the side. 

			They bounced past Pete’s peeling Victorian ranch house and down the mountain. The seatbelts were long shot and Frank clung to the roof grip to keep from concussing herself. The dogs scrabbled on the metal bed. A couple times she caught Pete glancing at them. Frank couldn’t imagine where he was taking her, but refused to give him the satisfaction of asking. She studied the view out the window, the rippling fields of yellow grass studded with dark oaks. When Pete pulled up to the first gate she dutifully got out and unlocked it. 

			“You can leave it open,” he called out the window. Frank lifted a brow; he’d told her never to do that. Right after the last gate, he turned into the dirt lot of the Celadores Store and cut the engine. They sat under a massive oak, studying the old store and listening to the engine cool. The dogs paced. 

			“What?” she finally bit.

			He jutted his chin toward two women sitting on a bench against the store. They were watching the truck intently. The women were middle-aged, each with a purse on her lap and a plastic bag beside her. 

			Frank frowned. “What about ’em?” 

			“They’re waiting.” 

			“I see that. What for?”

			“Not what. Who.”

			“All right,” Frank played along. “Who?”

			Pete spat tobacco out the window then turned his squinty gaze all over her. “You, Chief. They’re waitin’ for you.”

			“Me?” She looked hard at the women. “Why?”

			He flapped a hand. “They’re waiting for you to do whatever it was Sal did.”

			“Oh, no, no.” She shook her head. “I don’t do that.”

			“Then go tell ’em. They come every Saturday. Just sit here waitin’ for you.”

			The women stared at her. Frank shook her head again and looked away. “Uh-uh.”

			“Well, Lolly said to show you and I did.”

			He got out and limped into the store. Frank waited in the truck, turning her eyes everywhere but to the waiting women. 

			The locals had called Sal a curandera, a healing woman. Every Saturday she had held office hours in a lean-to behind the store. Every Saturday there had been a stream of clients, mostly women, mostly Hispanic, who came to see her. One by one they walked around to the back of the store then left through the front. Needing to question Sal about a case, Frank had patiently taken her turn in line one Saturday. Even now it gave her a shiver to remember how Sal had told her things about herself that would have been impossible for anyone to know, at least without some serious research, and some things not even then. 

			 As Pete came out of the store Frank made the mistake of glancing at the women. Their stare burned like a branding iron. 

			Tucking yesterday’s paper and mail onto the dashboard he chuckled. “You okay there, Chief? You look a little pale.”

			He walked around the back of the truck, still grinning.

			“Here.” He opened her door and dumped Kook onto her lap. “Little Bo Peep’s gettin’ trampled back there.”

			Glad to have somewhere to look, she smoothed the dog’s curls, feeling the women’s eyes even after Pete turned and started back up the mountain. They made the drive up in the same silence they had coming down. Pete dropped her at the cabin but before he left, he leaned out the window. 

			“That’s how it started for Sal. They just started showin’ up like that.” He grinned. “She didn’t want to do it either.”

			





Chapter 2

			Frank made herself a second cup of coffee. She paced outside the cabin, drifting from barn to corral, over to the bridge, around the fire pit, back again. It didn’t make sense, Pete showing her the women, them waiting for her. She wasn’t a witch doctor. She wasn’t anything anymore. Just a retired homicide detective soaking up life after too many years steeped in death. 

			Figuring if she was going to pace this much, she ought to do it while washing her laundry. She rinsed her cup in the sink, then ran water into the tub and added a good shake of detergent. With nowhere to go and no one to impress, Frank’s accumulation of laundry was minimal. She dropped it all in the tub and took her jeans off. Stepping in, she waded among the clothes, swishing and swirling them in the soapy water. 

			She was curious how long the women would wait. Surely they’d have realized she wasn’t coming back and had left by now. She thought about making a trip into Soledad and driving by. Her library books were all past due. They were mostly special-order poetry books and likely unmissed. She’d always wanted to read poetry but until now hadn’t had the time or patience for it. Now she had both and spent long hours marveling over the exquisitely crafted words of Doty, Dove, and Sarton; Marilyn Nelson and Mary Oliver; Rich and Brooks and Bishop. Just as the depth and variety of the natural world continued to amaze her so was she amazed by the scope and complexity of poetry.

			Frank drained the dirty water, filled the tub with clean, and started her rinse cycle. The dogs watched from the doorway, hoping domestic chores would give way to something more fun. 

			“Go to town or go for a ride?” she asked. 

			Bone cocked his head 45 degrees and Kook’s tail swept the floor.

			In addition to taking the books back, she needed to sit down at the library computers to check her email and bank statements, make sure the property manager was getting paid and that rent was coming in from the LA house. Not that Frank needed the money. Her pension was generous and largely unspent as Pete was letting her stay for free.

			She had an easy relationship with the ranch foreman, Pork Chop, and had asked him if he knew why Pete let her stay on if he didn’t even like her. 

			“He likes having someone here. Keeps the rats and squirrels out. Keeps the place livable.”

			“Why doesn’t he just rent it to someone?”

			Pork Chop shook his head. “Pete don’t like strangers on his land.”

			“I’m a stranger.”

			 “Yeah. But you’re different. If Sal wanted you here I guess that was good enough for Pete.”

			Whatever his reasons, Frank was happy with them. She wrung the clothes and while she pinned them onto the line behind the cabin she decided it was too pretty a day to waste driving into town. Besides, if the women were still there she didn’t want to see them.

			“Let’s go get Buttons,” she said to the dogs. They raced ahead of her to the barn and pranced around while she saddled Sal’s steady old mare. After she’d double-checked the girth and the stirrups Frank cautiously mounted. It was still the scariest part of riding for her even though Buttons was calmer than a pond on a windless day. 

			Relieved to be securely in the saddle, she turned to the foothills. It was an easy ride to one of Frank’s favorite watering holes. There she skinny-dipped with the dogs, splashing and playing chase with them. By the time they rode back to the cabin she’d dismissed the sharp-eyed women at the store. 

			Folding a slice of bread around a couple apple slices and a slab of cheese, she ate the makeshift sandwich on the bridge, legs swinging above the water. The dogs sat to either side, waiting for something to drop, until Bone stood. He looked expectantly toward the ranch end of the bridge. Frank saw nothing but a minute later Pork Chop appeared on his horse. 

			“Hi.” He lifted a hand. “Am I bothering you?”

			“Not at all.” She crammed the last bite into her mouth and waved him over. “I’m just trying to figure what that is.” 

			 She pointed to a black and orange bird singing lustily from a willow.

			“That’s a picogrueso,” he said without even looking. “They come back every spring and have their babies here.”

			“Come back from where?”

			He shrugged. “I dunno. Down south somewhere. Mexico?”

			“Huh. Amazing. All that without a map or GPS. We couldn’t do that.”

			He grinned, one dark eye on her, the other pointing at sky. “They do lots we can’t do.” Pork Chop tied his horse on the ranch side of the bridge and pulled something out of his saddlebag. 

			“I just finished a sandwich. You hungry? I could make you one.” 

			“Nah, I’m good. Thank you.” He sat beside her holding a long flat box, like a safe-deposit box. After he petted the dogs and they laid back down he told her, “I found this. Up at the overlook. I think…I started to read it, but I think it’s for you.”

			He handed her the box but she didn’t open it. Frank hadn’t been to the overlook since the investigation ended but she thought about it plenty—racing up the mountain in the dark, letting Buttons lead the way, running into Sal’s horse on the impossibly skinny cliff, the sun coming up as she tried to persuade Sal not to jump, the whisper in the air after she had.

			“There were sheriffs and Search and Rescue all over that place. Where was it?”

			More than a hand, Pork Chop was Pete’s right arm, because as Pete had explained, “He’s got one eye on the cattle and the other on everything else.” Frank scrutinized the wiry, walleyed man. Found him guileless.

			“One of my dogs dug it out from under the old manzanita up there. You know that big one with all the dead branches? Must be at least a hundred years old.”

			Frank thought she knew which one. The dogs had sought shade under it when she’d gone up there with Sal.

			“It was wrapped in one of her shirts,” he said shyly. From the way he talked about Sal it was clear he’d had a crush on her and Frank was glad he had something to remember her by, even if it was just an old shirt. She had the cabin, Sal’s books, everything she’d left, and it still wasn’t enough. There was still so much more she wanted to know that only Sal could have told her.

			Frank ran her fingers along the cool edge of the box. Sal had taken so many secrets with her, so many mysteries. They had had that one night but it had been nothing to do with love and everything to do with sorrow and goodbyes.

			“I miss her.”

			Pork Chop nodded at the water. It rolled beneath them, not at all concerned with their woes. The bird sang above its babble. 

			“Picogrueso.” 

			“Yup.” Pork Chop bobbed his head. 

			“And they come back every summer?”

			“Yup.”

			“Nothing ever really leaves, does it?”

			They shared a smile and Frank opened the box. Inside was a scrap of sheepskin, still smelling of lanolin. A sheet of paper lay on the skin. Frank recognized Sal’s handwriting. She looked at Pork Chop. He nodded and she picked up the paper. Quiet as a whisper, the wind ruffled Frank’s hair.

			 

			There are only three people I can think of who will find this. Only one of you may understand what to do with it. I hope you’re the one that finds it. I couldn’t leave it for you because I wasn’t sure what you’d do with it but if you’re here, if you’ve found this, then I think you will know what to do. I hope you will. 

			 

			I have been a coward in so many things and what’s written in here is one more instance of that. A rough justice was served, which I couldn’t condemn, having served such justice myself. I also know the server of such justice makes a prison of her secrets and that others become locked inside that prison with her. But I didn’t have the courage to deliver any of them, just as I never had the courage to deliver myself. But you do. It’s your gift. You can set them free, just as you did me. 

			 

			—Forever, Sal

			 

			The day was warm but a chill traveled Frank’s spine. She pulled the bundle of sheepskin from the box. A dime store composition notebook was wrapped inside, like the ones Frank had used throughout school. Every fall she had lobbied her mother to buy spiral-bound notebooks, the sort you could rip pages from, and every year her mother insisted on the cheap comp books.

			She flipped to the first page. It was dated five years ago. 

			 

			All the promise of a new journal! Fresh, clean, white pages, so many possibilities! What will take place in here between this first page and the last? Seven people today - 

			KF - just a head cold - cold herbs

			HG - lost her boyfriend; grief, but not for him I don’t think. It was deeper. Still think she lost? aborted? a child and has never told anyone. Will sit with W.

			D - limpia (oh she makes me laugh!) 

			ID - heart

			DD - broken arm/trauma - I know boyfriend did it. Insists she fell. Spent a lot of time with her

			AS - susto, slight accident with kids in car

			FrRa - neuropathy - nerve herbs

			 

			Promised W elderberries for her cold syrups. Thought there would be some fruiting by Viejo Rock and was there ever! Collected two gallons. I think she will be pleased. Note: there will be a good crop of rose hips there in 5 or 6 weeks.

			 

			A long delayed trip to town to deliver Ws berries. Sat with her about HG. She gave me a tincture of linden, hawthorn and roses. What W doesn’t have in her garage hasn’t been grown yet! What a marvel she is. 

			 

			“Who’s W?”

			“I dunno.”

			Frank read a couple more short, dated entries. “Seems like a combination of patient records and a journal.”

			“That’s like a diary, right? I only read a little. It felt like I was spying on people.”

			Frank closed the notebook. She reread the letter and Pork Chop asked, “You think she meant her father? That part about being a coward? ’Cause she was one of the bravest ladies I ever met.”

			“I guess.”

			“The part about justice, and you being a cop and all, that’s why I figured you should have it.”

			Frank nodded.

			“The only other person I can think that mighta found it would be Pete. You think she meant him?”

			“I guess,” she repeated.

			They hunched over the water, each with their own thoughts. Finally Pork Chop said, “Pete told me he showed you those ladies down to the store.”

			“Yeah. How long they been coming?”

			He made a whistle through pursed lips. “About a month or so? Maybe six weeks?”

			“Always the same ones?”

			“I think so. Maybe. I don’t know.”

			After a minute, he asked, “Are you gonna do it?”

			She gave a snort. “Pretend to be Sal? I don’t think so.”

			“Not to be her,” he protested. “To be you.”

			“Okay, so what I don’t get is why they’re waiting for a white woman with absolutely no street cred to come and do what Sal did. I mean, Sal had a track record. Me, I’m no one. Those women don’t know me from Adam, and I can’t do what they think I can. They’re mistaken.”

			“How do you know?” Pork Chop trained a curious eye on her. “Have you ever tried?”

			When she didn’t answer, he pressed, “Sal told me once that you belonged here.”

			She followed the flight of a phoebe snapping the bugs that flitted over the water. 

			“She happen to mention why?”

			“Actually, yeah, she did. I was really sad when she told me, I thought maybe she had cancer or somethin’, but she said she wouldn’t always be here. And if you listened to your heart you could take her place. But she was afraid you wouldn’t. She said she was afraid your brain would be stronger than your heart.”

			Frank’s lips twitched. That sounded like something Sal would say.

			“What do you think?”

			“Oh, I don’t know. There’s a lotta things I don’t know. But Sal said it and she never lied to me so I believe her.”

			Their gazes stayed on the rushing creek until Pork Chop brushed his palms on his pants and stood. “How you set for meat?”

			Pork Chop earned his name by hunting the feral pigs that roamed the ranch. Since she’d moved in he’d kept her tiny freezer jammed with ribs and chops. 

			“I’m good. Thanks.”

			“Okay then. Just holler if you need more. I shot a big boar a couple weeks ago so I got plenty.”

			“Hey,” she called after him. “What’s your real name?”

			He grinned, his bad eye on the treetops. “I’m Frank, just like you. Francisco. Pete and the guys call me Pork Chop. My family calls me Pancho.”

			“What do you like to be called?”

			His face dropped. “I don’t know. No one’s ever asked me.” Then he brightened just as suddenly. “But here on the ranch I’m just Pork Chop.”

			He waved and rode off. She watched him go. The dogs rose when she did. She considered the notebook lying at her feet. Nothing in her life had ever been as easy, as peaceful as these last nine months. She didn’t want to jeopardize that by opening Sal’s journal and taking on a problem that wasn’t hers. It would be easy to just boot the notebook into the creek. Let it get tumbled away down to the Salinas River and out to the ocean. Food for the fishes. 

			Instead Frank stooped to pick it up. 

			





Chapter 3

			The dogs had been fed their kibble and the horses their hay. The chickens were done scratching in the yard and waddled into their coop to roost. Frank kindled a small fire in the mortared stone fire pit. She fried a couple chops over the low flame and chewed them right off the grill with handfuls of dried apple. Occasionally she spit a piece of gristle out to Kook and Bone. 

			The sun was easing down over the ridge of mountains, ready to sink into the ocean on the other side. Sal had insisted each sunrise and sunset were different and that she never wanted to miss a single one. So Frank watched them for her though she had a feeling Sal still watched them too. Somehow, from somewhere. She’d even hinted as much in her closing salutation. Forever, Sal.

			After licking her fingers clean, Frank pulled a pouch from her shirt pocket and rolled a smoke. The box Pork Chop had given her sat on the edge of the fire pit. Frank considered it as she smoked. 

			She’d never been one for religion or belief in an afterlife yet she felt certain Sal was still around. The search teams had never recovered her body. From the overlook it was about a quarter-mile fall. Below, ridges and steep redwood canyons serrated the base. A determined effort had been made to find Sal but as the search captain noted, probably no human had ever set foot in any of that terrain. Sal had probably jumped from the overlook for that very reason, knowing no one would ever be able to take her from the land she loved.

			There was no way she could have survived the fall. Even in the extreme case she had, she would have been far too hurt to live long. Frank had no illusions Sal was still alive in body, but in spirit? That was entirely another matter. 

			Kook interrupted her thoughts. He delicately placed his forepaws on the edge of her chair and wagged his tail hopefully. 

			“You want up?”

			He wagged harder.

			“What about Bone? Where’s he gonna sit?”

			The tail went faster. 

			She eyed the little dog until his whole back end wiggled and pleaded. When she patted her thigh Kook jumped into her lap and licked her chin before curling into a tight ball. 

			“Pete’s right. You’re spoiled.”

			Frank felt his tail wag between her leg and his body. She petted him and watched the sky fade over the ridge. From mauve to purple to almost black. It was never pure black, never as black as the mountains in their cloak of night, always standing guard, always on duty. She and Sal had spent their few evenings together doing exactly this, saying goodbye to the day and hello to the night. 

			As the stars and constellations came out she noted them by name—Cassiopeia, Ursas Major and Minor, Regulus, Arcturus. She had learned the biggest and brightest, and when it had been too cold to sleep outside Frank had pushed Sal’s bed under the window so she could follow their mute transit through the night. Like the dogs, they had become trusted and loyal companions. 

			She listened to the creek rolling by. The treefrogs were in full throat, calling for females. Behind her there was a small rustle from the row of sheds. A mouse or woodrat? Maybe the skunk that lived under the woodshed waking up? She smiled, astonished that all this—the stars, the wild beasts, the mountains—had existed all her life and she’d never known it was here. It had all been background, mere scenery to be ignored. Even more mind-boggling was that somehow she had at last stumbled onto it, and that maybe because she’d made such a clean break from her old life it hadn’t taken her more than a minute to get used to her new one.

			She remembered how much she’d slept after getting to the ranch. She hadn’t realized until then how exhausted she’d been. The first couple of weeks she’d slept twelve-, fourteen-hour nights. There were still the nightmares, the same theme nightmares she’d always had. They’d probably never go away, but they didn’t come quite as often. It had taken her a good month to shake off her lassitude. After that she had slipped into an easy rhythm of rising with the sun and settling down with it at night. 

			On mornings she didn’t ride, Frank and the dogs would amble the trails around the cabin scaring up jackrabbits and quail. Riding had been the best way to learn the ranch but boots on the ground with Sal’s ancient field guides taught her about the plants and animals that shared their home with her. She learned to split wood and build fires, how to groom a horse and ride one. She discovered the hard way what stinging nettle looked like, and the bare stems of poison oak in winter. She could tell a valley oak from a blue oak, a raven from a crow, a jay from a bluebird.

			She hadn’t for a minute doubted Sal’s pronouncement that she was supposed to be on the ranch but the why had started to nag her. Why was she here other than for her own sensual delight in the land, her own healing after almost thirty years of dealing with the worst that humans did to each other? In the early slow-motion days that had been enough. The land had taken her like a gentle lover and she had blossomed under its touch. In the process she had become someone else. But Frank wasn’t sure who that someone else was.

			She reached toward the box, pulled it closer. An owl called, “Who-who?”

			“Who-who, indeed,” she replied softly.

			She was sure the answer was out there, somewhere on the land. Or maybe, she thought, eyes on the flat shiny box, maybe the answer was in there.

			





Chapter 4

			The nights were warm enough again to sleep outside and Frank woke in a pile of blankets a little after the first sunrise. She watched as trees and landmarks became distinguishable. At second sunrise, when it was light enough to see details, she rolled up her sheepskin pallet and made coffee. She sat with it on the cabin steps waiting for third sunrise, when the sun at last cleared the horizon. 

			Content to let each day unfold on its own she didn’t usually wake with plans, but this morning after her cup was empty she walked to the enclosed pasture and rattled a tin of oats. Buttons and the lame gelding looked up from across the field and trotted over.

			They nibbled from her palm as she scratched their chins. As bad as Pete was with people he sure had a soft spot for animals; Buttons was a herd animal and knowing she’d be lonely without another horse around he’d left the gelding for her. Frank slid a halter on the old mare and led her to the barn. The dogs wrestled while she saddled up. Frank would have liked to canter across the pasture and start climbing into the mountains right away but Buttons needed a slow start. Bone couldn’t stand a fast pace, either. As it was, he’d be limping by the end of the day. 

			A cow path rose steadily through the foothill chaparral into a thick canopy of buckeye, oak, and maple. Buttons’ steps were muted in the fat carpet of duff and leaf. She barely needed guidance but when they came to a narrow canyon of fern and redwood Frank tugged her to a stop. Water plunged from a fall that Frank had only seen once. It had been dry then, at the end of summer, and Sal had told her she’d have to come back in the spring when it was running fresh. 

			“I’m back,” she said, her words swallowed in the churchy gloom. 

			Except for a creepy southeast corner of the ranch that Pete had warned her away from (“too many crazies with too many guns on the other side”), Frank had traveled most of the Mazetti acreage. Yet she had shied from the ridge tops with their ever-brooding, ever-watching peaks. Even now she felt a flutter of trepidation but pressed on. 

			They came to the pond where she and Sal had stripped and swam one hot afternoon. She let Buttons drink while Bone and Kook waded in to their chests, then they rode on until they reached a cliffside trail. One side was sheer face and the other nothing but space. The bones of a good horse at the bottom of the cliff told of its danger. It was impossible not to remember how she’d raced after Sal, finding her way here in the dark by giving Buttons her lead, only to run into Sal’s horse halfway across. The trail was too narrow to turn around on so the only options had been to advance or back up one agonizing step at a time. Frank hadn’t been about to retreat and had inched Buttons forward. Sal’s horse backed slowly, one hoof at a time, until it lost its footing. She shook away the memory of its screams, the desperate scrabbling of its hooves, and focused on the thin trail. It wasn’t too late to turn around. She didn’t have to keep going. But her need to continue had nothing to do with reason. 

			Leaning forward she scratched Buttons’s ears. “Whaddaya say, old girl?”

			Buttons offered no advice but Kook whined and danced on his hind legs. 

			“Ready to ride?”

			It would be safer to have him in the saddle than underfoot so Frank dismounted and put on his harness. She clipped the lead to it and remounted, hoisting him easily into the saddle. He melted into her and stared up with liquid brown eyes, tail in a frenzy of joy. 

			She petted him, studying the chamise and buckbrush hanging from the cliff wall. Bone stood and looked up curiously.

			“You want a ride, too?”

			His little nub of a tail shook and Frank smiled. “You’re a good boy. Ready to go?” 

			At the word “go” he moved off onto the trail. Frank took a deep breath and gave Buttons a slight squeeze. Sal had assured her the mare could navigate the narrow track half asleep. Frank had counted on it the night she’d chased after Sal, and now again. She wondered what would happen if they ran into a rattlesnake sunning itself, or worse, what if the winter rains had eroded the trail away, or left an impassable mudslide, a deadfall?

			She swore, wishing she’d asked Pork Chop how long ago he’d been up here. She studied the ground. There wasn’t a trace of hoofprints. The trail wasn’t that long and she should have walked it before setting out on an irrevocable course but now she was committed. The only way off was to back up or power through. Despite the full sun in her face Frank broke into a cold sweat.

			“Goddamnit, Sal. You better not let anything happen to us.”

			And Sal didn’t. 

			The trail soon widened into a small portrero where Frank shakily dismounted. She bent over, not sure if she was going to puke or not. After a couple minutes her stomach settled and she stopped trembling. She took in the dogs, sprawled and panting. Buttons munched the winter-lush browse. Frank was the only one of the foursome at all concerned. She took a pull from Sal’s battered canteen, grateful for the tinny, warm water. Working the adrenaline out of her system she led Buttons the rest of the way. 

			Just before the overlook she tied the mare to a stunted pine and walked around an ancient manzanita. She could see where Pork Chop had broken some branches and disturbed the ground beneath. She wondered if Sal had planted the journal the night she’d died or before. Because of the care and deliberation she’d taken in hiding it, Frank decided before. 

			The bush towered over her head, its limbs as thick as her legs. The older branches were rough and gray but the new ones a satiny red. Frank rubbed her hand against the smooth bark. The plant had to be at least a century old and Frank marveled at all it had seen over the years, the last of the grizzlies, maybe. Certainly the disappearance then return of the condor, what Sal had called the zopilote. Had an Esselen, one of the land’s first human occupants, brushed by it when it was barely knee high? Surely it had seen generations of Mazettis. It had attended Frank and Sal’s first visit here and borne silent witness to their last.

			“You didn’t have to go,” she whispered, knowing even as she said it that it wasn’t true. Sal couldn’t have lived anywhere else. Just as she’d written, it was best for her to die here and remain forever.

			Frank stepped away from the manzanita into the shallow bowl of the overlook. Beyond was a blue-gray horizon of sea and air. She stood close to the edge and looked down. A lone condor sailed over the redwoods below. 

			“Zopilote,” she called softly.

			Sal had told her that the big vultures sailed over the Santa Lucias looking for lost souls, and that the abuelas, the old grandmothers, swore that if a person was ever in trouble all they had to do was appeal to the zopilote and they would come to her aid.

			Frank watched the bird disappear, then she sat on a sun-warmed boulder. Sprinkling tobacco into a creased paper, she recalled the visions she’d had between finding Sal’s father and settling on the ranch, visions of circling high above a twilit land of mountain, sea and canyon. Frank stopped making her cigarette. She closed her eyes, remembering the sensation of wheeling in a blood-red sky, a tableau of darkening earth below. While the fact that she had been suffering from hallucinations was unsettling, the visions themselves had been profoundly peaceful. They’d had a timeless quality, as if whatever, or whoever, was, circling and wheeling above the earth, she had been immortal. 

			“Zopilote,” she said to the endless blue. “Why am I here?” 

			Her only answer was a groaning stretch from Bone. A buzzing fly. The mild ocean breeze.

			She finished the cigarette and stuck it in her pocket. Scooting to the edge of the overlook, she dangled her legs into the void.

			There were only two types of evidence—the evidence you had and the evidence you wanted. The evidence Frank had was that by completely unforeseeable circumstances she was living at the ranch. Sal had insisted she belonged here and here she was. Sal had even told Pete and Pork Chop as much.

			There was the fact of the visions, the fact of Sal reading her as easily as a college grad read a picture book. There was all that weird hoodoo business years ago with Darcy and Mother Love, and that no matter how hard Frank had tried she just couldn’t squeeze all those inexplicable events into tidy boxes labeled “Logic” and “Reason.” 

			There was her history of fighting the inexplicable until she had no choice but to surrender to it.

			There were the women waiting for her at the store, apparently certain Frank could help them. 

			There was Pork Chop asking how she knew she couldn’t if she didn’t even try.

			The evidence Frank wanted was that she was nobody special. She wanted the evidence to prove that she wasn’t here to help anyone or solve any mysteries. She wanted the evidence to show that she was just an old cop licking her wounds. 

			And there was only one way to get that kind of evidence. 

			She would go to the store Saturday. She would prove to the ladies, Pete, Pork Chop, and Sal, that they were all wrong.

			Frank stood, her muscles tight from the stress of the cliff trail. She stretched and the dogs copied her. She rode to the cliff trail and crossed with far less fear than before. If she was here for a reason—and she must have been, she reasoned, for why else had everything aligned so perfectly to put her here?— she didn’t think that reason was to die by falling off the trail. 

			After giving Buttons a good rubdown and feeding everyone, Frank heated a can of soup. She took the pot out to the fire pit and drank from it, swabbing it with a slice of bread. The dogs splayed exhaustedly around her. Bone lifted his head when a chorus of coyotes sounded down by Pete’s then let it drop with a solid thunk. Kook didn’t even stir, trusting his pack to watch out for him. 

			One by one, she named the stars, but absently, by rote. She may have decided to prove everyone wrong about her, but there was still the matter of Sal’s journal. She’d deliberately not thought of it all day. While she had to admit she was curious, she was also worried that if she delved into whatever mystery Sal had left for her she’d be committed to solving it. She’d spent thirty years solving mysteries and wasn’t eager to solve one more.

			Admiring the stars, she wondered if just this could be enough, witnessing each day and being a part of it. In the overall scheme of modern life it was nothing, what most would consider unproductive and a waste of time. Before being here she would have considered it a waste too. Now it felt like the most important work she’d ever done. And she didn’t want to stop doing it to take care of Sal’s unfinished business. 

			Maybe, she thought, she should have kicked the box into the creek after all.
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