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The lookout was nearly always the first one to spot a fire, not
just because Thorn Peak was one of the highest mountains in
the range but mainly on account of her total familiarity with the
landscape. It was like a painting, an all-encompassing mural
surrounding a little 17-foot-by-17-foot box on 50-foot stilts that
was her home for the fire season. It greeted her every morning
when she rose from her cot inside, awakened by the sun coming up over the Topatopas. At first that escarpment, comprising
the eastern border of her mural, would be a flat silhouette.
Then, as the sun climbed higher, the canyon depths and the intricate jagged patterns of the crags were revealed. Frequently
she could make out a tiny speck, a hawk or an eagle riding the
air currents above the canyons. Deer and mountain sheep
moved across the lower slopes and spurs of the Topatopas,
made tiny as ants by the distance.
She missed nothing, and when she looked west beyond the
coastal range toward the Pacific she saw with her mind’s eye a
mural encompassing the past as well as what lay before her. On
a clear day she could see the islands across the twenty-three
mile channel separating them from the mainland. She thought
of the Chumash mariners who used to paddle across the chan-
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nel in their tomols, plank canoes made of driftwood cemented
with tar, crossing in the early morning hours before the wind
rose up and the swells became mountainous. Theirs had been a
good life, harvesting the riches of the sea, trading back and
forth between the islands and the mainland. Then one day the
Spaniards had come to the islands in a great tomol with sails
like wings. It must have anchored off the big island they would
call Santa Cruz. No doubt they showed their power with musket and cannon, and the island Chumash readily submitted to
being rounded up and carried across to the mainland to be baptized and enslaved, not unlike her mother’s people in New
Mexico.
When the Pacific was covered with a gray marine layer, she
still had much to see. Between the ranges were broad valleys
with low ridges, oak-covered knolls and golden meadows.
California ranchland, still largely occupied by ranches. She remembered her Mexican grandfather’s stories of the Californios, the first ranchers in these valleys. Their cattle grew fat
on the abundant grasses and were irresistible prey for the giant
silvertip grizzlies that ruled these mountains. But the Californios were not intimidated. They were Mexicans, descended
from Spanish conquistadores and raped Indian women. They
welcomed the danger of encountering the great bears and did
so in ways that manifested the blood of their bold, cruel ancestors. Armed only with riatas, they would lasso Señor Oso and
drag him to the nearest rancho. When they had him secured by
a chain to a snubbing post in a corral, they would drive a longhorned bull into the enclosure. In the combat that followed, the
bull was always victorious.
Her only companion was a tortoise-shell cat she called Andromeda, who had ridden in a cage attached to a pack saddle
when the packer brought her and her first month’s supply of
food up the trail in late May, while the meadows were still carpeted with paintbrush and monkey flower, golden yarrow and
brush lupine, and there were spring beauties and irises emerging from between patches of melting snow on the forest floor.
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Aside from the packer, she would have few visitors. But
late one morning shortly after she became settled in, she saw a
horseman emerge from the timber and begin ascending the trail
up the bare rock spine a mile below and to the west of her
tower. She reached for the binoculars hanging above the Osborne firefinder and tried to make out the figure. A tiny black
creature, a dog apparently, zigzagged across the trail ahead of
the rider. Soon they disappeared in the timber extending up to
the clearing below the tower, and she went out onto the catwalk, waiting for them to reappear.
After a quarter of an hour, the dog, a black and white border collie, bounded out of the timber and circled the clearing,
sniffing everything in its path, pausing every few yards to scan
the area, an alert and ready scout typical of its kind. The rider
soon followed, a big wide-shouldered man uniformed like herself in the khaki and green of the Forest Service, on a buckskin
horse she recognized as a Tennessee Walker, a breed welladapted to the mountains. He reined in and dismounted at the
foot of the steps below the tower. Having tied his horse to the
railing alongside the steps, he tilted back his canvas bush hat
and looked up at her, shielding his eyes, already protected from
the morning sun by sunglasses.
“Mind if I come up?” he called up to her.
She did not reply immediately. While most hikers, riders,
and backpackers were decent enough, she had not invited any
of them up into her tower, partly because men are liable to engage in any sort of speculation about the needs and vulnerability of a woman alone. And there were other reasons why she
wasn’t ready yet to trust any man, but on a sudden impulse,
perhaps reassured by his uniform, she replied, “All right, but
watch your step.”
The man left his dog free to roam and explore the surrounding woods while he climbed up the stairs. When he joined her
on the catwalk, she invited him inside the tower and offered
water that was still cool from the spring running down off the
granite ledge next to her cabin below. He thanked her and stuck
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out his hand, saying “I’m Ben Garrett, law enforcement officer
for the district.”
“Rebeca Perez,” she answered, feeling the strength of his
big hand even though he held hers very gently. She saw the
gun on his hip and remembered hearing that some Forest Service patrolmen were armed. She herself kept a loaded .38
Smith & Wesson in the drawer beneath the radio transmitter.
“Some view you have up here,” he said, turning to look out
the west window toward the Pacific.
“It’s all I have,” she said with a little laugh, then added,
“but it’s enough.” He turned back, removed his dark glasses,
and regarded her with gray penetrating eyes. She guessed that
he could be anywhere from forty-five to well over fifty. He had
the upper body muscle mass and the trim waist of a man in his
prime, but his wavy shock of hair was mostly gray, and his
sun-browned face was deeply lined.
“What brings you up here?” she asked, wondering if maybe
the sound of her voice on the radio had drawn him. Throughout
the day people in the field checked in with her and had her relay messages. Those who hadn’t seen her might wonder what
kind of face and body went with the voice. She was not a pretty
woman. Her features were indelicate—wide Indian cheekbones, a nose high-bridged from a break caused by a horse
flinging its head back, and a mouth almost Negroid in the fullness of the lips. But her eyes were beautiful, large and dark and
now curious and wary, like those of a doe or a mustang encountering man for the first time. Her straight glossy black hair
was pulled back tightly in a single thick braid.
He chuckled and shrugged, perhaps a little embarrassed and
unwilling to admit that it was curiosity about her that drew him
up here, then he said, “Oh, I just make a point of patrolling
every trail in the district sooner or later. Not much happens out
here in the high country, but I like to know if anything does.
Most of the bad stuff happens down where people can drive
their vehicles.”
“What sort of bad stuff?”
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“Just about anything you can name. Anything that happens
in that misnamed megalopolis down the coast happens out
here—murder, rape, carjacking, gang wars, dope production.
Some Latin American families grow dope out in the canyons
and save themselves the trouble of smuggling it in across the
border. Then you’ve got lots of arson.”
“Misnamed megalopolis. That’s pretty good.” The lookout
herself had grown up in a less than heavenly barrio in East Los
Angeles, still lived there during much of the year, and as a poet
she had an ear for wordplay.
“It’s the arson that gets me. Maybe if I hadn’t put in so
much time fighting fire I’d be better able to understand those
creeps.”
”I know what you mean. I was a hotshot and a helishot before I took this job. Five seasons at Chilao in the Angeles.”
“Yeah?” He looked a little skeptical. Hotshots were elite
firefighters, expected to endure sixteen-hour shifts on hot line
for fourteen days at a stretch. She was a slender woman who
could be taken for fragile, with the height and willowy grace of
a model, but any suggestion of fragility was belied by her long
tapering runner’s legs, smooth and firm beneath khaki shorts.
“Yeah,” she replied, faintly mimicking his skeptical tone,
“we aren’t about to let you guys have all the fun. I’ve been on
fires in four states. Last season I was a squad boss with five
guys under me.”
“What brought you up here?”
She didn’t answer right away. Walking over to the east
window, she scanned the Topatopas with her binoculars. Then
she turned to him and said, “I guess I needed a little quiet
time.”
“Pretty quiet up here, I’d say, except for that.” He gestured
toward the radio.
As though responding, a voice broke through the static:
“Thorn Peak, Thorn Peak, do you read me?”
She picked up the transmitter and pressed the button, answering, “Ten-four, I read you.”
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“This is McDougall. I’ll be ten-seven at Chuchupate for the
next hour.”
“Ten-four,” she replied, making a note of the message in
her log. Ten-seven meant out of service, and there were plenty
of jokes about where some individuals with known proclivities
were liable to be actually when they checked in. McDougall
was the District Ranger, known for his habit of romancing the
wives of his associates and subordinates when they were away
on fires or in the backcountry on trail crews.
“Pretty cat,” he remarked, stroking Andromeda, who was
sunning herself on the sill of the east window and taking in the
view with a cat’s enigmatic smile. “What happened to her
ear?”
“She was tortured by kids when she was a kitten. They cut
off her ear and wrapped duct tape around her legs. Then they
threw her out of a car outside the high school where I teach.
One of my students saw it happen and brought her to me.”
“Jesus!” he gasped with the horrified wonder of one who
discovers that he hasn’t yet sounded the depths of human
meanness. “No telling what they’ll do when they grow up.
Nothing good, for sure.”
“You’re right about that. If it’s a helpless kitten today, it’ll
be something human tomorrow. I guess maybe you’ve seen it
all.”
“Enough,” he replied shortly as he went over to the bookshelf under the south window where, alongside drab brown and
green government manuals dealing with equipment maintenance and various types of emergency, were several volumes
of poetry—fat collections of Keats, Shelley, Yeats, Gerard
Manley Hopkins, and Blake, and slimmer ones of Rubén Darío
and Pablo Neruda, along with St. Teresa of Avila’s Moradas
del Castillo Interior. He picked up a volume of Neruda and
read the title aloud, “Veinte Poemas de Amor y una Canción
Desesperada,” then went on to translate, “Twenty Love Poems
and a Song of Despair.” What do you teach, English or Spanish?”
“Neither. I teach biological sciences.”
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He digested this as he flipped through Neruda’s poems.
Then he said, “I wanted to be a high school teacher once, right
after I came back from Nam.”
“What stopped you?”
“Some guy in Education.”
She thought she understood and was sympathetic.
“Ed courses can be pretty boring. They discourage a lot of
people who might make good teachers.”
“It wasn’t that. He was an advisor in the Education department over at Cal State Fullerton, and I made an appointment to
see about picking up a teaching credential. I thought he’d be
impressed if I turned up in my uniform with all of my decorations. I had nice short hair and looked real ‘strack’—sharp the
way a soldier is supposed to.
“I’ll never forget the look he gave me when I came into his
office. It was a though I’d tracked in some fresh dog crap on
my feet. My uniform might have been some jailbird’s outfit
with L.A. COUNTY stenciled on the back. When I told him I
had an English degree and wanted to pursue a secondary credential, he said, ‘I really don’t think we have what you want.’
“I could have gotten mad and demanded that he tell me
what right he had to treat me that way. But I knew it’d just feed
into all his preconceptions about those of us who went to Nam,
that we’re just a bunch of heartless killers, prone to violence
and addiction to a lot of junk that makes us even more dangerous. He was a scared little geek hiding behind his academic
degree in Education, telling me I wasn’t fit to teach high school
kids. I felt some rage coming on, so I got out of there.”
“That’s a damned shame,” she said. “My father went to
Vietnam. He didn’t come back. He’s still missing.”
The big man shook his head and his gray eyes were warm
with sympathy. Also, she sensed, a little guilt for having complained about something that had happened after he was lucky
enough to survive and return home.
“Christ, I’m sorry. There’re so many of those guys we
don’t know about. I hope you find him someday.”
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She shrugged and smiled, reassuring him that she didn’t
want to prompt any survivor guilt.
“I don’t hope anymore. It was over twenty years ago, and I
was just a little girl. I barely remember him, but my mom still
hopes.”
He nodded thoughtfully and said, “I was over in Russia
four years ago, right after they pulled out of Afghanistan. A
group of us who’d been in Nam went over to counsel Russian
vets. We had a lot of common ground, mainly being screwed
over by governments that didn’t give a damn about us.”
“I’ll bet you did plenty of good.”
“I hope we did a little. Language was a problem at first, but
we got past it the way you do when it really matters.”
He noticed her chess board on its little folding table under
the north window. The pieces were set out ready to play.
“We played a lot of chess with those guys. It’s the national
pastime over there.”
“I’ve heard that it’s more than a pastime for them, more
like a way of life.”
“Yeah, you’re right about that. You might say they have a
chess mind. Everything follows rules and ritual. We were in a
bar one night, and some young punks called stilyagi started
hammering on the front door. We figured they were after us,
the capitalist enemy. We wanted to get the hell out of there and
were afraid they wouldn’t let us. But when we started out, they
stepped aside and let us go, then went on hammering. They
were after some rival gang members.”
“Do you still play?” she asked, nodding at the chess board.
“Sure, whenever I can.”
She gestured toward a folding chair leaning against the
wall, then, after scanning the landscape from each of the windows, went over to sit in the chair already in place before the
table.
“Do you mind being white?”
“Sometimes,” he said, then grinned to show that he was
joking. “It depends on the company. No, I don’t mind.” And he
took his place on the white side of the board.
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“Not being very white, I like this side,” she said.
He advanced his King Pawn two squares, opening lines for
his King Bishop and Queen.
“Native American?”
“My mother is Pueblo. My dad was Mexican.” She replied
to his opening with the same move, advancing her black King
Pawn, but then she quickly took the initiative, bringing out her
pieces rapidly and effectively. Moving her King Knight to King
Bishop 3, she began to control the center. He replied by moving
a pawn into Queen Bishop 4 to control the Queen 5 square. She
then moved a pawn to King 4. Too late he realized that she had
distracted him. He moved a pawn into Queen 5, and she was
able to develop her King Bishop. Then he attempted to set a
trap, moving his Queen Rook to take her Queen Knight. But he
was the one trapped. While she had to sacrifice her Queen, he
wound up checkmated after only five moves.
“You don’t leave a man much room for error.”
“If you had captured my knight with your rook, you could
have had me.”
He saw his mistake and wondered how he could have overlooked his opportunity. They played two more games, and in
each he lasted a little longer before she checkmated him. Their
fourth game ended in a draw. She was a rook, bishop, and
pawn ahead, but he saved himself by giving perpetual check.
He glanced at his watch, stood up and stretched. “I’d better
be heading down. There’s a dope garden I’ve been watching
over by Cachuma Lake. It looked about ready to harvest, and
I’ll be spending the night there.”
“Be careful.”
“I will, and I’ll be back up here for more,” he said, chuckling ruefully as he glanced down at the chess board. “You’re
better than any Russian I played.”
“Thanks. I get a lot of practice playing with the kids in my
high school. They take to chess, get addicted to it like a drug.”
Having surveyed her mountain mural in all directions, she
followed him down the stairs from the tower. When they
reached the ground, the dog ran out of the woods and greeted
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them, leaping and barking. The man paused to give its ears a
quick massage. “Take it easy, Zeke. We’ll be on our way.”
“If you want to refill your canteens, there’s a spring over
behind the cabin.”
“I’ll do that. Your water tasted mighty good.”
She stroked the buckskin’s neck as he nuzzled her, a big
gelding close to seventeen hands.
“Tennessee Walker?”
“Yep. Best damn mountain horse there is. You must ride a
little.”
“I do when I get the chance. Do you always bring your dog
on patrol?”
“Always. Two weeks ago he saved my life. He spotted a
trip wire some guy had rigged around his marijuana patch. It
was attached to a sawed-off shotgun. Zeke froze and pointed at
the wire. I could have had my leg blown off. Week before that
he spotted a beartrap on a path next to another dope garden.
Step into one of those and you’ll bleed to death in a hurry.”
She shuddered as she led him over to the spring. “You were
lucky.”
“Yeah, I was, lucky to have a friend like Zeke. We had
dogs over in Nam. One of them saved my whole platoon from
an ambush once. He was a German Shepherd we called Sam.
When he was hit by a sniper we carried him ten miles to an aid
station.”
“Did he make it home?”
The big man shook his head, and she saw that he was having trouble replying. Finally, he said in a husky voice, “Nope,
none of them did. Goddamned bureaucrats in Washington
wouldn’t let us bring ’em back. A lot of people got betrayed
over there. You might say all of us did, but what they did to the
dogs was the worst.”
She touched his arm and tried to make him feel her sympathy.
“When you come back up here, I’ll cook you a meal.”
He smiled and put his big hand over hers. “I’d like that. I’ll
bring a good bottle of wine.”
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When he had filled his canteens, she showed him her oneroom cabin. It was meagerly furnished, but the woodstove and
stone fireplace made it livable in winter, though no one had
wintered in it since World War II, when all West Coast lookouts were occupied year-round watching for Japanese invaders
and incendiary balloons launched from Tokyo on air currents
that transported them across the Pacific to the western mountains. A small refrigerator ran off a generator, and there was a
bed along one wall. Water from the spring ran into a tank,
which was heated ingeniously by a device her predecessor had
fashioned to provide a hot shower in a canvas stall over duckboards just outside the rear of the cabin. A table covered with
oilcloth and two crudely fashioned chairs completed the furnishing.
“I’m not down here much, just long enough to get a shower
and cook a few meals.”
“You sure have a lot more to look at up there.”
“It’s also my job.”
“Speaking of which . . .” He didn’t finish as he turned and
walked out the door. Having checked his cinch, he swung onto
the buckskin. Then he touched his hat and said, “I’ll be back
next Sunday, if you don’t mind having company again.”
“I’ll look forward to it. Be careful,” she said again. “A little
pot isn’t worth your life.”
He chuckled and said, “Tell it to the folks who fund
CAMP, the Campaign Against Marijuana Planting. It’s all a
matter of priorities.” With a wave, he reined his horse about
and started down the trail.
By the time the lookout climbed back up onto the catwalk,
the man had passed through the woods and was descending the
bare ridge below which the trail switchbacked down to meadows and eventually the trailhead where the jeep track from a
graveled county road ended. The nearest country tavern was
twenty miles away and the nearest town close to thirty. It
would be hard to find a more remote place in southern California.
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She walked slowly around the tower scanning the pinecovered heights and looking west beyond the coastal range to
the silver-blue Pacific. Some lines of Neruda came into her
mind and she chanted them aloud:
Ah vastedad de pinos, rumor de olas quebrándose
lento juego de luces, campana solitaria,
There was no solitary bell, but she was moved by the vastness of the dark forests around her and the imagined murmuring of the distant waves. And she was moved as well by her
sense of oneness with the landscape she beheld. From her
grandmother, one of the finest potters of cliff-perched Ácoma
Pueblo, she had learned to see herself as part of the land around
her, consciously within the red mesas and crags, the plant life
of the desert, and the cobalt sky above her. And now she was
part of the great mural she beheld from this tower.
She wondered if a man like Garrett had any sense of being
a part within and not merely a detached viewer of the land he
patrolled. She doubted it. Most white men were incapable of
seeing themselves as part of the land, children of the earth, the
Mother Creator of all things. If they were conscious of themselves as part of the land, they would not be so ready to exploit
and harm her for the sake of money. Once she had been married to a white man who was able to convince her that he was
different from others of his kind. Looking into his blue eyes
full of celestial light, she trusted him as a spiritual man. But she
soon learned that there was nothing spiritual about him. When
he was dealing with Indians, she had been a real asset to him.
They trusted a man who was married to an Indian, and most of
them were sorry.
From painful experience with this man, she had learned the
truth of what her grandmother had taught her, that craving and
possessing material wealth weakens human beings, can even
render them impotent.
Again she thought of the Chumash. They had surrendered
their spirits too readily to the Spaniards. Perhaps it was because
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life was so easy for them. The sea teemed with fish and fat
seals, and the land offered an abundance of plant life that was
seldom dormant and never hidden by snow. The extremes of
desert heat and subfreezing cold were unknown to them.
Her grandmother’s people lived by choice in a stark bare
land in which survival demanded sensitivity to all surrounding
elements and even the lowliest creatures, insects and reptiles.
The space, vastness, and wildness nurtured their souls and
brought them into an encounter with the wildness of God, who
revealed himself in the insecure and unpredictable environment. They learned to pray even as they connected with the
spirits animating all creatures alive and, to some eyes, dead.
That was why their spirits remained free even after the Spaniards in quest of their cities of gold subjugated them and why in
1680 they rose up against the Spaniards, burned their churches
and killed twenty-one priests, along with 380 Spaniards and
Mexican Indians. Nearly two centuries later they rose up
against the Americans and killed their Governor Bent in Taos.
While she could not applaud these slaughters, they bore witness to her belief that the Pueblo spirit was invincible, and in
1980 she had, at the age of fifteen, participated in the six-day
run from Taos to the Hopi towns commemorating the threehundredth anniversary of the first Pueblo revolt. Although the
Spaniards managed to reconquer the territory in 1692, they
never succeeded in conquering the Pueblo spirit. Churches
were rebuilt, but the kiva remained the center of Indian spiritual life, the place for sacred activity and a symbol of Pueblo
Indian sovereignty.
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