
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: ]




[image: ]






[image: ]





 

 

ALSO BY GREG SARRIS

•

The Forgetters: Stories

Becoming Story:

A Journey among Seasons, Places, Trees, and Ancestors

How a Mountain Was Made: Stories

Watermelon Nights: A Novel

Grand Avenue: A Novel in Stories

Mabel McKay: Weaving the Dream

The Sound of Rattles and Clappers:

A Collection of New California Indian Writing (editor)

Keeping Slug Woman Alive:

A Holistic Approach to American Indian Texts




 

 

Copyright © 2026 by Greg Sarris

All rights reserved. Except for brief passages quoted in a review, no portion of this work may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by any information storage or retrieval system, or be used in training generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies or developing machine-learning language models, without permission in writing from Heyday.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Sarris, Greg author

Title: The last human bear : a novel / Greg Sarris.

Description: Berkeley, California : Heyday, 2026.

Identifiers: LCCN 2025027112 (print) | LCCN 2025027113 (ebook) | ISBN 9781597147071 hardcover | ISBN 9781597147088 epub

Subjects: LCSH: Pomo Indians--Fiction | LCGFT: Fiction | Novels

Classification: LCC PS3569.A732 L37 2026 (print) | LCC PS3569.A732 (ebook)

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025027112

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025027113

Cover Design: Archie Ferguson

Cover Art: Public domain

Interior Design: Adrian Morgan

Endpaper and interior illustrations: Obi Kaufmann

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons (living or dead), events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Published by Heyday

P.O. Box 9145, Berkeley, California 94709 (510) 549-3564

heydaybooks.com

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1




 

 

for my mothers,

MARY MAPE and BUNNY HARTMAN




 


[image: ]


 

I’M CURIOUS WHY YOU WANT TO KNOW ABOUT ME. The Indians would say anyone listening to me got a lot of nerve, especially the old Indians. No end to the stories they’ll tell you about me and my numerous and abominable crimes.

The latest being I put a spell on John Benedict and evened the score after all these years. That’s what my sister’s granddaughter Darlene claims, and she ain’t even one of the old-timers. Yeah, Darlene claimed I done nothing less than expected: poisoned. Poisoner, it’s what Indians here call a witch.

The detective didn’t believe it. Laughed, said John Benedict was old, ninety plus. Natural causes, what else. Wouldn’t laugh, say the old Indians. Wouldn’t laugh if he knowed what we know about this woman who calls herself Mary Hatcher. No, sir, wouldn’t laugh at all, not if he knowed she was a poisoner, and not just any poisoner, but a poisoner of the worst kind, a Human Bear.

Me, I want to die. Or at least be able to. That’s why I’m talking. You see, that’s the agreement; I can’t go until I pass on this business. That’s the way it is for us kind of people. But as you’ll see, I’m the last link. I have no cape, no bearskin, to turn over to you. All that’s left is a story.

Here’s my predicament: What if the story stops with you? What if what I say falls on deaf ears? Still, a story has life, even if it’s slammed between the covers of a fat book; and if that’s true, then I only hope listeners will treat my story fair.

Understand, I’m not talking to plead my innocence, not in the death of John Benedict or whatever else I’m supposed to have done. No, sir. Neither am I tricking you, though I know that’s the way it is with poisoners.

I told you up front what I am and why I’m talking. I will say John Benedict figures in the story. He figures strong. Ha! A white man at the heart of an Indian’s story. But if I understand anything, it’s that the heart has no limits. It’s everywhere. At the same time, it’s no bigger or lesser than anything else. The hair on a man’s arm, for instance. You could trace things from that until you seen the web that is this world.

Funny, folks used to say a good poisoner is someone born with a broken heart. That wasn’t the case with me. I wasn’t born that way. Of course, you might not believe that. Not from her that’s got hell’s songs in the hollow of her throat. But try. That’s where the story starts.




PART I
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The First Years
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ONE

IT STARTED WITH MY MOTHER, THE WAY THEY BURIED HER, at twelve noon in a downpour, in mud and cold. Her coffin: wood scraps tacked together. The four men holding the ropes didn’t lower her easy. No, they slipped and let go. The coffin bust apart, nails pulling, wood cracking. Mud water shot into the air and fell on the four gravediggers and anybody else close to the grave.

When I’m done, emptied at last, please, don’t put me down so awful.
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I didn’t know my mother, but I seen her, summer and fall, working in the crops on Benedict’s Rancheria. That’s where most of the tribe lived, that is, those who survived the ordeal that was our history. The whites called us diggers, which is what they called all the Indians in Sonoma County. Never mind you was Wappo, Coast Miwok, or some other kind of Pomo.

The scientists called us Waterplace Pomo. The young people go back to the old name aca•cha, which just means “water place.” We’re from here, Santa Rosa. Anyway, Benedict’s ranch was just north and east of town. The line of shacks at the back end of the property we called the Rancheria, the Indian houses. That’s where I was born.

The times I saw my mother, she was usually with friends and relatives. Once I saw her picking prunes with a thick scarf protecting her from the sun, like the other ladies. I want to say she was shapely and tall, unlike the other ladies; but no doubt that, too, I learned, rather than remembered. I know I couldn’t describe the details of her face.

I growed up not with my mother but in a shack with my stepmother, Saturnina, just the two of us; my father, Salvador, was seldom around. Yet, it was because of him that Saturnina and I had that shack. Him and a couple of other Indian men worked for a priest who had a vineyard up here and made wine for the church. He made a deal with my father and the others that they could build houses on the property and work permanent. Not long after, the priest died of consumption; but he had written arrangements for the Indians to keep their houses.

This is what my father told me: “Your mother come up here on a horse and left you on the doorstep. She said, ‘You made her, Reginald. You keep her.’”

I was a baby. True, I don’t remember none of it. Which means I don’t remember much about the Rancheria or about my mother. Most of it, I heard from Saturnina.
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Here’s what else she told me: My mother fooled around with boss man Benedict’s son, the oldest one, Westin. Before long, my mother found herself in a family way. Boss man Benedict got wind of things. Saturnina didn’t know what happened—whether someone snitched, and Benedict confronted Westin, or whether Westin confessed the matter directly. No matter: Westin had his own idea about what to do: he would marry the Indian named Juana Isidra. And so the Benedicts begun to figure in my story before I’d even heard the name.

The boss man not only said “no” but also called the headman from the Rancheria to the big house and told him that if this woman Juana Isidra didn’t leave the Rancheria immediately, each and every Indian there would have to go.

Translation: Find another place to live; and where would that be?
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I heard about my mother, Juana Isidra, the last day of the year, December 31, 1932. I was seventeen. I was sorting clothes with Saturnina when she said, without looking at me, “They found her in Benedict’s barn.”

Funny, when I was a kid, ten or eleven, I seen a man hanged from a tree. A white guy, young, had shot a sheriff or something. When Saturnina told me about how they found my mother hanging from a rafter in the barn, I didn’t picture the details: my mother’s shoeless feet, the bouquet of dried roses on the ground beneath her. I thought about what I seen before: how the face above the hanging noose was the color of eggplants.

We heard nothing about the funeral; there was no talk of us going to the Rancheria. Then our neighbor Effie knocked on the door and said, “Come on, let’s go.”

She stood below the porch steps in the pouring rain and gestured to the Model T Ford in the mud behind her. Effie was a big woman, stout; you couldn’t see her chin for the fullness of her face. And even though she was just twenty-seven, ten years older than me, her jowls shook whenever she moved her head. She was the only Indian left up on this hill besides me and Saturnina, and she was the only one of us with transportation: a bald-faced horse and flatbed wagon, and when she was on good terms with a Mexican boyfriend named Heralio, his Model T.

Rain collected in the depression between her ample bosom and stomach and spilled down her front in a steady stream. I think me and Saturnina throwed ourselves together and piled into the car for no other reason than to get Effie out of the rain. We wasn’t thinking clear.

The cemetery, small as it was, sat under a couple of big black walnut trees, a few hundred yards behind the line of the dozen or so shacks. I could see the backs of people’s lives: rusted bedsprings, half a car engine, a potbellied stove tilted forward, its furnace door flung open. Standing with Saturnina and Effie behind the huddled crowd, wet and confused, I didn’t know what to think.

I don’t remember anyone saying anything before they put down the coffin. Nothing when they finished shoveling mud over it, either. No ceremony. No crying, none of the loud wailing I’d seen at Indian funerals. Nothing but rain sounding on people’s clothes and in the trees; rain then fistfuls of stones pounding the wet, wet earth.

There was no amen, no Indian Oooo.

The funeral party started to break up; the grave diggers had finished their work. At that point, my father, dressed in a black coat and hat, approached us. I hadn’t seen him in the crowd; in fact, I hadn’t seen him for a couple of months, which wasn’t unusual, on account of he lived here and there wherever he found work.

A veil of water fell from his hat brim. His face behind the veil was puffy and swollen; his eyes was heavy, like the black mustache that rolled down each side of his chin.

He told Saturnina he had taken a job milking cows outside of Petaluma, permanent, twenty-five miles away, and handed her a ball of wadded bills. Then he was gone.

After that, Effie herded us to the car. Up in front of the shacks, where the Model T was parked, folks made haste pushing kids and old people into cars and onto wagons; they carried boxes of clothes and gunnysacks clanking with pots and pans. It never occurred to me that the entire tribe was hurrying to leave Benedict’s Rancheria forever.
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That night Saturnina outdone herself, prepared a meal the town’s mayor could eat, fried rabbit with boiled potatoes and gravy. But when she sat down with her plate, she didn’t eat. She looked at her food, shifting her eyes from the meat to the round potatoes.

Then, without looking up, she told me what happened: Benedict evicted the people. He gave them the flatbed wagon he delivered my mother on, and he gave them something else: two days to leave the place, forty-eight hours. She told it plain and simple; you’d think she was saying how she’d dug turnips. Then she looked at me.

“There’s something else,” she said, still speaking her broken English. Her eyes was red; no tears, but the lids swelled the thickness of walnut shells.

“Your father lied. Your mother, she never give you away. No, never. Your father took you. Robbed the way a jaybird steals a robin’s egg from the nest. Yes, sir. Your mother goes out one minute, then never sees you after that.”

I was baffled. But before I could think, maybe ask how she knowed this to be true, she went on.

“Another thing,” she said. “Your father ain’t your father.”
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Saturnina wasn’t warm; she certainly wasn’t the doting type. But my stepmother wasn’t the least bit mean, either. She worked hard to keep me in clothes and put food on the table. If I needed a winter coat, a scarf to match my dress, she’d find it, used maybe, but she’d stitch and patch until it was as good as new. I seen her sell three fine-made baskets—baskets that took her months and months to make—to an art collector and then buy a floppy-eared goat and four Leghorn hens. What Indian kid back then had milk and eggs every day?

More than anything else, Saturnina was quiet. She gone about her work, and whatever she was thinking, she kept to herself. And that might’ve had something to do with the fact that she didn’t speak my language very well. She wasn’t from my tribe; she was a Miwok from the coast, Tomales Bay. She didn’t speak English very well, either. Somehow, we managed.

No doubt, when she spoke to me and my father, whether in our language or English, it was a struggle. Maybe it was just easier for her not to talk, period. She raised me knowing my language and English, and I have to thank her for that.

After she told me about my mother in the barn, she said something in my language.

“She•batyao,” she told me.

Then she said it in English: “I’m sorry.”

She spoke soft, the way you would to wake someone so as not to startle them: She•batyao, poor thing.

Saturnina wasn’t my people; for that matter, I wasn’t my people. Who did I know outside of Effie and my father, who now wasn’t my father? The rest of my people, or so-called people, they was on the road someplace, a homeless caravan, Benedict’s Rancheria another closed chapter in their miserable history. I was a stranger.

But wasn’t that the situation of every Indian, in every moment of her life? In town, cold and hungry, outside the thrift store. In the dusty fields, standing in line waiting for the boss man to drop a measly coin into her tired hands? Shame, stranger, different, it spelled Indian. I wasn’t different in that regard. I was Indian, and what else mattered?

I got through sixth grade in the public school, where I sat in the back, with the other Indians. Later, I met a Mexican boy, Xavier. He would unfasten the shoulders of his denim overalls and let them fall around his ankles, all naked underneath, so he was like a window shade snapping open.

I assumed soon enough I’d be having children, and work in the sun with a rag on my head to feed them. What else did I know? Yet now something about my particular life had been broken, smashed like glass.
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At some point the night after my mother’s funeral, Saturnina placed the ball of money my father had given her on the table. I couldn’t see the particulars of her expression, but all of a sudden, I felt uncomfortable; Saturnina was facing her own loneliness too.

Later that night, when she settled into sleep, I looked at her. We slept close together, our cots pulled up to the potbellied stove. She slept on her back, wide mouth agape; for teeth she had evenly spaced yellow pegs that give the impression of worn-down matchsticks, top row and bottom just the same.

Her eyes was hollow sockets sunk in an otherwise flat face; and while her hair was mostly still black, it growed so low on her forehead, sprouting from an even lower-reaching widow’s peak, you’d have thought that it was a cap she was wearing, pulled low. She was fifty or thereabouts; but the sun had found her skin—never mind the thick scarves she wore all day every day—and it collected on her neck like a crumpled paper bag.

Her hands was knobs, and like her face, betrayed not only hard work, but in her case, a woman looking well beyond her years. True, a woman flat out and sawing wood ain’t her most flattering angle.

She was slender; compact, all five feet of her. She stood straight, and despite the scarves and forever outdated long dresses, the kind old-time Indians wore, she appeared neat, never a torn seam, no missing buttons. I’ll give her all that.

But how she figured my father might fall in love with her, I couldn’t imagine. There was ugly women with handsome men; men, rumor had it, snared by the women’s love potions. But apparently, Saturnina had no such talent. She could not hold him, not then, not ever, really. Put love medicine on a man and he’ll sweep clean the path before you, then wash your feet when you rest for the remainder of your days.

My father, or so-called father, wasn’t handsome, not particularly. He, too, was rather short, and dark. I can’t remember him well; after my mother’s funeral I wouldn’t see him again. But I know a man don’t have to have magazine looks to charm a woman; a man can be otherwise unremarkable and make you plain weak—a fact of life, ladies.

What he did possess was power. He was a head man: He contracted with the white bosses for Indian labor. He picked the crew. If there was too many folks outside the rancher’s gate, he decided which of us would work. Did that power attract Saturnina? Even so, what allowed her to think the attraction might be mutual, on what terms? Yet she did end up in his house.

I didn’t call her “Mother.” I didn’t call her anything. Still, I took her for granted as a mother, and him as a father, my actual father. Did I consider them man and wife? I suppose, though I can’t remember a word between them.

On the rare occasions when he visited, dropping off a sack of flour, maybe boxes of fruit, he slept on the floor in a bedroll and spent the days busying himself with the house, replacing missing shingles on the roof, oiling latches, cleaning the stovepipe, after which he would stand outside and look back at the place, hands on his hips, seemingly satisfied with himself and what he seen.
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The rain lasted three weeks, into the bottom of January. Hadn’t stopped after my mother’s death. Effie told us Santa Rosa Creek flooded in four places and that the Sebastopol Lagoon washed back over the valley to the edge of town. She said the tribe, them from Benedict’s Rancheria, was camped there at the water’s edge, with nowhere to go.

Short, dark days: What did we do? Cook, sew some, and husk acorns, sitting at the table one nut at a time under a hammer or the timeworn smooth rock Saturnina used, until you had a pile of nut meat and another of empty shells. We still ate a lot of acorn mush them days.

Basket weaving, too; Saturnina especially. I’d trim the sedge roots for her to use.

“You need to make baskets,” she exhorted.

Which was about all she said then. The implication, I thought, was that I could earn money, that white folks paid good for Indian baskets. Ha! Them days I seen a white man toss a couple quarters into her lap, whereas now, a good basket will fetch a thousand bucks. I knowed how to weave; she’d taught me when I was a mere tot. But I never found much interest in it, especially now on account of I couldn’t focus on the careful stitching good basket weaving requires. It was difficult enough for me just to crack an acorn.

I felt an unbearable thickness in the room. Saturnina didn’t show any discomfort, nor did it appear that she noticed mine. She gone about her work, as always, absorbed. Had she always been so focused, oblivious? Or did she actually sense tension, then deflect it with her work? The fact that I could not answer these questions—that, as with everything else in my life, I suddenly had no sense of her—unnerved me all the more.

The rain did stop, but in its wake come a mist so thick, you couldn’t see a foot beyond the shack. The place was encased by an endless wall, cold, and darker than the rain. All day long, it seemed to be five o’clock in the evening. You couldn’t see the sun. Occasionally we heard Effie, farther up the hill, fighting with Heralio, her Mexican man, but otherwise it seemed me and Saturnina was the only people on earth.

One morning, I seen that Saturnina had stopped work. Then her straight-on gaze held me.

“We got to send her off,” she said. “Them people, they didn’t bury her right.” Then I knew she meant my mother.

Immediately Saturnina gone to work; out of her chair and bustling about the stove. Cupboard doors flyed open, sacks was drug onto the floor from under the counter, ingredients—salt, sugar, cups of chopped herbs: bay leaves, rosemary, dried red peppers—lined the countertop. Big pots for boiling, black skillets, the rolling pin and butcher knife.

I cleared the table, making room for the meal. I pounded dough and lined plates with paper, ready for the grease-dripping bread and seaweed from her skillet. I anticipated what she needed next, a pinch of salt, another chunk of raw dough for frying, and had it waiting for her.

I had assumed we would eat at the table. Yet a couple hours later, sometime after noon, when we had finished cooking, every square inch of the table was occupied. We was poor, it was the middle of winter, when the poor was poorest, but never mind. We had enough good food to feed an army: stacks of tortillas, heaps of fry bread, seaweed, a pot of acorn mush, boiled potatoes, and turnips; and on Saturnina’s one china plate, her specialty, scrambled eggs with chunks of potatoes and flecks of pepper.

“Do you have something of your mother’s?” she asked, and then, after a moment, added: “Maybe a scarf, a basket, something she give you?”

The question shocked me. Her notion that I had a life—any life—so independent of her that I might know my mother, was unnerving.

“Anything, maybe a ring, bracelet . . . something,” Saturnina went on, switching to English. We had been speaking Pomo, my language, all morning.

“No.”

She begun rummaging through the closet, a stand-alone floor-toceiling box in the back of the room. When she returned, she held one of two dresses she wore to town, dark blue, like house violets, with a ruffle band on the bottom hem. She tossed it onto the food. Yes, over the vegetables and the eggs and the frybread and seaweed, grease spots soaking through almost immediately. As if the food was dirty clothes and she was adding to the pile.

“It’ll have to do,” she said, speaking Indian again, without looking away from the table.

That was the first indication that we wasn’t going to sit down to eat. The splayed blue dress, dappled with spots of grease, covered near about all the food and hung off one side of the table.

I had been to Indian funerals, eaten at generous meals family and friends put up for the deceased, to send them off, as Saturnina would say. I thought that’s what we was doing.

And who would we have invited, now some three weeks after the fact? Effie? Effie knowed my mother and had close relations with my mother’s people; she was a second cousin or something to me. But Effie had never set foot inside our cabin, let alone sat and shared a meal at our table.

Outside we dumped all the food like garbage into metal pails and burlap sacks, and Saturnina’s dress, too. We carried it through the fog, near blind as we tramped along a mucky path up the hill opposite our hill until we was at the top, where, on a clear day, we might’ve been able to look west and see the ocean.

Now there was nothing to see; vague outlines of trees, shrubs below them, and when the chilling mist lifted, for a short while, only then did I see we was stopped at a clearing, and on the barren ground situated in a loose circle was rocks, big rocks, knee high and flat. Saturnina built a fire at one end of the circle, pouring a glass jar of kerosene on her dress and tossing a lit match.

I knowed about burning possessions. In the old days, folks set fire to all of the deceased’s property, house included, which was something I hadn’t seen myself. So, I understood now why she’d asked for any article belonging to my mother. But the consternation I detected that morning was now a compulsion. She worked like a madwoman.

Below the fire, she emptied the food, making a westwardly trail to the edge of a rocky cliff, and then, back at the fire, she sang countless songs, I can’t tell you which ones. I felt as if I was watching someone helpless as she drowned.

Saturnina summoned her strength against the returning fog. She turned, chanting a verse to the east; then counterclockwise, to each of the other directions, forcing her breath until she was shouting hoarse. But the fog continued to enclose her in powerful gusts. The fire smoldered and hissed, and when I looked again, I couldn’t see her.

At one point on the hill, we munched soggy tortillas; the rest of the meal, mother’s other guests would savor: the bugs, a scrounging coyote or raccoon, crows, the sucking earth.

Once home we set to washing the pails and then fixing something to eat. Saturnina showed her fatigue, a tiredness that was defeat. Yet she was determined to proceed as if otherwise untouched. She made dumpling soup with vegetable stock and served bowls piping hot at a napkin-set table. Nervousness appeared to fortify her. She glanced about the cabin, then pushed a dumpling back and forth in the broth with her spoon, struggling with what she wanted to tell me. What I heard, finally, wasn’t what I expected.

She told me that my father could be my father, but it was unlikely on account of my mother spending most of the critical time in question with a traveling-through-and-then-back-to-Mexico Mexican named Isario. She said she’d heard as much, perhaps to underscore the fact that her knowledge wasn’t certain, and never would be.

“So why did my father take me—and bring me here? Did he know, I mean, that I might not be his?”

She shrugged. “Don’t know.”

“I’m fair,” I offered, as if to solve the problem. “Father”—should I still have called him that?—“was dark.”

“Your mother was pretty,” she said in her language, then caught herself and translated into Pomo.

Foolish me, I thought her comment about my mother was to explain my skin tone, should my so-called father actually be my father. What was truly on her mind was so unsettling to her, that she had forgotten which language to speak with me.

“I never had a chance, girl.”

I had my wits about me, fortunately, but perhaps not my manners. “Why’d you stay so long?”

“I come here to be his wife. But I’m no wife. No wife at all. Fifteen years, he never touched even my hand.”

She sighed.

“No, I didn’t have a chance. Used to think it was Love Medicine, he done me like that. But, no, he didn’t do me like that. He didn’t have to. I done myself.”

She had lived awhile with his aunt in Sebastopol, on the lagoon, and knowed good enough who he was. But no matter; it had to start somewhere. A hot summer’s evening; hop-picking time. He was twenty feet above her, atop a hop trellis, and looking down. At first, a dark mass in the deepening red ocher sky, and then she seen he was shirtless. Then she gone to his face, the eyes. She stopped, and even worse, kept looking.

He was a high pole; that is, a fellow with enough athletic skill to scale the hop poles and drag the vines down to picking height. Already he had distinguished himself as the best of them. What’s more, he wasn’t concerned with the stickery blossoms, not this evening anyways, his bare skin a boasting show of manliness. He watched as she passed; she glanced back at him, over her shoulder.

There was no courting. Courtship, romance, ha! She’d known more from a pound of lard. When he approached, she was on hands and knees, sap-sticky gloves up to her elbows, sorting hops. He made his proposition. A moment of sanity; she didn’t answer.

She knowed of his involvement with my mother; but attentive to gossip, more so since his invitation, she had also learned that my mother had left him and taken up with his nephew, a much younger man folks called Titmouse, I guess after the bird. But no matter; gossip or none, sensible or not, she was hooked, gone; gone from the first.

It was three months before he brought me to her. Certainly, she had no idea I was coming. Two years old, I was handed to her, just inside the door. His horse and wagon in the yard, he was gone and didn’t return for a few months after that, the first of spring. She didn’t know who I belonged to, nothing about my mother or why he had left me with her.

Regardless, what was she going to do, leave a baby in winter’s icy grip? Eventually, she’d get answers from him, and then later in unsolicited bits and pieces from others; but early on, she could put enough of the picture together to see she had been duped.

Why didn’t my mother look for me? Why didn’t she approach me in the fields? Saturnina put me in my mother’s path and pointed her out without fail. It was almost as if Saturnina was hoping a connection would be made, as if from that connection she might learn something more about her pathetic situation or alleviate any notion in my mind or my mother’s, that Saturnina wanted the separation in any way, or was responsible for it.

My father didn’t love my mother. No doubt, he wanted to punish her. He was a head man, remember; he easily could have made life difficult for her and her family in the fields, but what would have been more harsh, more hurtful than to take her child? No one wanted trouble with him, true; and what Indian in them days could seek the law and step over him? He knowed he could revel in my mother’s helplessness.

Helplessness: Was that what put a noose on her neck? If she couldn’t have stayed at Benedict’s Rancheria and claimed the baby was another white man’s, not Westin Benedict’s, why didn’t she go someplace else, where she had friends, to Lake County forty miles northeast, or thirty miles northwest to Stewarts Point?

Wouldn’t her display—plumb in the center of Benedict’s barn—cause as much ruckus, even more ruckus, than a fair-skinned child? Did she want revenge? On Westin or old man Benedict? On the Indians? Or was the act itself merely the outcome of long-term helplessness, her situation with Westin the thing that finally broke her will?

And Saturnina: Was it just hope and vanity that kept her here? She, too, could have gone elsewhere, back to Benedict’s Rancheria or back to the lagoon, to Sebastopol, to live again with my so-called father’s aunt, or back to Tomales Bay, where she was born and still had relatives, the Spanish-speaking, Mexican-acting Indians who visited her on occasion. She could have taken me with her.

Since she had seen the thorough ugliness of her folly, would she go now? And was there a plan for me?

All I knowed, whatever I took for granted, was going up in thin air, vanishing. Perhaps that’s why what she told me next didn’t sink in the way it might have otherwise.

“I can teach you to poison,” Saturnina said. “You’re going to need it.”




TWO

BIRDS: CROWS, MOURNING DOVES, BAND-TAILED PIGEONS, and woodpeckers in the oak outside. Hummingbirds whizzing about the canna lilies. Other small birds, too: finches and black-capped chickadees perched on the windowsill.

I knowed of poisoners. Well, I heard the stories, had certain individuals pointed out to me. There was the large woman from Dry Creek with wavy hair and thick, horn-rimmed glasses who collected death by rubbing the cheeks of a corpse and then passed the death on to an enemy, or anyone she didn’t like, with a mere tap on the shoulder.

“Keep from within her reach,” Saturnina had warned.

And the old man from Stewarts Point with a limp, caused by a charm stone in his pocket that had turned on him, eating its way into his hip, according to Saturnina. He, too, was to be avoided.

I never considered Saturnina to be a poisoner. I knowed she sold herbs. Mountain balm for chest colds, pneumonia; ground buckeye for poisoning fish; angelica root for purifying the blood, and of course for keeping ghosts and such at bay; even the bulb of the red stem plant for ending pregnancies, remedies old-timers like herself carried into the modern world of bottled pills and liquid potions.

Folks knocked on the cabin door, approached her in the tent camps alongside orchards and vineyards, even uptown, on the street. And them despairing women in the wee hours of the night, alone, sometimes with their mothers or the man friend, asking for a “red bulb.” Saturnina was a hard worker, resourceful, and I figured the herb business was just that, a business, not unlike her making and selling baskets.

Wasn’t ground buckeye poison? And the red stem plant? After all, lots of Indians used herbs, poison ones, and wasn’t themselves poisoners. I suppose I somehow figured that in the event of my mother’s death, she was offering to teach me her trade, so I might be able to support myself—a most ridiculous notion.

What did I know? Could I have knowed the connection of them like Saturnina with birds? Who knowed the crow waits to pluck the remains of a kill? Or that a little finch tells the direction of the wind?

Usually, Saturnina’s lady friends from Lake County come in late summer or fall, between crops, no doubt when they was in this vicinity for work. But here they was, dead cold early part of February: Stella Greenfield (I always called her Mrs. Greenfield), a woman older than Saturnina, and Leticia, a shorter, darker woman about Saturnina’s age.

And another strange fact: they was in the house. For as long as I could remember, they tapped ever so softly on the door, just enough to let her know they was there, and then stood outside, below the porch step, waiting.

They come to pick herbs; all three hiked into the hills behind the cabins, gunnysack and pruning shears in hand. Saturnina never opened the door to acknowledge, let along welcome, their arrival. She’d find her burlap, a coat, pull tight her scarf, and go; you’d think she was off to cut grapes.

The older woman had a long face, with a rather somber demeanor. She gave the air that she could easily be stirred to anger. One eye drooped; its lower lid looked like a levee that had collapsed. That was Mrs. Greenfield.

The other woman, Saturnina’s age, was plumper than either her friend or Saturnina, with round cheeks that shined under a bright scarf tied tightly under her chin. She, too, didn’t appear to be a particularly happy sort.

No one, not even Effie, our only neighbor, had come in. I offered them coffee and they looked to each other and then at Saturnina, who flatly answered, “No.”

I got the distinct impression I had offended them. Indians is experts at suggesting as much. I’d learn later that they didn’t speak my language, or for that matter, Saturnina’s language; but I had used English, the universal language. Even old Indians knew enough of it to understand the offer of a cup of coffee.

When they left, which wasn’t long after they appeared, I took the teapot off the stove and gone to the window. They was a good ways up the hill, in a line, the three old ladies, indistinguishable now, entering a copse of bay trees. Then I noticed that outside it was quiet, too, not a bird anywhere.

Was them birds indeed there always, and had I only now taken note of them? And was it mere coincidence they disappeared, along with Saturnina and her two chums?
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While I seen things more clear, discerning shapes and colors, smells, at the same time, those things become completely strange. Had I noticed the pot of daphne outside the door, that in early February, still cold, was already blooming? And had I ever knowed in the tiny star-shaped blossoms a color so softly lavender and white? And, oh, the sweet smell; oily perfume, dense, as if congealed about the plant in the cold air.

And the crows, perched atop a fence post, a line of them, each so brilliant in the sun, and so solid in the fog. Their scrappy squawking, all for what? The chickens, even: Did the red-flecked rooster always stand guard on one leg?

Before she gone out each morning to feed them and the goat, Saturnina splashed her face four times with icy water from the bucket. Yes, now I was watching, counting. A crow was black no matter how many times I looked at it; and if Saturnina splashed herself with water only three times instead of four, I would see. With this heart business nothing stayed put; hell, nothing come into view so that I might glimpse it for even a split second.

I woke up with a headache of questions: Did Saturnina love me? Was I mere collateral, guaranteeing that occasional visit from my father, or so-called father? Did she grow to love me, if, for no other reason, I was at least company all these years? Ain’t it true that love is birthed of some need—company, protection, whatever?

She fought for me. I seen her, shy and awkward as she was, stare down the butcher, a white man! until he put back the soup bone he’d offered her and come up with the one she wanted in the first place.

She’d converted the empty cabin next to ours into a small barn, complete with nests for the chickens and a stall for the goat. Once a stray dog, a mangy thing the color of cold weather, chewed through the front door and got inside. There wasn’t as much as a hen’s cackle before she was there, grabbing up the dog in both hands and slamming it against the wall, not meaning to toss it out, but to kill it. When that poor thing come to, lifting its dazed head, and then tore out of the door and down the hill yelping all the way without as much as a feather in its mouth, she give a rare grin, proud of herself, and said, “Let it try to take your milk and eggs.”

But why? Why did she fight? And would things change now, with hope for my father vanquished? Would she leave me?

One evening, the door open to the coming spring night, she said out of the blue, “I know about the Bear Business.”

Caught off guard, I looked at her, her looking out into the formless dark night. Did she say she was a Human Bear? I should’ve paid closer attention.

I become preoccupied with a mirror, hardly the width of my palm, that I used for all it might reveal.

My features, pleasant enough: most important, my nose, not a wide-flaring honker that makes some Indians around these parts look as if a couple of upside-down empty snail shells was glued to the middle of their face; not that, but a straight nose, narrow enough and proportionate. My eyes was dark, wide enough; my lips was not too full but shapely; and my hair, wavy and cut shoulder length, was black and shiny, giving me the look of a Spanish girl, because my skin was so fair, not the color of milk, but of tea with a drop of milk added. Which is to say, I found myself this side of pretty.

If my looks come from my mother, how would I ever know? And regarding my so-called father, what Indian-looking Indian around here didn’t already have a Spaniard, or a Mexican, or some kind of white man, Irish or German, in the blood? Did my mother wonder, looking at me in the fields, or might she have knowed for certain the identity of my father?

I imagined her spying on me: me walking along with Saturnina; her, under a fruit tree, subtle so the lady friends with her might not catch her watching me and detect her helpless sorrow. Of course, that was all a story I painted.
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End of February the sun come out, enough so it give a pinch of warmth. Plums bloomed pink in a row at the bottom of the hill; behind the house, amid the oaks, was bushes of Scotch broom all yellow. In the valley, along the lagoon, the waters rolled back, so Effie had told us over her picket fence. Saturnina and me would start our more frequent trips to town, weather permitting, at least three times a week, until the fruit crops—the strawberries, the end of April—would keep us tied to the work camps again, through most of summer and into fall.

Shopping season: Saturnina watched the thrift shops like a hawk, no stitch of useful clothing escaped her. She memorized the schedules of the butcher and produce man, so that she would be the first to pick through their scraps. Off we’d go. She seemed just then to move effortlessly, and I wondered if I had ever noticed before.

Seldom did we wait for Effie, in the event she might hitch up her bald-faced horse, or even better, drive us in Heralio’s car; no, because Saturnina had the hike to town timed perfect, and nothing could interrupt her plans. If I stopped along the way to tie my shoe, even to catch my breath, I’d lose her around a corner.

She never wore a watch. As always, I hurried along with her, down the hill, past the white peoples’ graveyard, and onto McDonald Avenue, the wide, tree-lined street of grand Victorian houses—still there today—that led us into town to Fourth Street and the square.

We was a picture of poverty, I suppose, if you was to look out your window and see us passing: a mean-looking old Indian bundled up in an overcoat and scarves, with her hapless daughter. We carried gunnysacks—Saturnina’s slung over her shoulder; mine folded and tucked under my arm—and inside the gunnysacks was paper bags so that our cache might be compartmentalized; you wouldn’t want soup bones mingling with a blouse, never mind it was from the Goodwill.

On McDonald we didn’t walk on the sidewalks, or we’d get arrested for loitering. Indians, or, for that matter, any other dark people, often traveled the street. No doubt, the uppity ups didn’t want us too close to their kitchens, lest we smell their good food and get the idea to steal it. So, we gone right down the middle of the road, making way for the horses and cars and what-have-you.

It was Depression times, and if folks in general was hard pressed, Indians was downright desperate. We was the town’s poorest. Poverty, what does it look like? At its near worst, it’s a pair of vacant eyes, nothing in them anymore, no strength to hold hope.

I wasn’t ashamed, not of being with them, anyways. If anything, I was embarrassed for having Saturnina at the head of the line, always somewhere up front for the handouts, when I had already had one good meal that day.

Among the crowd outside the still-unopened doors of the Seventh Street thrift store, I studied the Indian faces mixed up in the sea of the poor to take inventory.

The Benedict’s Rancheria folks, for instance: Yes, I recognized faces from the fields: the potbellied man with a glass eye who tinkered endlessly into the night on peoples’ cars; two ladies about my mother’s age that I’d seen her with—cousins? sisters?—both light skinned like her; and Alice, a girl I chummed with. When she caught me looking, she forced me to offer a friendly enough nod of recognition.

But after a half smile, amicable enough, she looked the other way, staring straight ahead, not at anyone or anything in particular.
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This was the day’s catch: three potatoes, an orange, a sheep’s kidney, and a matchbox of plastic buttons. A light load, yet worthy enough. We sat in the square just opposite the old Roman-columned courthouse and shared the orange. We liked to watch the people passing.

When we got home, Saturnina gone right to work on the kidney and come up with a delectable stew splashed over the potatoes, which we ate in silence, except of course for the pounding rain.

“Alice, she avoided me,” I blurted.

I felt stupid, suddenly aware that I wasn’t certain this was indeed the case. Indians is plain fussy about strangers, the old-timers especially. They considered first what they didn’t know about a person, and when what they didn’t know was just about everything, they suspected the worst: thief, poisoner, pervert, you name it.

Alice was my friend, no stranger. In the work camps, after a long day of god-awful picking this or that, we laughed about other girls, mocking their awkwardness, never mind we was no different, and spied and flirted with boys: the stuff that made a world two kids shared. And finding each other at the start of the work season was all happiness for me, who’d been cooped up all winter with Saturnina, a woman about as talkative as the chair she sat in. Maybe Alice truly hadn’t seen me. This not knowing was exactly what bothered me, ripping me from what little ground was left beneath my feet.

I thought then of my mother: Them Benedict’s Rancheria folks, of whom Alice was a part, didn’t like her. The heartless funeral suggested as much.

As if she knowed my thoughts, Saturnina said, “Them people is no good. They don’t like your mother.”

She spoke plainly, unaffected; but the fact she still hadn’t lifted her head made her look plaintive.

Her food was untouched: Was she a martyr? Was I supposed to be grateful?

I shot back: “What are you saying, they don’t like me?”

I had never talked back to her, never questioned or challenged. After I raised my voice, I was stunned. She didn’t answer my question, and I didn’t press her. I felt guilty. If she wanted me to see her as both a hapless and kindly old woman, I did.

Indeed, then and in the days ahead, I became grateful to her, maybe begrudgingly so, but grateful, nonetheless. What had she done to break apart my world? Nothing. She was the mere messenger—not even a particularly good one. She kept me, bottom line.

Yet it seemed I growed farther apart from her. The notion that she could leave me, that maybe she never cared for me, that I was only duty, or collateral for a man, ate at me. I trusted nothing; uncertainty was what I knowed best.
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More sun. April. Quails poking their heads from the brush, pht-phtpht. Light; sunshine, pulling up the earth’s greenest green.

One morning, Saturnina said we had to start early on account of the Seventh Street thrift store was opening its doors for the first time on a shipment from San Francisco, a complete stocking of the shelves.

At the bottom of the hill, next to the graveyard, I stopped, watching her continue toward McDonald, seemingly unmindful that I wasn’t alongside her. When she stepped from the dirt road onto the wide street, I turned and gone in the opposite direction.

I’d fixed myself pretty, pulled my hair back, a clean pressed blouse, best shoes, polished. What for, I’m not sure; perhaps to fortify my resolve. I’d thought about it many days, weeks even; pictured myself on the road below the eastern hills, north, and then the smaller road west, through the hop fields.

Ha! The hops: root stock below the barren trellises; and the Rancheria, a ghost town: carpets of untrammeled grass, birds in and out of the vacant windows. A chill run through me. What had I been thinking? What had I expected? Impulse and desperation, common sense traded away, and what could I do now but continue to the grave.

It was there, indistinguishable within the sea of wild oat and mustard. There was a marker, a couple of pieces of house siding made into a cross, and burned into the horizontal slat her name, Juana Isidra, no family name. The silence of it was like an insult to me.

I stopped once in front of the line cabins, on my way back to the road, where looking south, I seen the white house. About a half mile away, in an expanse of field, it was enormous; white, two stories high, gables on all sides.

Had I not noticed such a house before, or was it only that the bright morning sun made it look so imposing on the valley floor? Dwarfed below it was the barn.

I was home before Saturnina. The trek to the Rancheria was about a half an hour’s walk farther, but unlike Saturnina, I hadn’t dawdled. I figured she knowed where I gone.

I kept seeing the mansion, the barn below it, and a narrow road from the Rancheria following the creek. I seen my mother there, on her way toward the barn. Then, like in a dream, it was me walking, and I was trailing a slipshod caravan of wagons and bottomed-out cars, Benedict’s Rancheria folks, I guess, though I recognized none of them except my mother on a wagon, the last vehicle. She was looking at me.

When I looked again, focused, it was me waving. Then the wagon was gone, disappeared with the caravan around a bend. On and on like that, back and forth in my mind. If Saturnina would come home, it would stop.

Not until 6:00 p.m., near dark, and did she offer to explain her tardiness? Nothing. I supposed the answer had something to do with a crate of chickens she dropped just inside the door. She gone straightaway to dinner, and only when we was eating did I acknowledge the chickens. I could only see that they was black, and had big dark eyes, which, through the crate slats, reflected the lamplight from the table.

“Banties,” Saturnina said. “Leghorns out there ain’t setters. Banties will raise up the chicks. You’ll have young hens, that way.”

There’s no Indian word for chicken, not in my language or hers—I suppose not in any Indian language, on account of the fact we didn’t have them, not cows and horses, neither.

“Ga-jeen” was the word Saturnina used for chicken, from the Spanish gallina. Poor thing: nothing she said was full proper, a hodgepodge. I ain’t much better, especially when I get to gabbing, what with my English a mess of high and low and everything in between.
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We kept busy, both of us no doubt taken up with our private concerns. Then the crops.

Strawberries first. Effie, who had her ear to the ground, told us where: the fields just the other side of Santa Rosa creek, past the prune orchards, which was how we give directions them days. Only two weeks there; not even two days the next place: seems a horde of Mexicans was ahead of us. Nothing for a while, then come early June, steady in the cherries. And that’s where I run into Alice, the orchards west of town between Third Street and the lagoon.

Crop season, we lived in the camps, which was rows of tents pitched usually someplace close to work. Folks collected in separate villages: Mexicans here; Filipinos there; pockets of whites; and the Indians any place that wasn’t close to enemies, which was any Indians they didn’t like. Stewarts Point, for instance, stayed at the other end of camp from Dry Creek.

But at the latrines, folks couldn’t help but bump into one another, which was where, standing in line before bed, I seen Alice, approaching with a couple girls our age, no doubt friends, or cousins from Benedict’s Rancheria.

“Gee, hello,” she said, “Mary!”

“Yes, hello—haven’t seen you in a long time.”

Alice was an only child, like me. She was the only one, not even Effie or my so-called father, who mentioned I talked with an accent, since I’d been taught by Saturnina, herself not a first-language speaker of Santa Rosa Pomo, the Benedict’s Rancheria’s language.

Now Alice was confused because I’d been stiff, formal.

“Boys is the first row of tents,” I offered.

“We just got here,” she responded, tentative, in English.

Opening the swinging door and stepping outside, I said, “We just got here, too,” which was the truth.

Me, Saturnina, and Effie camped with the Mexicans. Earlier that day, when we’d arrived, we’d hauled our tent from the truck to the middle of the camp where the Mexicans settled and gone to work stoking a fire and setting out the grill and pots and pans. Tomorrow, once the work started before sunup, we’d have no time.

Once I was bedded down, sandwiched between Saturnina and Effie, I realized I hadn’t even looked for Alice then. Did she feel sorry for me on account of my mother, or did she and the other two girls listen to their parents and quietly hate me because I was my mother’s daughter? Did they even know I was my mother’s daughter?

The days ahead was fine enough, with Alice anyways, and them other girls, one named Pearl, and the other Vivian. Before long, they dropped off, leaving me and Alice to ourselves. Nights, after supper, with the old folks asleep, the two of us would sneak to the edge of camp, a place on the creek about a quarter mile away, and mingle with the young people there. We’d sit on rocks and stare at one another, usually mere silhouettes, across the creek or, farther off, among the willows. Glowing embers of cigarettes: the boys letting you know where they was.

Alice had a good eye for the boys: which was lookers; which was good workers or lazy; and, at night, where each had situated himself; alone or with friends, in the bush. She had mentioned that a Middletown Indian boy I’d fooled with the summer before had come into camp earlier that day, which I’d noticed as me and Saturnina was stacking cherry boxes at the trucks.

He’d laid eyes on me the moment he stepped out of the car and then stood there grinning. He was an ordinary-looking Indian; good teeth, though, which he was flashing in my direction, and sturdily built.

Alice and I was on a log near the water, our feet dangling in the sand. He was crouched there on his haunches, an enormous frog on the bank in a white undershirt. Alice had stolen a cigarette from her parents.

“We need to get a light,” she said, much louder, as if we hadn’t played this one twice in the last week. Off she’d go, cigarette in hand, to a given target. If her encounter proved disappointing, she’d come back with the half-smoked cigarette and we’d quietly share it, watching for what might pop up next.

At home, I found Saturnina weaving next to the fire, sitting cross-legged on the ground. When I wandered off on these escapades with Alice, Saturnina never asked where I had been.

And if I was to speak now, what would I say? How to say warm hands and hot breath wasn’t no more than a rut, against a tree, on the moss-soggy sand, animal business, dirty and clumsy: hot breath, yes, and then against the cold plain air.

My newfound strangeness, while perhaps making me awkward with people, had changed my perspective. The known world appeared so small and pathetic that night: women tending snot-faced kids, men playing cards with that ever-present bottle of wine, whiskey if they could afford it, and stupid boys and girls pushing at each other under their clothes in the dark. What did it all come to? Nothing but another day of work in the hot sun, more apples and pears, sticky hops, dirt, and unbearable dust. And then what? Cold winter.


[image: ]


After my so-called moon cycle passed, I gone a couple of times to the creek with Alice, who had already replaced me as an accomplice with Pearl and Vivian.

Not long after, I made the excuse that Saturnina had got wind of things and wouldn’t let me leave at night, kept watch on me like a hawk. I took pleasure in the lie; again, reveled in the freedom it afforded me, and as a result discovered something else: the sheer joy of storytelling.

It was Effie who questioned my demeanor. Effie was never a person to indulge another’s personal business. Saturnina warned that she was nosy, but that was years before. While she slept with us, our tent situated away from other Indians, Effie visited with them, especially the folks from Benedict’s Rancheria, cousins, no doubt, whereas me and Saturnina kept to ourselves.

Effie was social, yes; but when I talked with her about anything, I got the impression that she was plagued by discomfort. I felt, often, that that discomfort was me, but then brushed it off as an aspect of her personality.

We was sitting by the fire, not long from turning in for the night. She dwarfed just about anyone in her presence. But when she turned to me, it wasn’t her size or that puckering face that set me off, but her question: “What’s the matter, girl, no man chum?”

I will say this: When I was about twelve, she asked, in a breach of her general manner, if I knowed the facts of life, about menstruation specifically, which would readily be upon me if it wasn’t already. Had Saturnina said anything to me about it? I said I knowed of it and left it at that; not mentioning that Saturnina had told me nothing but left a box of sanitary napkins—most Indians in them days used rags—in the stand-up closet.

Now for whatever reason, I told the truth: “Don’t want to go to the creek anymore.”

Then I asked her: “Do them kids know my mother is my mother?”

She looked caught off guard and leaned back, bracing herself, straight-armed, with her hands on the ground behind her, her immense front solid, like armor.

“I’m talking about my mother who hung herself,” I said. “Do they know I’m her daughter, all them Benedict’s Rancheria people?”

Effie curled forward, thrusting her shoulders to meet me. “Yes, sure.”

“Do they blame me?” I asked, then added, “For what happened, them having to move and all that?”

“They got a home now—government give them a place west of Sebastopol,” she informed me, which, it seemed, Alice had failed to mention.

“I mean, do they hate me on account of my mother?”

“Ha! Why should they? You ain’t done nothing.” Then, after a moment passed, she asked, “Why? Anyone been mean to you?”

“No,” was all I could say then.

Now that I had an answer from Effie, I quietly blamed Saturnina, frustrated because she hadn’t told me anything. As with just about everything else in my world, I felt lost, with no direction from her, not even a scrap of a map.


[image: ]


Summer came on and then fall. Peaches and apricots.

Pears. Plums. Prunes. Hops. Apples and then more apples. Them hand-staining walnuts. Grapes and then more grapes: it was supposed to be Prohibition, and we laughed among ourselves, saying them white folks surely can’t be eating all these grapes.

In different camps, I tramped along with Alice and Pearl and Vivian to the bushes after dark, whether down in some creek or behind the hay barn. But by the time the boys come around, the others latched on to a boy someplace, and I’d hightail it back to the tents.

Sometimes, if it was a camp where the girls couldn’t sneak off without their parents seeing them, they had to content themselves with playing cards by the fire, something I enjoyed, I suppose because I could concentrate on the game and nothing else. That’s no doubt why I hung around them girls at all.

Pearl was even plainer than Alice, with a flaring Indian nose you could serve soup on. Vivian was fat, two hundred pounds of mud stuffed into a hundred-pound sack, all five feet of her.

Once, after I’d won two hands of poker, she accused me of cheating; poor thing, she could hardly count, let alone tell the difference between spades and clubs. Before I could say anything, she piped up: “Don’t think you’re so good. Your father ain’t around no more.”

The implication, which I understood immediately, was that because my father, or so-called father, wasn’t a head man in the fields, she didn’t have to be nice to me or give me any special consideration. The larger implication, of course, was that no one did.

I looked at Vivian and snapped: “Wasn’t thinking anything, except about that split in the seam of your blouse and hoping you don’t sneeze so me and Alice and Pearl ain’t sitting with a half-naked girl when that blouse flies off of you,” causing her to wince most uncomfortable.

She shot right back: “You don’t even talk right—you talk funny!” to which I responded: “Funny but the truth, girl,” ending, as it would turn out, both the conversation that night and our visit, my eyes resting most comfortably on the plump of skin, like half a brown egg, through the white blouse.

I knowed something of what people thought of me, why I might’ve felt distance from folks all along, and it give me a kind of strength. Of course, as the days wore on, I’d only come up with more questions. But one thing seemed certain: they didn’t hate or blame me on account of my mother, as Effie had suggested, for Vivian would have said as much to level me that night.
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Soon we all drifted apart.

The end of the crops meant fall. Dusty earth and a waning sun. Yes, it’s still warm, and the grape leaves and poison oak display a most gorgeous red in the light at the end of the day; but the warmth and bright colors spell change, forecast the inevitable winter, and folks knowed the social life they shared with one another, distinct from their lives in a small cabin on some out-of-the-way rancheria, was to end, for better or worse.

Illicit lovers became more desperate, plagued by their imminent separation, and hence more reckless in their clandestine meetings, more often than before getting caught, resulting in fist fights, shouting matches, beatings, not only waking you in the middle of the night, but jarring your daydreams in the hot sun. Friends and relatives visited longer at night around the fires, exchanging small gifts, keepsakes that they might remember one another with until the next crop season.

Effie made the rounds herself. I was left alone with Saturnina, who, unlike me, seemed to notice none of the life about us, concentrated as she was, cross-legged on the ground, with the thousand-stick basket on her lap, only her knobby fingers, nimble as a spider’s legs, moving, stitching.

Nothing was distinct, exceptional, past my view of it: families pathetic; kids stupid and doomed; Saturnina pitiful, tragic even, that is, if I had any sense of what tragic was back then.

Prostitutes and moonshiners showed up in greatest numbers toward the end of the work season, too, which of course was when folks had the most money, their earnings stored up from the summer months, which wives and other responsible folks was quick to point out to the profligate was supposed to be for the out-of-work winter months ahead.

And I seen pretty women, not just Indians but them poor Okies, too, white women, prostrate themselves to slick-haired moonshiners for nothing more than one drink of hooch. Then, with the drinking, all the more trouble, fighting and fouling.

Them prostitutes did fascinate me, with their flashy clothes, spangles and headbands and glitter as was left over from the flapper era. What poor girl of thrift shop leftovers, what prune picker, wouldn’t take notice, if only to marvel, as if at a circus show, at what was possible to put on a human body? And the attitude them women displayed, as if their attire wasn’t enough, but their haughty demeanor, a blatant disregard for us dark figures hunched around the fires looking at them and maybe judging them.
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“You pregnant, girl?”

The question shocked me to the point I thought the prostitute was joking with me, or that she was talking to someone else.

“Me?” I asked, disbelieving still that she had asked.

“Yeah. Girl, you just kind of funny.”

“No,” I answered as she stalked off.

Effie was back. To make matters worse, she added, “Don’t matter if you was—ain’t the end of the world.”

“Well, I’m not,” I shot back. “I don’t fool around with them others no more because they don’t interest me.”

“People is mean, sometimes.”

“They ain’t mean to me, don’t worry.”

I said this last bit as much for Saturnina as for Effie.

Effie was wistful now, looking into the fire: “Don’t know why I can’t have kids,” she said.

Suddenly I had become a confidant, a friend, rather than the inconsequential neighbor kid.

“Maybe I’m too fat,” she said finally.

She mentioned that her and Heralio had been together several years, and that half the year he spent in Mexico, not here with her.

“Maybe I’m like some animal—only can get pregnant a certain time of year.” She half-chuckled before explaining the breeding habits of ducks, deer, and goats.

Then she wondered if she might be like her mother: not meant to have children, not only because the unfortunate woman conceived Effie when she was forty-five, but also because shortly after Effie was born, the poor woman died—not of complications from the birth, but having had a baby didn’t help matters. Effie assumed my knowledge of this—an unprecedented intimacy.

“Sort of like you,” she said. “No brothers or sisters . . . Well, I mean in your case—none that you live with.”

I was quiet a moment, trying to comprehend what I’d just heard.

Clearly, Effie understood from my surprise that I did not know I had a sister.

One late afternoon when Saturnina had gone off to the bins with a box of grapes, I confronted Effie, not asking her about the girl directly, but setting a fair enough trap.

“She don’t ever say hello to me, my sister—and she’s right here in these vineyards.”

I was gambling with stuff that well enough might not have been true.

Effie gazed over the tops of the vines: “Black little thing, ain’t she?” then gone back to the grape clusters with her knife.

How old might this sister be? I had the impression she was younger, smaller than me. My intuition, which felt right all along, proved true.

Last day we was finished about 10:00 a.m. There was no next vineyard or orchard to hustle off to: In another month, there would be tree and vine trimming, but only the men done that. Folks lingered, packing pots and pans, folding up their tents without haste, visiting, savoring the last few moments together before going their separate ways.

At noon we was at the front of the line for the first truck that would take workers back to Santa Rosa. Our stuff was packed into gunnysacks and sat with the folded tent next to us. Effie’s was left at the camp while she was off somewhere.

I had to pee. Saturnina said nothing, but her downturned mouth suggested: get back before the truck comes or you’re on your own as far as getting home. Luckily, there wasn’t much of a line at either privy.

The place made me uncomfortable. A sudden outburst of laughter or hushed voices—anything would set me off, making me anxious that I might have prompted the laughter or the talk.

There was no talk, and I was next in line. But I felt something, in the distance behind me, quite a ways back where there was still a row of tents and people bustling about. I turned to see below me a large woman with a straw hat pouring water over her fire, with three little girls looking directly at me, girls about ten years old. I knowed immediately who my sister was. They all looked away, attempting to escape my gaze, but the one in the middle, shorter and darker than the other two, kept looking in my direction.

I had the urge to at least call her sister in front of her friends. Certainly, she knowed who I was, and I believed, the more I thought about her, that she both hoped I wouldn’t approach her, and that for the benefit of her friends, they would see she was unmoved by my presence—that I meant nothing to her.

Once inside the latrine, I tried to glimpse through a knothole and the space between the latch and the doorjamb, but, from my angle, I could no longer see her. When I come out, she was gone.

Then about fifty yards from those tents, another group of tents still stood like an island on the otherwise empty ground. There I spotted Alice, on her knees, folding clothes atop her bedroll.

“Gee, still here,” I said in English.

“Guess I’ll see you in the bread lines,” I said, after she hadn’t said anything.

She was glancing up at me now, remorse in her plain eyes, and I thought she was going to apologize for, and thus finally admit to, ignoring me in town, when she told me, now as if pleading for help, that she was going to have a baby.

“So, I don’t know, Mary—I don’t know how much I’ll make it into town.”

It was as if all at once she was a snake, at least in my mind. I was shocked, speechless, and hurried back to Saturnina, who would still be first in line waiting for the truck.




THREE

SATURNINA TOLD ME THIS: MY SISTER WAS ALSO MY COUSIN, the daughter of my father’s nephew, the man who had taken my mother from my father. And why didn’t my father snatch that child up and dump her on Saturnina, also? I didn’t ask—but perhaps by the time the child was born, my so-called father understood such a deed done nothing to get my mother back; done nothing, in fact, but hurt her.

Or maybe because I really was—or he thought I was—his daughter, his to snatch up; I don’t know. Saturnina told me the girl’s name was Nellie, and that, from what she had understood, Nellie was taken by her father after my mother’s funeral to live with his people on the lagoon in Sebastopol.

If I was from the Benedict’s Rancheria people, then I was also from the Sebastopol Lagoon folks, on account of my father, or so-called father, something I hadn’t considered until now. It was a couple of weeks after we’d left the fields, moved back to the cabin permanent for the winter. I’d certainly thought of my sister before—picturing her Indian-typical brown face, the heavy bangs cut over her forehead, the rags, oversize shoes.

If she had been yanked up, taken from the folks she knowed at Benedict’s Rancheria, she had nonetheless made friends. The sight of me might’ve been a reminder of that rupture in her life; and if nothing more, she didn’t want to be reminded of it, not by me, or by her friends who seen me.

I, on the other hand, had no new world of folks to cling to. The rupture become my life. I was imagining walking into the Rancheria, half a dozen shacks too close to the water that I’d glimpsed from the road, when Saturnina said:

“You got relatives there, I suppose,” as if she’d read my mind, taking me completely out of my reverie.

I become livid, hissing, “You don’t even know if my father is my father,” to which she said nothing.

We was pulled up close to the fire; the season’s first cold night penetrated the cabin walls. Face-to-face with her so close for the first time since I’d learned the news, I could contain myself no longer.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“What?”

“That I had a sister.”

She raised her brow.

“Well, can you at least tell me this: Do I have any other sisters—or brothers?”

She paused, looking back now to the fire. “Not from your mother, not that I know.”

“Well, then, my father?”

“I wouldn’t know.”

I could say no more. At the time, I guess I had a modicum of heart left in me.

Seemed a tiredness had overcome Saturnina, morning, noon, and night. Her once-square shoulders seemed to droop; her erect posture slouched, whether sitting or standing. There was a weariness in her expression, a kind of distraction in the eyes. For long periods of time, she stood over the stove, stirring spoon in her hands, gazing into the distance, as if she’d completely forgotten the pot of beans below her. Seeing her stopped thus here and there created in me both a dread and fear, which, rather than face, I attempted to push aside with work.

Once, rather late at night, there come a knock at the door. I answered it and found an old man accompanied by his daughter, who stood half a foot behind him out of the light from the open door. The old man told me he wanted the red stem plant, jutting a dollar bill in my direction. When I turned to Saturnina, who was seated at the edge of her cot, ready for bed, I found she was staring, apparently oblivious even to the fact that there had been a knock on the door.

“Didn’t you hear that?”

Immediately, she come to, asking, “What’s he want?” and when I told her, she said, “Get it and give it to him.”

Which was also vexing: she could focus on a dime.

I never asked her what was wrong with her, or if there was, at least from her perspective, anything wrong. As winter come upon us, she didn’t get worse. Earlier, before the rains, we hiked into the hills to gather acorns, and she hauled them heavy sacks of nuts back to the house just as she always had.

That winter we had visitors, first, that lop-eyed Mrs. Greenfield and Leticia. Once again, they come into the cabin and set down. This time Saturnina served them coffee. They drank it without a word.

They had their trowels and gunnysacks with them: November, after a couple of heavy rains, was the time to dig them bulbs, red stem and other such things, as well as angelica root, with its first shoots showing good at this time, like the tops of a young celery plant. But when it was time to start off, Saturnina didn’t go with them, but instead kept seated, her eyes lost in a fixed gaze.

And I noticed this: the birds, which had collected outside all morning in significant numbers, followed the two ladies.

And something else: Saturnina sung a song, and I heard it plain, maybe for the first time, like this:

Yo tumul hemey

Yo tumul hemey

Yo tumul

Yo tumul hemey

Sing it four times, that way, with no rise. I was listening close, so that I might understand the words, but them words don’t translate to nothing, not in English or Indian.

She never did move, even as she chanted the song. It just come out of her, deep and steady. I guessed she was singing for the two ladies, that they would have good luck digging the bulbs. Sometimes, in the dry months, if we gone for mountain balm or manzanita bark, she sung a song like that before we left the house, to put the snake and such to sleep, she said.

Though Saturnina never encouraged nor discouraged me from listening, more than once I caught them hags eyeing me, as with judgment.

The second set of guests was her cousins from Tomales Bay. They’d come before, always playing a high-toned Spanish, not Indian. This time it was three women about her age; one of them toting along a grandkid, a shiny-faced boy named Albert, who, at five, acted like an overstuffed forty-year-old man, sitting upright at the table in his suit with its black shoestring tie a perfect line from his neck to his waist. Please and thank you, and always in Spanish. His grandmother, like the other two in his harem, wore outdated Spanish clothes, lots of dark lace covering everything but her plump hands and featureless round face. A long mantilla, now pulled off her face, sat cockeyed atop her head; and her high-legged Spanish boots was laced with mismatched shoelaces.

They were taller, more robust, full-bosomed, and fair, as if they had been able to wish the traces of an Indian blood into the earth below them. Sure, there was the telltale signs if you looked: straight hair a little too thick, and a little too low on the forehead; and their noses wasn’t exactly delicate. Still, a person looking at them might guess they wasn’t Indian. They sat upright in their chairs, hands folded on the table, like it was a game of bridge they had come to play; yes, as if their husbands was in offices downtown and not seated alongside Holstein cows washing dirty udders for milking.

From what little Saturnina had told me, her mother left Tomales Bay when Saturnina was about twelve and headed north to Bodega Bay, where they settled with a brother, Saturnina’s uncle. After a series of misfortunes, the least of which being Saturnina’s mother dying, Saturnina found herself shunted from place to place, an orphan, landing among the Sebastopol Lagoon people, who taught her our common language, and then somehow, among the Benedict’s Rancheria folks—where she met my mother’s mother, Juana Maria. She hadn’t lived among her own people for a long time.

She didn’t even look like them, never mind their Spanish clothes. Their poor relation, wrinkled and the color of mud, wore a scarf on her head and a frayed shawl over her stooped shoulders. She sat back a few feet from the table, hands in her lap, as if she was a servant awaiting orders, and not the lady of the house and their host.

Nor did she participate in their conversation. The ladies chatted about relations and friends in Tomales Bay, always with the intention, it seemed, to apprise Saturnina of family news and so forth, but then ended up offering opinions among themselves about people and situations Saturnina couldn’t comment on even if she wanted to. So, she sat, dutifully listening.

I served coffee and tortillas, the latter which they didn’t touch. Were they unworthy? Perhaps, had their visit been announced, we would’ve fixed something special, like a pie.

Except for a few lapses into Spanish, which Saturnina spoke perfectly well, they used English. Though I understood most of what they was saying, it was totally meaningless to me on account of I knowed nothing of the people and places they talked about. These ladies asked me about school, as if I was in school; never mind it was a show of snobbery, a display of their proud separation from most of us who rarely gone to school past sixth grade.

“I read good,” I said, at first thinking I was smart only to dodge the confession they expected. That might have showed them that school or not, I was no dummy.

They had the hardest time getting their car started, with Effie having to come out and help. Setting the plate of tortillas back on top of the counter, I told Saturnina I thought they had high opinions of themselves.

“They don’t like me, I suppose,” she said.

“Or me.”

She shrugged.

“Snobs—why do they even come to visit you? You don’t really know them, do you?”

Saturnina was looking up from the washtub now, gazing at the solid wall in front of her. She surprised me: “I’m like your mother, taboo among the people.”

I shot back: “Then think of me—double taboo, ain’t it,” to which, totally uncharacteristic of her, she throwed her head back and laughed.
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Spring then. Big in the hills: patches of wild iris purple; poppy gold. In the valley: apple orchards, lakes of white bloom; plum blossoms, roads winding pink. Now I understood these things in time, the smallest details as the season traveled the earth: the way a willow bud sprouted the smallest leaves that in a week would be bigger and greener, and bigger and greener a week after that; until it would be full shade and summer. Yellow mustard faded under the fruit trees, puddles dried inch by inch on the side of the road. The sun moved closer to earth. It pushed things. It made time happen before my eyes.

And then, the sun got me. Perhaps I stood too long in its glow. Maybe the damn plain cowbird carrying a twig for its nest tricked me, flied across the sun so my eyes got caught in the direct light. Whatever happened, I let myself feel it.

Warmth and its silent traveling through my body. Last spring, I had discovered the contours that contained me: the shape of my legs, my narrow waist, my facial features and the color and texture of my hair. Now the form itself was filled, from the inside out it seemed, with a vitality related to the light; an urgency even, and not just there in me, but continuously being fed from the source. I felt as if I might fly, with no fear at all.

I was up early, anxious to meet the day. For the first time, I took a real interest in my attire, emboldened by the mixing of a blouse and skirt to affect a certain look. I focused in the thrift shop on items I found appealing, handing things I wanted to Saturnina, instead of the other way around—for now as we made excursions into town, and into the shops, it was her who was trailing me.

And it wasn’t just clothes I kept my eyes peeled for, but cases of worn-down lipstick and the near-empty powder compacts, which cost virtually nothing, a few pennies maybe, and which I’d snatch up fast as I seen them, regardless of shade or color.

One day Saturnina said: “Men, they seen you before.”

I understood what she said, sensed the not-so-hidden admonishments. Men did notice me before; my appeal had never been a problem.

Now I noticed men noticing, and not just the Indians and Mexicans we encountered on the streets downtown, but also the white men, them with sport coats and leather briefcases. I done glanced over my shoulder and catched them looking back. Which, I suppose was what concerned Saturnina: first that my dressing up was a sign of my hormones out of whack; and second, that such a condition might not only land me in trouble, say in a family way, but might garner the attention of a white man, one that was unstoppable in his pursuit. In the most drastic instances, a girl could be raped, repeatedly even, with no recourse from the law. We’d all heard the stories, which was apparently all too common in Saturnina’s younger years, prompting Indian women in the company of whites to dress as if invisible.

The light done little to lighten her mood; if anything, it only exposed her hunched form, under them so unspringlike dark clothes. Sometimes, she’d snap at me, telling me that I wasn’t paying attention to how I was peeling potatoes, wasting precious food. Once she said I was vain. She said in Indian that I lived inside the mirror I was forever looking into—like a white woman.

She did seem to enjoy her chickens. More than ever, she’d sit on her stump in the yard, with the chickens collected at her feet. Sure enough, them black banties done a job of increasing the population there, chickens of all ages and an assortment of colors: speckled, flecked; shades of brown, black and white, red.

She was proud of the eggs, mustering whatever small reserve of pride she possessed, saying, “Eggs! Eggs!” when I come into the cabin, whereupon I would find a dozen washed eggs on the counter: different sizes white, brown, and beige.

What embarrassed me was that she charged Effie a quarter for them. Why not give her the eggs? I pitied Saturnina then, the smallness of her world; and considered that her mood of late—her snappish impatience—might have something to do not just with her incorrect notion that I sought to attract men, but that I might actually procure one.

You see, the cabin was legally mine, as was the property. If I wanted to share the cabin with a man—a husband, maybe—where would she go? It was a one-room place, hardly big enough for me and her as it was. She would have to move in with the goat and chickens or leave the hill altogether. Poor thing, a final trap—the last insult—from my so-called father, the man of her dreams.
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“What’s with all these birds?” I asked her.

“I sing for them,” she told me.

We was outside in the early morning. She was letting the chickens out of the shack, all of them following her to the center of the yard, and I was leading the goat to the gate where I’d turn her and her two spotted, floppy-eared kids—she’d had them a month before—loose to graze on the hillside. Birds was everywhere and making a racket worse than I could remember: tufted blue jays, crows, mostly the squawking birds, though there was others, too, flickers and starlings, even quail lining the fence tops, pht-pht-pht.

“They shit everywhere,” I hollered from the gate, then repeated myself once back in the yard, where she was now plunked on her stump, tossing cracked corn and breadcrumbs to the chickens.

“No,” she said, “it’s from the chickens. Them birds ain’t shitting. It’s the chickens here.”

I gone over to the cabin, looked beneath the eaves, on the ground, below the perched crows, then to the oak tree on the side of the house, shot full of starlings, and looked on the wet ground there, then over to the fence separating our yard from Effie’s. Everyplace else I looked, there was nothing. The droppings was in the yard, around on the ground where she was feeding her chickens.

“They sure make a damn-awful lot of noise,” I said.

“They don’t like you out here on your monthly,” she said rudely.
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Not quite the first of May; a warm Saturday, the strawberries late, which meant no work yet, and me and Saturnina gone to town. I had a secret mission: to find me a dress for the May Day celebration.

The year before I had watched the festivities from the sidelines with Saturnina—the maidens dressed in white, fairylike gowns dancing from the maypole. Afterward, the band and young people in the square waltzing gallantly, wreaths of miniature pink roses in the girls’ hair, a large white rose in the men’s lapels. This year, strawberries or no strawberries, I would go and wear a dress appropriate for the occasion, something conservative, with straight lines, and preferably a dark color, navy, even black, that would not only distinguish me in the crowd but, at the same time, highlight my fair skin.

As me and Saturnina approached the square, I noticed a bustle of folks gathered there, not just the usual poor who hung around, but a lot of others, too: white women, with their shiny-clean kids in tow; men. Somewhere from the center of the crowd, a band played ragtime. I straightened my blouse and touched the back of my neck, feeling for any loose hairs that might have escaped from the bottom of my rather tightly pulled twist.

“Don’t think you’re so high-toned,” Saturnina snapped.

“I don’t,” I said, and continued walking, making certain for her benefit not only that I passed the crowd in the square, but also that I never glanced in its direction.

We come to the thrift shop on Seventh Street. Saturnina stiffened, no doubt ready to haggle for whatever she wanted. But she took her time, particularly when it come to used clothes: not handling anything unless she was seriously interested in it, but scrutinizing every stitch of thread, every button or missing button.

Opposite the store clerk’s counter, I found myself under a mannequin covered in a navy-colored dress and matching coat jacket. I had told Saturnina that I wanted a dress, but I hadn’t provided any details. As if by a magnet, she was drawn to the dress in my dreams.

The clerk, a tall, gaunt woman with a pinched face, was the sort of person who believed she was kind. She told us, “It’s a Mainbocher,” meaning to say in a most sensitive manner that it was out of our league. Little did we know till much later that this name meant Paris made.

“It’s used, ain’t it?” Saturnina shot back.

The woman pulled in her nonexistent chin, flabbergasted by Saturnina’s insistence. She tugged nervously at the wide black belt cinched on her narrow waist. She was a volunteer, as were most of the women who worked in these used clothes places. Being it was a Saturday and that she had no wedding ring on her finger, I suspected she was a teacher.

“It’s on display because it’s so special,” she said, no doubt having realized designer names meant nothing to us.

“Ha!” Saturnina scoffed. “Prove it ain’t full of tuberculosis germs. Prove it ain’t a dead woman’s frock.”

“It’s three dollars,” the woman finally said.

By this time another woman had appeared, shorter, with half glasses hanging from her neck on a silver chain. She was the manager; her stern look said as much.

She turned her back on us and conversed for a moment out of earshot from us with the tall one. Then she faced us and said:

“How much are you willing to pay?”

Saturnina extended the two quarters in her open palm. “All right,” she said, and picked the coins out of Saturnina’s hand. Her friend even put the dress in a box, which she tied with a string. Ha! Thrift shop gift wrap.

If Saturnina was proud of her victory, I didn’t know. Her face was like her words: short on showing emotions. We walked back to the square; the crowd had dispersed, leaving gum wrappers and paper bags scattered about. Even the band, probably once in the center of the square, was gone.

I was ecstatic, imagining myself inside the dress in a bow tied with strings cradled in my lap. A designer dress and matching coat, beyond my wildest dreams; and yet, it seemed at this moment, perfectly contained by them. I pictured the lipstick color I would wear with the dress, a deep but subtle red, the color of dark roses, and my hair, and, oh, shoes—I would need shoes, black shoes, patent leather would be nice, with modern square heels. If they found me dead someplace, with no papers, they’d go door to door, inquiring after me on McDonald Avenue.

I found Saturnina peering at the billboard near the street corner about a hundred feet in front of us, where a Mexican girl in a white apron and skullcap was tacking up a notice among job announcements and ones for garage sales. The girl hurried back to a shiny black Packard parked curbside, which hurried off once she was safely in the back seat.

“Boss man Benedict’s car,” Saturnina said.

You no doubt heard the stories about me, my wild and numerous crimes against humanity; and as you’ll see, some of it is perhaps true. But if you believe them things, then you got to believe this about me: It was 1932, I was an Indian, and I seen no obstruction on the path to the white man’s door, and a place within his house. In fact, the path was none other than mine. Stronger and stranger than fate, for wasn’t fate’s evidence wrapped in a box on my lap?

Never mind, the notice noted, “No Indians.” Never mind, my slender looks might be reminiscent of my mother’s. There were only a couple details to be considered: I had to learn formal kitchen work, setting tables, serving food, which the job required; and Spanish, not that they expected or wanted me to speak it, but that most Mexican girls would.




FOUR

MY NAME WOULD BE ANGELINA, “LITTLE ANGEL.”

Saturnina said Benedict’s was no place for an Indian.

I didn’t tell her of my plan until the next morning, though sure enough she seen me not only get up and read the posted advertisement but also rip it down and stuff it inside my blouse.

We was seated at the table, over a breakfast of scrambled eggs and tortillas, in from the morning chores. Outside Effie had leaned over the fence, informing us the strawberries south of Santa Rosa creek was ready, and that she had Heralio’s car and could give us a lift. Saturnina told me to eat fast, quit lollygagging, no doubt sensing my distraction.

I said, “I ain’t going.”

How could I tell her of the road I’d seen, the clear path? The dream of me on the road between the Rancheria to the big house was now one I could walk.

“I’m going to Benedict’s—for the maid job.”

“They ain’t hiring Indians,” she said.

“I’ll be a Mexican,” I said. “Look at me.”

Her black eyes darted from my face to my hands. “You don’t know nothing about maid work.”

“You’ll teach me,” I told her, “and Spanish, too.”

She had followed her mother around the kitchen of a wealthy mistress in Tomales Bay and so possessed a knowledge of proper etiquette for the high toned: place settings, how many forks and what they was used for, water glasses and wineglasses; how to serve food.

“How you going to learn Spanish in no time?”

Which was something I hadn’t considered, in the same sense that I hadn’t considered the possibility that she might altogether refuse to teach me anything. Wouldn’t she merely go off to the fields with Effie?

“No. It ain’t no place for Indians.”

But when Effie come, Saturnina told her we would be along later. She said two or three times that it was no job for me. Yet she got out what silverware and plates we had and gone to work arranging them proper, this many forks, the different kinds of forks, pretending our look-alike regular utensils was short or long, three tines or four, the same with the knives and spoons and glasses, over and over again, until I could set a table blindfolded.

And she spoke Spanish as we went along: “Tenedor,” she said, “fork”; “Demelo. Give it to me.”

I thought she’d leave then, walk to the strawberries to meet up with Effie; but she didn’t. Come the late afternoon we was still busy with lessons: how to serve food; how to polish silverware; how to make a bed, including fluffing pillows and rolling sheet tops back just so over the blankets.

Then it was near about dark, and no way could I make it to Benedict’s place at a reasonable hour. I would have to wait until morning. I felt, for some reason, that she had tricked me. But how silly was that? As if I couldn’t pay attention to the angle of the light outside. As if I could learn highfalutin customs in half a day, let alone Spanish. As if it wasn’t kind enough of her already to teach me these things against her better judgment. My only consolation that somebody might not have beat me to the Benedicts’ front door was the crumpled advertisement, now mere ashes in the stove’s belly.

Of course, that night I felt restless. I hadn’t considered what my employment might mean in terms of living accommodations. Would I stay somewhere on the Benedicts’ property? Perhaps in the big house? Or would I commute, walking to the place each morning and returning each night? I told myself I would commute, sleep in my own bed—ha! cot—each night. And something else: the whole thing was a game, the likelihood I would be hired, nil. I would only see how far I could get.
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It was raining when I awoke, pounding on the roof; and when I glanced out the window, I seen the earth was saturated, puddles in the yard, rivulets in the hills and down the borders of the driveway. The sky was dark, broody. An unseasonal rain—the very last of the wet season. Normally, with such a rain, I would have been awakened by its sound on the roof. Saturnina was just inside the door, kicking off her muddy overshoes.

When I looked to the table, there wasn’t breakfast but instead my clothes: the navy-blue suit and her shoes, old lady square-heeled shoes nonetheless appropriate, even stylish, with the dress. They was spit polished, so they reflected the light from the lamp, hardly recognizable as the pair I knowed she wore.

And something else: a Spanish silk lace black mantilla, draped over the back of a chair, the ends coiled in a ball on the seat.

“My mother, she got it as a gift from her boss lady, down Tomales Bay,” Saturnina explained, seeing my eyes transfixed on the veil. “I kept it all this time. It’s good for you—Spanish, whatever.”

It was all like dreamwork then. Perhaps I never found my feet on the ground, felt them firmly planted beneath me: It felt like I wasn’t thinking, which, in retrospect, was perhaps a good thing, because otherwise my nerves might have failed me.

Saturnina had set out a pair of thick white socks, the only piece of attire that made no sense. Poor thing, she was thinking practical; I didn’t own a garter belt and stockings, which was what the dress and jacket required. The shoes fit snug barefoot, and that would do.

She lifted the mantilla off the chair, letting the bunched lace unravel from the seat; it was near abouts five feet long. When she rested it on my head, I felt as if it were the crowning jewel. And when I sat to eat a bowl of oatmeal she had prepared, I must’ve looked like the Virgin of Guadalupe.

Then Effie come outside the door in the pouring rain. She informed us that the field boss had sent everyone home. It would be days before the ground was dry enough to pick strawberries again. Should we have plans to tramp through the rain anytime soon, we had better reconsider. Saturnina said, no, we wasn’t going nowhere, and begun to close the door.

“Wait!”

I jumped up from the table and tore for the door, nearly knocking Saturnina out of my way. Effie was halfway to her car, which was beyond the yard. The passenger door was open, and I could see Heralio at the wheel. I hollered with all my might:

“I need a ride!”

She bolted as if she’d been shot in the back.

“Can you and Heralio give me a ride?”

“There’s no work.”

What was she thinking? That in a designer dress and floor-length mantilla, I wanted to pick strawberries?

“Just need to go down the hill.”

“Okay,” she said, slamming the car door hard. Then they proceeded up the hill.

Saturnina told me as she closed the cabin door: “You better hurry.”

I found my plain black purse, which contained nothing but some tissue and a compact and a few stray cases of old lipstick.

Saturnina held my elbow: “Here, take this,” she said. In the palm of her free hand was a small cloth satchel.

“For your protection.”

I took it up and dropped it into my purse. Then I plucked the mantilla off my head, pins and all, to keep it dry. I folded it and put it in the purse, too.

Effie never asked me where I was going or what I was up to, even as I kept giving her directions away from town and north along the main road below the foothills. Even when I gestured to the cutoff, past the hop fields, toward Benedict’s Rancheria, she said nothing.

“Padre, hijo, esperitu santo,” Heralio said, leaning forward and squinting past the pelting rain on the windshield.

Heralio was a thin man, short too, about half the size of Effie. Saturnina said once that Effie could carry him around if she wanted. He had a similar demeanor as Effie: you often got the feeling he suspected you of something. He looked at you with eyes that wasn’t within reach.

Unlike Effie, he made no attempt at conversation, not with me, anyhow; but that might have had something to do with the fact that he didn’t speak English well.

“Here,” I said. “Stop. Alto,” for Heralio’s effect.

Looking at the row of shacks with their moss-covered roofs, Effie leaned into me and exclaimed: “What are you doing?”

“The cemetery’s over there,” she said, looking past me to Heralio and instructing him in Spanish to the graves. Then she caught herself, as if all of a sudden realizing the absurdity of the situation, visiting the graves in middle of a storm, and me with no coat. She looked at me like I had indeed lost my mind.

Meanwhile, Heralio inched the Model T forward.

I met her gaze. “I ain’t going to the cemetery. I’m going to the Benedicts’ to work,” I told her, and seeing her growing confusion, I attempted to explain my plan.

By this time, the car pointed to the narrow meadow of graves past the two large walnut trees. Effie offered nothing to dissuade me of my plan, or even to say how outlandish she thought it was.

She told Heralio to turn the car around.

When I told Effie I wanted to get out, she jerked the door handle and climbed down. I had a lot of nerve, truly, for I looked up at her and said, past the half-opened passenger window:

“Pick me up after work, please—it’s too far to walk in the rain.”

She said: “What time?”

What I told her, I don’t remember; but at least it wasn’t raining. Mist maybe, but as I stepped through the cloud of rubber-smelling exhaust from the car, the storm had lifted, and my way was clear.

If you was to see me coming—if you was her, Mrs. Benedict, standing in that high-ceilinged front room and looking out them tall windows, you would have seen a girl stepping out of a cloud of smoke and coming toward the house dry as a bone. She seen me coming, she said. Problem was she had someone else on her mind.

“Concepcion?” she asked, then before I could answer, added, “I wasn’t expecting you so soon.”

I’d hardly climbed the iron-railed steps, fixed myself on the wide white porch, and there she was. The doors—there was two—each had a panel of beveled glass, yet I hadn’t seen her approach through them. She was a tall woman, white of course, and she was neatly attired, in a dress not unlike my own, only hers was a light green with white piping on the collar.

Her hair was shoe brown and short, cut straight and plain above the ears with a severe part on the side, no bobby pins, nothing keeping the part so clean. Her face wasn’t anything to speak of, with unremarkable features, but she had a habit, which I would observe again and again, of dropping her pale blue eyes, as if listening for someone or something coming up behind her.

“I’m Angelina,” I told her.

“Angelina?” She raised her faint eyebrows.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“You’re not Concepcion?”

“No.”

“There must be some mistake.”

She looked me up and down, as if looking for something that might undo her confusion, then dropped her eyes again, for the longest time.

“I came to apply for the job,” I said.

She lifted her eyes and looked me up and down yet again, this time with a newfound confidence, the way she might assess a dress in a storefront window. “Well, Angelina, come in,” she said as she stepped back from the door. She led me down a hallway and into the front room and then she was gone.

I stayed where she left me. The house was nothing I could’ve seen in my wildest dreams. First the brightness, paint and wallpaper, and the absence of smoke. Electricity, too; none of the lit lamps was kerosene fed. I could see through the doorway to the hall, where a million sparkling fingers of light attached to a lit-up ball in the center. Seemed to me that the light was attached to a mere twig: it could fall and crush me.

Outside, past the drawn window-to-floor curtains, I seen the barn, directly opposite the house. From where I was standing, I had a view into it, past the open, gaping doors, like a wide black mouth, large enough for a tractor or hay truck to pass through. It had started to rain, in torrents again, so I couldn’t see very well. But I seen a crow, left from the roof peak above the door, beat itself away against the downpour.

A notion crossed my mind: What if this green-dress woman wasn’t Mrs. Benedict, after all? Saturnina had told me that in the house where her mother worked, there was, in addition to the mistress proper, a boss lady who handled the help. She was white and didn’t wear a uniform. Was the woman I met a boss lady then, and had she gone to consult with Mrs. Benedict?

When she reappeared, a Mexican girl was with her. In a white apron and skullcap, the girl was no doubt the one who had tacked the job notice on the billboard. All of a sudden, I felt as if I was on trial; as if she was brought forward to testify against me—that somehow, she’d witnessed my ripping down the notice.

“Hermila,” the woman said, “this isn’t your cousin?”

“No, Mrs. Benedict, she is not.”

They looked back and forth at each other and at me.

“I’m Angelina,” I said. “I seen the job posted up. I have training, experience.”

“My cousin Concepcion, she must’ve got stuck in the rain,” the maid pleaded. “She had to walk from town.”

“I have recommendations.”

“My cousin, she’ll be here, Mrs. Benedict, and she’ll know how to help with the big party.”

The maid’s English was poor: she wasn’t born here. She was dark, with bad skin and a mop of hair so thick and springy that the skullcap looked like a piece of napkin that would fly away any minute.

I casually adjusted the purse strap on my shoulder and said: “I speak good English. My family has connections back to General Vallejo.”

Mrs. Benedict’s eyes opened wide.

“Yes,” I continued, “I come from Petaluma. My father is the manager of a dairy. They bring milk to all of Santa Rosa. My family has been here a long time.”

“I see,” said Mrs. Benedict. She wasn’t so much impressed, it seemed.

Poor Hermila was looking at me as if searching for a flaw in my story. She was a real Mexican, thus might be able to detect an aspect of my story, or my carriage even, that would expose me as a liar.

“Well,” Mrs. Benedict said, turning to the maid, “she is attractive. If your cousin comes, well, we can use both girls at the party, and then we’ll just have to see.”

My test: what I could do in a kitchen.

Mind you, I had never been in a white person’s house before. I was eighteen and knowed nothing but a shack with a wood-burning stove. I knowed nothing but a couple of cupboards and a small wood table. I knowed a chamber pot when it rained and an outhouse other times.

Now: a four-burner gas stove with a porcelain top that rolled back, glass-case cupboards through which you could see long stem glasses and china plates, and cups that was gold rimmed, a refrigerator; so much space that you could dance, and not a table or chairs anywhere.

Mrs. Benedict pulled open a drawer that rattled with the sound of silverware in its cases. She set spoons, forks, and knives on the counter, then found a couple of cloth napkins, pressed but not folded. I followed her into the dining room, where she put the silverware and napkins on a polished hardwood table the length of Saturnina’s shack.

“Okay,” she said.

I knowed she meant place settings. Hermila stood alongside her, ever watchful.

“You don’t have placemats?” I asked.

“Oh.” She hurried back into the kitchen.

I looked at Hermila, disappointed by my big score. I’d never seen a placemat but in a thrift shop and department store windows, but Saturnina told me that if there was no tablecloth on the table, you used placemats, and we practiced with an open newspaper.

Mrs. Benedict come back saying she was sorry and plunked two cloth placemats on the table. I gone to work: three spoons set right, each one where it was supposed to be; forks set left, each where it was supposed to be, too.

When I got to the napkins, I asked if she wanted them folded double under the forks, or in a triangle tent and placed in the center of the setting. I told her that if I knowed what she wanted, I would’ve folded the napkins first on account of if she wanted them folded double, they would’ve been put down before the forks, obviously. She looked at me dumbfounded.

If her intention wasn’t to test me, if it was to show me exactly what, and how, she wanted things done, I had turned the tables on her. While she was thinking what she wanted, I folded one napkin double, the other in a tent triangle.

“Choose,” I told her. “Whichever you like.”

She glanced back and forth from me to the napkins. I looked again at Hermila, whose eyes was fixed on my work.

“You are quite an eloquent young woman,” Mrs. Benedict said finally.

“My family goes back to General Vallejo.”

Again, I looked at Hermila. My comment was meant for her as well: If I didn’t look like her, it was because I didn’t jump off a boxcar behind my rebozo-wearing mother and sombrero-wearing father.

“When can you start?” Mrs. Benedict asked.

“Today.”

“Your . . . Did you leave your luggage—clothes and things—

outside?”

“Luggage?” I said out loud.

“Yes, you know the position is a live-in.”

It occurred to me just then that I didn’t remember what the job notice specified, other than that it was for maid work, and that Indians needn’t apply.

“I didn’t know if I would get the job. I didn’t want to assume.”

“You traveled from Petaluma in this weather without even a coat?”

“It wasn’t raining in Petaluma when I left. My father gave me a ride to Santa Rosa. Then I took the motor streetcar to the edge of town, the one they call ‘Little Yellow Bus.’ You can ride it for a nickel.” I delivered a mouthful. “I can go home and come back.”

She glanced out the window. “In this weather?”

I looked at the rain in solid sheets. “It should let up,” I said.

Hermila piped up, “My cousin, she will come when it stops raining.”

“That’ll be fine, Hermila,” Mrs. Benedict said. “I said all three of you can work the party. There will be plenty of work, don’t you worry about that, with twenty guests.”

When Mrs. Benedict looked back at me, nothing had changed in terms of her regard for me. “You wear my size, don’t you?” she asked. “What, a size five or six?”

“Six,” I answered, figuring the higher number was better.

“There’s no one here now to drive you home; my son has the car.” She hesitated and then said, “Angelina,” pausing again before continuing, “you can work today, and I’ll have someone drive you home tomorrow—that is, if everything works out.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said. “I appreciate it.”

“Show her to the room, Hermila.”




FIVE

“THE ROOM” WAS OFF THE KITCHEN, PAST THE BACK PORCH where they done the laundry. It was a bedroom nearabout the size of the cabin. Hermila had set up a small altar on a cardboard table in one corner, with an upright wooden crucifix and three statues of the Virgin Mary, some saints or whatnot, too.

Over her bed, what looked like a hand-knitted wool spread, green and red and white, colors on the Mexican flag. The other bed was neatly made, a crisp sheet folded over the top blanket, a fluffed-up full pillow at the head. It was narrow, small compared to what I would find upstairs, but certainly wider than a cot. I set down my purse and waited.

Mrs. Benedict appeared in the doorway with two dresses draped over her hooked arm.

“You know, Angelina,” she said, “you can’t work in that dress. It’s far too nice.”

She gave me shoes, too, flats. I ate with her. Hermila ladled soup from a pot into hand-painted china bowls not much bigger than coffee cups and then carried them on a tray into the dining room adjoining the kitchen. The dining room, redwood-paneled and hung with pictures of English riders on horses with square-cut tails, was twice the size of the cabin. There was a hanging light, too, similar to the one in the front hallway, but not as large. I heard Mrs. Benedict call it a chandelier.

“Sit down, Angelina,” Mrs. Benedict said, pulling back a chair for me.

When I did so she pushed in my chair, a polite gesture I would one day see gentlemen do for ladies in Hollywood movies. But with the armrests so close to the edge of the table, I felt boxed in. Mrs. Benedict had left the table settings. I got one of the folded napkins and draped it across my lap.

Eating proper proved a tougher test than setting a table. Saturnina was thorough, a good teacher, but she never showed me how to handle a knife and fork, or a soup spoon, if I found myself at a table with a boss, perhaps because she never anticipated as much. I tried to follow Mrs. Benedict, the way she used her soup spoon to corral the broth and chicken bits against the side of her bowl before lifting the spoon to her mouth. But copying her proved difficult; she was watching me closely the entire time.

“What is your father’s name?” she asked.

“Reginaldo,” I answered.

“How long did you say he’s worked in Petaluma?”

“He’s lived here in Sonoma County all of his life.” I spoke as if I was politely correcting her, then softened as I answered her question: “He’s worked at the dairy maybe ten years. Another dairy before that. All I know is cows. It’s why I’m good on ranches.”

“Oh, so you know how to milk cows?”

“Yes, like a goat—except twice as many . . .”

“Teats.”

“Yes, teats.”

“And your mother?”

“She’s from down there, Petaluma, too.”

“What’s her name?”

“Marie Antoinette. Wasn’t she a princess or something like that?” I asked. I’d heard the name in a work camp. It was a boss’s daughter, and someone had said the girl thought she was a princess because she was named after one.

“Yes, something like that,” Mrs. Benedict answered and then sipped her tea.

“And something else about my mother,” I said.

Mrs. Benedict looked at me and set down her cup.

“She had Irish or Scottish in her. I think her grandfather was one of those.”

Mrs. Benedict picked up her teacup again. “I believe Marie Antoinette was French.”

“They got the name somewhere,” I said.

This exchange left a suspicious taste in her mouth, visible in the hesitancy with which she sipped her tea then, as if the drink itself might be poison. It was a look and kind of cautious behavior I would know to watch for the rest of my life.

But it appeared I done all right otherwise. We finished the soup, and then she excused me. “Have Hermila show you the house,” she said.

I found Hermila looking through my purse.

“Oh, I didn’t hear you coming,” she said, dropping the opened purse and jumping back from the bed.

Not just the purse; then the cloth satchel she was holding in her hand landed atop the bed with a thump.

We stood staring at each other. Her mouth was open in a soundless “O,” before she finally uttered, “You walk so quiet.”

I thought of calling Mrs. Benedict, tattle-telling. But I was the new girl; and if Hermila denied her deed, it would be my word against hers. I had no idea how much Mrs. Benedict liked and trusted her. Regardless, I’d have started trouble my first day in the house—not too smart.

“Where’s the restroom?”

“The washroom,” she corrected me tentatively, a voice laden with guilt and fear. “In there.”

I found it adjacent to the back porch, which was also the laundry room and where the men of the family left their mud-caked boots and old shoes. Then for the first time in my life, at the ripe age of eighteen, I sat on a porcelain pot and emptied my swollen bladder.

“All right, let’s go,” I said after I’d flushed. “Mrs. Benedict said for you to show me the house. How things is done here. Go,” I ordered, motioning with my hand to the door. The minute she’d left the room, I snatched the satchel off the bed and stuffed it into my coat pocket.

We gone upstairs and then back downstairs. I felt the smooth varnish of the stair railing; seen the bedrooms, all of which was upstairs, the master bedroom with its plush curtains and canopied bed, and the three smaller rooms, where I could smell the sweet, dank odor of men, sweat and leather shoes.

There was two boys and a sister, Hermila told me. The sister didn’t live there, which I could detect by the dry emptiness about her room, never mind the framed notices of scholarship merit and overstuffed bookcase, which informed me, even if Hermila hadn’t, that the girl was off at college.

Hermila spoke softly as we traveled about the house, mentioning not only where the linens was kept and other such necessary household business, which was expected of her, but also personal particulars of the Benedict family. For instance, the fact that Mrs. Benedict slept in the master bedroom, while Mr. Benedict slept in one of the smaller rooms.

And before I might conclude that the two boys—boys, hell! they was men, twenty-one and twenty-eight respectively—shared a room, she told me that the younger brother was just about totally blind, and stayed downstairs in the breakfast room, now furnished with a bed and large desk, on which he read his braille books and newspapers whose pages was filled with raised dots he could run his fingers over, she explained. His name was John.

I figured her offering this information about the family was an attempt to absolve herself of snooping through my purse, as if the secrets we now shared might bond us, establish collusion against the Benedicts, erasing any previous tensions over who might get, and keep, the job: me or her cousin Concepcion. She didn’t know, and I didn’t even know myself, the extent to which forgiveness was absent from every fiber of my body, and how purpose drove me.

I would not let her off the hook. I would use what she suspected against her. Mexican girls was afraid of Indian girls, on account of our orneriness in the camps, especially if the Indians was drinking. My plan was to milk her fear and guilt. “Now let’s go downstairs,” I said.

Mrs. Benedict lied; or at least it appeared as such. Downstairs, Hermila informed me that she’d gone to town in the car. There was no evidence that the son, presumably the one who could see, had returned, unless he’d come in and gone outside again while we was upstairs. The uncertainty created for me an urgency, which I leveled against Hermila.

“Turn on the stove. I want to see how this one works. The oven, too.”

“Oh, that icebox, how does that particular one work?”

“I can cook many things. What does the mistress expect you to cook?”

“All these switches, what do they go to, and how do they work?”

She was running from sink to stove, stove to cupboard, like a chicken with her head cut off.

“Hey—and wasn’t you supposed to wash them dishes from lunch, me and her soup bowls and things?”

When she turned to the sink, I slipped into the big hallway and out the front door. I knowed she could dash to a window and see me but figured she wouldn’t. And she’d be afraid to follow me.

Once outside, I was even more confident of my immediate notion. The blustery storm had calmed to a mere mist and a faint whisper against the eaves, offering no resistance as I made my way out of the yard, past the barn and across the road to the creek.

It was swollen, muddy from the late rains. Before I tossed the satchel, I opened it. I expected to find a clump of angelica root: Instead, there was a charm stone, a rock about half the length of my index finger, shaped like some kind of beetle with a fat head or a penis, smooth on the body, but sharp as a knife on the top ridges, gray the color of wet ashes or storm clouds.

Immediately, I felt a warmth inside me, and then the familiar twinge, even wetness, of my flow. Which prompted me, ever more quickly, to toss it to where I’d been thinking the rock would sink. I didn’t stop to place the charm stone back inside the cloth pouch, but instead gave it all a spasmodic toss, sailing the cloth halfway across the creek, eventually landing it on the rushing water, and the charm stone clear across where it lodged between two rocks, lost to my sight.
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Back at the house, I picked the navy-colored dress, the most similar to my own, if only for the color. We started the dinner. I learned enough that by the time Mrs. Benedict entered the kitchen holding a bag of groceries, I could’ve managed alone—yes, even served the meal on the table that I alone set perfect, choosing to fold the napkins into tent triangles propped equal distance between the line of spoons and the line of forks at each setting.

Mrs. Benedict made no attempt to explain how the car had been available for her to take to town, and yet, not to take me to get my belongings. The lady of the house only commented on how well her dress fit me, and then left.

“It’s raining very hard,” Hermila commented, seeing me looking at the water left in Mrs. Benedict’s wake.

“Clean it up,” I said, after which she cut me a glance with eyes that said, enough.

This was dinner: baked chicken, two of them actually, boiled peas and baked potatoes, and salad. I’ll never forget how the food sat in hand-painted bowls and silver platters. Elegance: if you ask when in my life I first seen it, I’d have to say just then.

What troubled me was the ever-present fear that Effie would come and ask for me; yes, a two-hundred-and-fifty-pound woman, unmistakably Indian, standing at the Benedicts’ front door. Or Saturnina, looking as if she wanted alms. Particularly now that it was dark outside, near seven in the evening, when Effie—perhaps with Saturnina along for the ride!—would be waiting for me down at the Rancheria, or closer, and maybe becoming worried.

I worried, too, that a knock at the door might signal the arrival at last of Concepcion, a girl I pictured not unlike the ratty Hermila, dark-skinned and with unkempt hair.

When a man come through the door and then another and another, I was relieved. First, a tall man, eye to eye with me, who looked as if he’d been standing in the storm, no hat or coat. His short red hair was caked like mud, water dripping onto his forehead. He had a mustache, and it was soaked, too. His eyes was pale blue, like Mrs. Benedict’s, and with the way he was staring, I was certain he was the blind son. Until Mrs. Benedict, entering the kitchen from the dining room, found him, and said, “Oh, Westin, this is Angelina.”

“Hermila’s cousin?” he asked. He was staring.

“No,” she said. “Another girl. She’s quite smart. We can use her for the party.”

Mrs. Benedict moved across the room, sidling up next to me. As if attempting to help him, she repeated, “Her name is Angelina. She is a Mexican girl, from Petaluma.”

“Angelina, this is my oldest son, Westin.”

He extended his hand.

“Hello,” I said, taking his wet hand. Saturnina had said: “When you meet boss people, never take their hand unless they offer it to you first.” I done all right, I thought, scooping up carrot slices for a salad and dropping them atop the lettuce.

Moments later an older, long-faced man in work clothes appeared in an old derby hat. I knowed he was Mr. Benedict because of his age and the nature of the familiarity Mrs. Benedict demonstrated with him, which was quite different from that with the other man. His narrow face sagged, hung in two clumps like soft pears on either side of his nose, pushing his small mouth into a permanent frown. His blue eyes was bloodshot, like a hound’s. Yet despite the denim overalls and long-sleeved old cotton shirt, he had the look of a dignitary, albeit a disgruntled town mayor or such. He was surprisingly soft-spoken.

“Nice to see you,” he said after Mrs. Benedict introduced me, after she explained once again that I wasn’t Hermila’s cousin.

A few minutes later, I heard a car outside, and believing that Effie had come at last, I lost my concentration. It was relief I felt at hearing a person bound into the house without knocking. I rushed over to take his hat, as I seen Hermila done with old Mr. Benedict.

“Mr. Benedict, I can take your hat.”

“But I don’t have a hat.”

Of course he didn’t have a hat: I seen a shock of thick dark hair.

“Mr. Benedict is behind me,” he continued.

My first blunder, and in front of a ring of witnesses.

“Who’s that?” the blond boy, now entering, asked.

He was grinning, aware of the joke that was on me. Even so, I seen the color blue of his eyes, the silk blue of iris, perhaps because them eyes stood so still. He was taller than the boy in front of him. His hair was blond, yes, but more the actual color of a weathered broomstick.

This time it was Hermila who come forward, no doubt all of a sudden confident, and said just what Mrs. Benedict had said before: that I was not her cousin Concepcion and that I was smart.

Mrs. Benedict beckoned the boys into the kitchen, waving her hand, and as the dark-haired boy stepped forward, she said, “This is Mr. McDermot,” and “This is John.”

I give a polite nod then got out of the way and back to work.

John, I discovered, could follow people with his eyes and distinguish who they was even before they spoke to him, no doubt by their size and shape. He felt his way, following a route along the sink and then the lower cupboards, to his room, inside a door just off the kitchen, opposite the back porch and maid’s room, the room that, as Hermila informed me, had once been the breakfast room. When he returned, he joined the family at the table.

Hermila had gained some ground with my foolishness in the kitchen, true; but I made up for it and then some when I had the opportunity to demonstrate my serving skills, for, as it turned out, Saturnina taught me well. The Benedicts, each taking a plate from the kitchen, appeared confused at first as I sidled up to their left side at the table, first Mrs. Benedict then Mr. Benedict, offering on a silver platter another slice of chicken or peas from a ceramic bowl.

Yet, before it was time to offer dessert—a lemon meringue pie, and coffee—I caught the Benedicts looking at Hermila, watching helpless from the doorway. No doubt, they was wondering why she hadn’t served them extra helpings before; Hermila had no way out. She had never even served them coffee after dinner or offered a second piece of pie.

“That’s for fancy dinner parties only,” she said suddenly, breaking the silence long after the family had adjourned to the front room, where they collected around a tall radio broadcasting Major Bowes Amateur Hour. We was drying the dishes, putting things away.

“So that what Mrs. Benedict told you?” I asked, raising the pitch a notch.

“No,” she whispered, acquiescent.

“So—when you work for this level of people, you must understand that every dinner should be a fancy dinner.”

She nodded with her back to me. The large bow of her apron strings behind her was about to fall undone. Poor thing! Earlier, as a result of her sorrowful but forceful glance in the kitchen, I had resolved to back off: What use is preying on the defeated? Likewise, now I felt no need to push my power.

John did not join the family in the front room. He sat in the dining room, at his place at the table, reading a thick leather-bound book, moving his fingers across the pages. As if to demonstrate what she had learned from me, Hermila served him tea.

That night in bed I thought: I was in the very place—the very house—of my worst dreams. I had stood face-to-face with both the man my mother loved, and the man who cut her down from the hanging rope and then delivered her on a wagon bed to the Rancheria—that is, before he told the people to leave.

When Hermila was asleep, I got up and padded in my bare feet to the back porch, where there was a window facing the barn. Light from the kitchen showed under the closed door between the two rooms; if somebody was there, if they were to come in and catch me out of bed, I would say I was on my way to the toilet. I’d heard someone on the porch earlier, going outside and later coming back in, and knowed to be cautious. Though unlikely, the person might still be in the kitchen.

The storm had let up and there was a big moon in the sky. The top of the barn glistened. The large double doors was closed tight, a wooden plant latch nearabout five feet long lay across them.

I thought, past them doors is where my mother’s life ended.

It wasn’t my curiosity regarding the circumstances surrounding my mother’s life and death, nor the curiosity regarding the Benedicts, particularly Westin, my mother’s lover. Nor was it a desire for revenge upon him or his father or anyone else, though Saturnina, I’m certain, would never believe me. None of these things kept me there, even if they was in the mix someplace, but something at once above and below, something I felt even before I spied that notice tacked to the courthouse square billboard: an urgency, born of the first unanswered question that plagued me, tossing me off the cliff that was the unknown rest of my life, so that when I hit ground I was already running. Something like a test I was living, to see how far I could go, to see what was over the next hill. Out of my way!
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I said, “I lied.”

Mrs. Benedict looked up from the silverware she was unloading onto the dining room table from a two-level velvet box.

“Yes,” I went on, “about my father . . . and my mother.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, alarm in her eyes.

“My mother, she’s not no Marie Antoinette. She doesn’t have Irish and Scottish in her either. Well, she might, but she also had Indian in her. Yes, had. She’s dead.”

She glanced down once more, then locked her eyes on me.

I turned fast. “My father didn’t drop me off. I left home. I’m eighteen, old enough to be on my own. You see, he was going to force me to marry one of his friends. Oh, I should be honest, Mrs. Benedict. It was an old man, his uncle.”

“Your own relative.” She feigned shock, because given the story, she had to; but her eyes was still fixed on me: cat’s eyes locked upon a mole hill.

“Yes. You see, my mother was considered lower because she had some Indian blood. I guess that’s why he thought he could, well, sell me off. He was never good to my mother. I’m sure she wanted to die . . .”

She sucked in her breath.

“She was sick—with consumption. He would do nothing to help her, and she just lay there and died.”

“In Petaluma.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She gulped, then said, “I’m sorry—I truly am.”

I believe she was going to expound upon her pity for me, but she was suddenly distracted: Concepcion was standing in the doorway, having put on an apron and skullcap.

She’d arrived at 8:00 sharp that morning. The storm had cleared. She stood in the morning sun until the official start of the workday, when it was appropriate to knock on the employer’s front door.

When Hermila led her into the kitchen, she stood at attention, a tattered suitcase hanging from one hand. She was a fright: thin wisps of hair loose around her neck below an oversized and dilapidated cap with a small visor, giving her the look of a wayward child at first glance. Her skin, though saggy, was marked with red pimples. She was gaunt; her starving eyes looked across the room with little focus. She looked all of fifty, closer in age to Saturnina than to either me or Hermila. I would learn later that she was only thirty.

What she had to offer was obedience, servitude, seen in her rigid posture. And when Mrs. Benedict entered the kitchen and asked if there had been a knock on the front door half a second before her eyes caught upon Concepcion, I discovered the poor wretch could hardly speak English.

Concepcion’s flat greeting sounded as if she’d been practicing it the whole while she’d been outside waiting. Even now, as she stood in the doorway between the kitchen and the dining room, Mrs. Benedict looked to Hermila, as if to translate for her cousin.

“She knows how to polish silver, yes?”

“Oh, yes, Mrs. Benedict,” Hermila said, and then beckoned Concepcion in Spanish to join us at the big table.

She’d gone into the front room with Mrs. Benedict and Hermila, while I kept on in the kitchen, scraping and washing the breakfast dishes.

Before Mrs. Benedict took me and Hermila into the dining room to start on the silverware, and sent Concepcion, with her suitcase, into the maid’s room to change, she mentioned that she just remembered that I didn’t have my clothes, and that we’d have to drive to Petaluma, a far pace. Pulling the old tablecloth out of a bottom drawer, she seemed to be talking to herself as much as she was to me.

“Well, come along. We’ve got to get started. You know, the party will be here in no time.”

I dried my hands on a dish towel and followed behind Hermila to the dining room.

A long silence passed. Then Mrs. Benedict said:

“Child, how did you get here in the rain?”

“I lied there, too. A Mexican man I know give me a ride.”

Two things that I believe was related: first, the subject of my clothes never come up again, which means there was also no further mention of a trip to get them. Second, I never put on an apron and skull cap, was never told to, but instead wore the dresses Mrs. Benedict give me.

And something more: she took me shopping, yes, sirree, in Rosenberg’s, the high-toned department store on Fourth Street, where she picked out three dresses, one of them quite fancy, equal to my Mainbocher, plus slips, pajamas, stockings, shoes, and a very modern V-neck pullover sweater. I followed along behind her, feeling safe from the street, where an Indian might spot me.

Hermila seen that there was no maid’s attire in my new getup and said as much. I was sorting the clothes with their price tags still affixed, folding them for the chest of drawers I would share with Hermila and now Concepcion, too. Concepcion was in the kitchen, mopping the floor, the last chore of the day.

It had occurred to me earlier, when me and Mrs. Benedict was returning from town, that the new clothes, the fancy dress and pullover sweater in particular, might be an indication of her intention for me: as boss lady of the house. And there was reason, besides the clothes and absolutely no mention of a uniform, that is, an apron or skullcap, for me to think such a thing: I outclassed Hermila and Concepcion.

“Isn’t Rosenberg’s a nice store—so many really pretty things,” said Hermila, sitting on the bed.

“The White House is better,” I said. “Smaller but more selection.”

I held up the new dress, the pricey one. “I’m a different kind of Mexican,” I said, “Mrs. Benedict knows that. My training is exceptional.”

She lowered her head; her eyes widening, like a child’s. “My cousin, Concepcion, she needs the money.”

I continued taking my folded clothes to the chest of drawers, prompting her to add, “She’s got two children and her mother to take care of. I’m trying to help her—I’ll do anything . . .”

“Including snooping. Is that why you was in my purse? Looking for money for your cousin?”

She dropped her forlorn eyes completely.

“Well?” I asked. But already, I’d exhausted my anger. Concepcion looked into the room, then continued quickly to the bathroom. The teakettle whistled in the kitchen.

“You kept the water boiling.”

Hermila shot up.

“I’ll get it,” I said, slamming shut the dresser drawer. “Go brush your teeth.”

And that’s how I was alone with John Benedict for the first time, pouring him goddamned tea.

“You’re quite the looker, aren’t you,” he said.

I was halfway to the door, having just plopped down the saucer and teacup alongside his open braille book. It wasn’t so much what he said, which I heard clearly, and which, under other circumstances I might’ve regarded favorably, but how I found him when I turned around.

He was grinning just as he had at my faux pas in the kitchen the evening of my arrival, when I mistook his friend, Mr. McDermot, for him. Again, I felt foolish.

It was late. The house was quiet, the others upstairs.

“You look fine, sorry.”

I wanted to say, You see rather well, as if to suggest he faked his condition. What I didn’t understand, of course, was that his grin only betrayed the fact that he did not see well, an awkwardness familiar to anyone who’s been in the company of a blind person. Regardless, remembering my position, I wouldn’t have said anything hostile.

“What are you reading?” was what come out.

I felt trapped.

“More tea?” I offered, as if to correct myself, prompting him to say, with a grin wider than before, “You just brought me tea.” He lifted his cup six inches off the table and held it out in my direction. “Unless this isn’t tea.”

“Yes—it’s tea. Sorry.” Then all I could do was turn and make a beeline for the kitchen.




SIX

EVERYTHING WE DONE, OUTSIDE OF MEALS AND CLEANING, had to do with the party. Mrs. Benedict shared the guest list with me: Mr. Frank Doyle, president of the Exchange Bank and president of the Chamber of Commerce, the man responsible also for starting the Golden Gate Bridge Association, the group bent on building the bridge that would connect the North Bay area to San Francisco, and Mr. Doyle’s wife; Miss Jean Ayers, who had been Miss Something-of-Something; and Mr. Fred Rosenberg, yes, the owner of the department store and the town’s tallest building, and Mr. Rosenberg’s wife—a regular from this postage stamp place called Santa Rosa.

There was the flowers to consider: Were there enough roses and gladioluses in the garden, or would Mrs. Benedict have to purchase extras? And then all the business with the actual meal, not only the menu items, but the serving order, which courses come when. Polish this, scrub that. Seemed every glass and cup and saucer was pulled out of the cupboards and put back again. Every surface was dusted, every square inch of floor tile or hardwood gone over and then once more.

After breakfast, seated at the dining room table while Hermila and Concepcion finished the dishes, me and Mrs. Benedict gone over the day’s tasks. Indeed, if she didn’t name me second in command after her, she treated me as such. This was when she might let slip information not pertinent to the chores. The party list, for instance—as if who would be attending made any difference to me.

And something else: not too long ago, an Indian had hung herself in the barn. Nervously, she wound her thin gold watch tight around her wrist, then toyed with her wedding ring.

“There used to be Indians living at the back of the property,” she said. Her pale blue eyes was frightened, the wide open and tragic eyes of a hopelessly lost child.

“Well, Angelina—it’s spring, the garden’s full of flowers, and I shouldn’t be spending money on flowers. It’s not as if the Depression isn’t a dog at our heels, too.”

I was always on guard for a test, any conversation in which Mrs. Benedict might be fishing for an inconsistency in my tale; never mind that the truth of my story and the situation at hand would make my invented story seem like a description of scrambled eggs to Mrs. Benedict.

Hermila and Concepcion worried me the most. I’d long begged off the brutal inquisitions I’d foisted upon Hermila as well as the ruthless commands hurled on occasion at both of them. Since that conversation when Hermila brought up Concepcion’s kids and old mother, I’d pretty much left them alone. The next day, in fact, I opened my purse in front of Hermila and pulled out a quarter—worth something in them days—and said, “Here, give it to your cousin. Get something for the brats or the old lady.”

With Mrs. Benedict favoring me, I continued my charitable actions. For instance, doling out the chores in a considerate manner: asking who wanted to do what. For the time being, I felt we had a tacitly understood agreement: my thoughtfulness in exchange for their silence.

I’d like to think there was something genuine about my good turn, born of sympathy, but I don’t know. There was an infectious sorrow about the place. I become aware of it in Mrs. Benedict’s eyes the morning she mentioned my mother. Not necessarily that my mother’s suicide was the cause, but, in fact, a symptom of something that spread wider and reached farther. Broken dreams, and the hopeless yet unending struggle to keep them and their pain at bay, with parties, with talk of cattle and crop prices, talk of the Golden Gate Bridge and prohibition, the cheery radio voice of Major Bowes.

I seen it in all of their eyes, not just hers. The old man, with his hound dog looks, what was in them sagging eyes but disappointment, no doubt over his oldest son’s transgressions, and with a life—how long?—lived in a room each night separate from his wife. Mrs. Benedict’s troubles included his, and then some. The daughter, Meredith, for instance. She was “not feminine,” Mrs. Benedict let out one morning, and though brainy, had no doubt gone to college because she was unsuitable for marriage.

Mrs. Benedict longed for city life—she had been raised in San Francisco—and the tight checkbook, as she put it, brought about by the Depression only made country living feel that much more unsophisticated and remote. Then Westin, the way he focused on me that first evening, he focused on everything: the sliced ham on his dinner plate, the opposite of wherever he was seated, or out the window.

But unlike his mother, who seemed to be looking for something, or his father, who seemed tired and disappointed with everything he seen, Westin but stared blankly, as if the eyes themselves wasn’t in step with the world. He wasn’t right; and I knowed it had to do with my mother, not just on account of the story that I kept secret, but because of his own secret: his wandering to the barn in the middle of the night.

Often, I couldn’t sleep, and not long after I arrived at the Benedicts’, I discovered, out the porch door window, his dark form crossing the yard to the barn. Curious, I waited, for almost two hours, nearabout sunrise, for him to return. When he emerged, slipping past the barn doors, I scooted back to bed, fearing he’d come into the house through the porch. But there was no need to worry, for he come in the way he gone out, through the front door. Many nights I witnessed him going to the barn; but after that first night, I didn’t wait for him to return.

John? His sadness had to be, if nothing else, his blindness. He had wanted to go to college—he liked reading and such—and though he’d been accepted to the greatest of them, Harvard, despite his condition, he declined, fearing that without help from his family and friends, such as Mr. McDermot, he would have a most difficult time.

Mrs. Benedict told me as much. Fact was, the family would have had to pay for the assistance he needed, the help procuring books in braille and just getting from here to there, which, on top of tuition and room and board, the family could not afford, not in times of a tight checkbook.

John wasn’t born blind: he’d fallen from a horse—a pony, actually—when he was four, hitting his head. Besides losing his sight, he’d also lost, for nearly a year, his ability to walk. I heard this from Hermila. She also told me that Mrs. Benedict blamed Mr. Benedict for putting John, most certainly Mrs. Benedict’s favorite, on the pony in the first place, and then not watching close enough. Was that the reason for the tension in their marriage, the separate bedrooms? Hermila didn’t say.

I avoided contact with John altogether, at least the sort where I might be alone with him, or any situation where, out of eyesight or earshot of others, he would have the opportunity to say something personal. Never again did I assume what had been Hermila’s job, making him tea after dinner. Mr. McDermot, despite his roguish appearance, his horse mane hair flopped over his forehead and stained shirts unbuttoned below the collar, was certainly a loyal friend to John, but even him I avoided like the plague.

Weather was warm. Spring marching to summer. Light reflecting on cars and storefront windows, and people taking shade under awnings when they stopped to talk on the street.

I gone with Mrs. Benedict to town a lot. Sometimes Hermila and Concepcion come along, too, and rode in the back seat. Mrs. Benedict bought the food for the party; us girls loaded it then unloaded it when we got home. She got a few new things: two fine-made silver serving platters for the roasts; new silver tongs for the salad bowl; a set of cloth napkins, which she said she didn’t need, but wanted to have in the event she decided against what she had.

There was few Indians in town, I guess on account of the strawberries, or perhaps work in the cherries had started already also. I no longer feared being discovered. What I could not understand but nonetheless sensed, was the emptiness, like a collapsed balloon, of whatever it was that had once driven me. I thought more and more of Saturnina. I become lonesome; yes, the feeling crept in as my fury shrunk.

More and more I meandered in the garden. There was a bench there under an archway of baby roses, pink. Birds would come—small birds, sparrows and finches, and larger birds, flickers and doves and crows. I seen Saturnina going about the hill, feeding the chickens, grinding acorns, oh, that outstretched hand clasping eggs, all of it, against the backdrop of the world. Pathetic, maybe, but also worthy.

No, I didn’t want to go back necessarily, but I told myself this: after Mrs. Benedict’s big party, I would go, where I didn’t know, but go all the same. And then, thinking of Concepcion, who would have a secure job and her own bed, no longer packed in each night next to Hermila, I felt noble.

The night before the big party, I told the girls I was leaving. They was sitting across from me on their bed. Concepcion turned her gaze to Hermila, who, a little too quickly, popped up: “You’re leaving, really?

I become prickly, the old rivalry I felt between us roused.

“I said I was . . .” I answered, dryly, before shifting my tone, adding, “but we’ll see. The problem is that the lady, the one I would be working for, is a friend of Mrs. Benedict’s. She cornered me inside the grocery. Mrs. Benedict was already in the car—and this lady says she’d do anything to have me work for her, but Mrs. Benedict mustn’t know anything about the offer, or the deal was off. Yes, I would have to quit and be free of this house for at least a month before I could go there.”

I paused for effect and give them both a most earnest look.

“So—I don’t know what I would do for a month, if I could save enough money to live on.”

Let them ponder on that awhile, I thought. We worked for our room and board, a good deal for a girl in them days; if there was any money on top of that, it was for a necessary article of clothing.

Still, when the lights gone off, I found no pleasure in this last maneuver. A little after midnight, the time I knowed Westin to prowl to the barn, I got up to watch for him, but he never showed, or I missed him altogether, because several hours later, I found myself instead only facing the barn doors.

Things gone according to plan concerning the party; no great thanks to the number of times we gone over the schedule, and the specific tasks each of us was to perform. Not just gone over the tasks, but a complete rehearsal of them according to the written schedule. Mrs. Benedict started us at 1:00 p.m., just after lunch, as if it was four o’clock on the big day and running us through the cocktails—never mind alcohol was illegal—and hors d’oeuvres. Then the dinner itself, with the various courses and wines, including the dessert, all of which we finished with at about 5:00 p.m.

We sat out the estimated time it would take folks to eat each item, when at the real party it would be 9:00 p.m. when most the guests would be gone. There was a last-minute panic, however brief, when the butcher was unable to secure the beef Mrs. Benedict had ordered weeks before.

“Use pork,” I suggested, eyeing two plump, string-bound pork roasts behind the glass counter. “Think of it: the braised carrots and potatoes will go just as well with pork,” to which Mrs. Benedict could only agree.

The big night, Mrs. Benedict wore a gown that was pulled in at the waist and reached to the floor, a light blue color that done nothing for her, in my view. The men, appearing one by one in the kitchen, each in an identical tuxedo, made me nervous, as if I was meeting them for the first time. Except for John, who studied in his room or the dining room, the others was ranchers: men, one old, one not, although not common, nonetheless common to me, men who owned the fruit orchards and hop fields where I’d worked each season. Now, groomed, they was something altogether different. They glowed, actually shined it seemed. Mr. Benedict didn’t appear disappointed or sad, but victorious and proud, as if he was in fact mayor of Santa Rosa. Westin fidgeted with his cuff links, then rushed to a window where he could see his reflection.

John was already seated in the front room, facing the door, legs crossed, folded hands atop his knee, as if at any minute the first guests would enter, and he would stand to greet them. A glass of red wine sat on the end table next to him.

I wore my Mainbocher. After witnessing the fancy getups and anticipating them the guests would wear, I felt quite proud, except for my shoes, which was still Saturnina’s clodhoppers, on account of Mrs. Benedict got me everything but new shoes. You’d have thought I was attending the party instead of working it.

But I did add a touch, my crown jewel, the mantilla. In the porch bathroom, I draped the black lace over one shoulder and around my neck, and watching ever so closely in the oval mirror, tied it loosely, so it falled down the front of me most elegant.

When I opened the door, there was Hermila. My first thought was that she’d been spying, which made no sense. With the mantilla wrapped about me like a scarf—would a real Mexican girl do such a thing?—wouldn’t her suspicion that I was a fake be confirmed? I gone back into the kitchen with a dark cloud over me. If I wasn’t so busy, if the party then hadn’t immediately got underway, I might’ve taken off the thing; that, and done something mean to the wench.
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They come full highfalutin, indeed. Cars in the yard outside, and then footsteps on the porch, before the crack of the front door; and you could sense them then, inside the hallway, even before you seen them, the practiced pitch of their voices, the rustle of stiff clothes. You could tell the kind of people they was even before you seen the finery. A couple of the men wore top hats, which Hermila took with their overcoats as they come in the front door, never mind the evening was warm.

Each man waited his turn, the wife on his arm, as Hermila bustled to and from the hallway closet, making certain, as Mrs. Benedict instructed, only to take one person’s items at a time; even the wife’s shawl or stole never to be mixed, carried at the same time, with her husband’s hat or coat.

At one point, a short line formed, and I thought of asking Mrs. Benedict if I should help; but then thought better of it, continuing with my platters of nuts and then wafers topped with whipped crab spread that I offered the guests as they collected in the large front room.

Gold watch chains, which only a couple of the men wore, appeared to me the only thing that distinguished their clothes. Like the Benedict men, all of them wore tuxedos, black coat and pants, stiff white shirts and the trademark bow ties. The women was the show of color and variation. The dresses, tailored each and every one, fitted at the waist and shoulders, was mostly of darker hue, fashionable at the time: navy, sea green, black.

Indeed, the light blue gown that Mrs. Benedict wore was at odds with the prevalent fashion of the evening, not just in color but in length; yet, I seen now that it distinguished her as the hostess and was no doubt intentional.

It wasn’t until the dinner when they was seated and I was a foot from them with a platter of braised vegetables and later serving coffee, that I could observe them up close. Then, too, when I watched from the doorway, I got a good look.

The famous Mr. Doyle, for example: I figured out he was the same man who, earlier in the front room, asked me for a scotch and then sent me back to the kitchen complaining he didn’t want water or ice, not with good liquor, prompting Westin, who was mixing the drinks, to quip, “It all goes down the same way.” He looked old to me, with white hair and mustache, though he must’ve been no more than fifty. His wife was dowdy and didn’t take off her elbow-length white gloves until after she sat down.

Mr. Rosenberg smelled of cigars, rotten awful; and his wife was a small woman forever wide-eyed, a deer caught in the headlights. She clutched his arm even at the table, eating one-handed.

Miss Jane Ayers, the former Miss Something, was no more than twenty, and seemed to be there for no other reason than decoration. She was rather plain, surprisingly, though poised; tolerating, it seemed, not only the party but her mother, a buxom woman uncomfortable in her tight-fitting dress, who made a habit of focusing all attention to her daughter, nodding to the girl regardless of the topic of conversation, so that you’d have thought Miss Jane was the Golden Gate Bridge or Prohibition.

They did talk about them things. The Golden Gate Bridge, which, with Mr. Doyle present, they waxed on in full support of its construction, all except for a Mr. Lennert Bigelow, who, while still in favor of the bridge, voiced concern about the added tourists that would flood the area as a result. Though generally a good thing, he didn’t want the giant redwoods that remained on a few tracts of land, including his, cut down for timber. He would start a campaign to save them, not unlike the citizen’s movement that staved off lumbering below Mount Tamalpais in Marin County years before.

Regarding Prohibition, all the talk was about its end in sight, thanks to the work each was doing to put liquor back on the open market. The women was particularly quiet on the matter, except for joining a consensus, showed with favorable nods, when one of the men, a doctor maybe, pointed out that the sale of regulated alcohol was so much safer than the homemade hooch folks sold, most commonly to the poor, in barns and back alleys.

While pouring coffee, I caught the tail end of a conversation about someone’s missing tools and missing eggs. The thief was no doubt not a transient on account of the crime continuing off and on over months. Suspected was an Indian from a Rancheria that bordered the person’s property.

Was this person in the room? A discomfort run through me. Once back in the kitchen, I cherished my resolve to leave.

But then, for whatever reason, I heard a loud voice, knew it to be John’s. “So things haven’t changed here,” he was saying, “that’s what I said,” as if further challenging whichever of the guests he had been talking to. Leaning in, I quickly discerned they were talking about supporting a man for local mayor. “You lie, make up stories to get what you want.” Then, as if to soften his words, he added, “Small-town politics.” But it didn’t soften nothing. The room, the tone of voice after, was quiet.
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It was, at last, over. And what was me and the girls left with but tired feet and a horrible lot of dishes to wash and put away. I felt sorry for Hermila. Finding her standing there below the staircase, her apron splattered with tomato-colored stains, the skullcap untied and sideways atop her unkempt mop of hair, I regretted my own meanness.

Mrs. Benedict, I found, was a tad tipsy, and gleeful, what with the apparent success of the party. In the kitchen, before she gone upstairs for the evening, she gushed over me, stroking my arm repeatedly and complimenting me on my dress, as if she’d never seen it before.

“And, oh, that veil, what a nice touch that was,” she said.

If anything, with Hermila and Concepcion bent over the sink behind us, I felt embarrassed, as if the knife I had wielded for so long, and that I felt no need to use now, was still there, jabbing them in the back, pokes and pricks that said, “I’m better.”

A small and secret dislike for Mrs. Benedict, if born only in that moment, rose in me. When she finally left, after glancing at the girls and telling them to please mop the floor, I spun around and ordered them to their room, more to defy Mrs. Benedict than out of sympathy for them.

Two minutes later, faced with the silverware which had yet to be washed and put away, I thought twice about having sent the girls off. Seated at the kitchen table, drying each utensil with a soft cloth, and placing it appropriately back into the two-story box, I felt a second wind.

I found myself again facing my upcoming departure: Where would I go? Was there anywhere for me but the shack on the hill? And wouldn’t I find myself like a caged animal there, anxious to escape? What, then?

The silverware, all of it; the stove and counters, wiped down. The front room and hallway, too, which harbored dirty glasses and ashtrays still; I guessed the girls and Mrs. Benedict forgot as much. Then the mopping, which, because it was at least 1:00 a.m., I attempted to do quietly.

Overly tired, I didn’t see John. Backing into the dining room, mop in hand, rear end pointed to him, with, I’m sure, a certain sway due to my swiping the mop back and forth, I flew so high when I heard him that I was no longer in the doorway but completely in the kitchen when I landed, the mop following me with a sharp crack on the wet floor.

To this day, I don’t know what he said.

I had to face him—had he asked for something?

“Sorry,” he said.

He dropped his head, gazing at the open book on the table. But his hands never lifted to follow the braille, if that was what he had been doing.

I was able to collect my senses somewhat and ask him what he was reading.

“Aren’t you tired?”

“No,” I answered.

“Well, I am—I’ve had enough.”

He was strident, the words sharp against my cheeks. “Sorry,” I said, and retreated to the center of the kitchen.

He come to the door, stood there.

“I didn’t mean you,” he said.

Clearly, he was agitated. “These people are phonies. I hate these damn parties. My mother and father . . . well, I don’t want to go into it.”

I stood, not because I was waiting for more, but because I didn’t know what else to do.

“I’d like to go away. I don’t belong here.”

“Yes,” I said, as if he’d asked, matter-of-factly, whether or not it was a ridiculous hour of the night.

“You must feel like that, don’t you—like you don’t belong here?”

All I could do was nod silently. How badly I needed to say it, scream yes! But I did not.

I gone to work, a thoroughly mad girl. Sometime before sunup, Mrs. Benedict found me, fully dressed, slumped cross-legged in the chair I stood next to my first day in the house. She led me into the kitchen. She wore a robe and slippers, and her short hair wasn’t combed. But the liquor had worn off; she was focused, formal. She swallowed a pill with a cup of water, then opened another cupboard. But then, reaching for the coffee tin there, she stopped, then closed the cupboard door decidedly.

“No,” she said, turning full around and facing me, “I am going back to bed—and you, Angelina, are going to take the day off.”

She was looking at me all of a sudden, squinting, head thrust forward.

“Angelina—don’t you understand? You are going to stay. You proved yourself.”

Gesturing around the room with a sweep of her hand, she said, “This is really too much. It could’ve waited, dear.”

The latter appellation was meant not so much as kindness as it was pity. She ordered me to my room. But somehow, I still sat. She heated milk and give it to me, then she left.

I sipped the milk. The floor sparkled with the first light. The counters, too, sparkling; nothing on them but the silver platters and the silverware emptied from the open two-story box, spread out, forks, spoons, knives, and at the end of the line, the polish jar and folded rag, which, like the silverware, I had forgotten to put away.




SEVEN

IT DIDN’T HELP I HAD THE DAY OFF, WAS BANISHED to my quarters, so to speak. Rest? Hell, no. I become a caged animal and then some. Back and forth from the bed to the window, pacing the floors. John had struck a nerve, and I had to tell him as much. Whether or not his doing so was in fact coincidental, growed from a preoccupation with his own loneliness, it didn’t matter. He had to know he was speaking about mine, too. Yet I hadn’t thought what I would say to John, broach the topic of what was on my mind, even if it was perfectly clear to me—which it wasn’t.

Trust me, it wasn’t the heat of the loins, either, about which I knowed only a little at eighteen. Sex was a recklessness born of anticipation, a very specific thing: to see the Mexican boy Xavier’s overalls fall to his ankles, or the Middletown Indian, to feel his hot tongue on my neck, his fingers below. It was nothing like that now.

Which, no doubt, was why, when Mrs. Benedict informed us three girls that for the time being all of us could stay, on account of work that needed to be done in the garden, I jumped up from my seat and said I would do it. I needed to be where I could move and breathe.

She’d come into the room about 3:00 p.m. and asked if I would join her and the other two girls in the kitchen. It wasn’t hoeing she wanted, but as she put it, ladies’ work, pruning and light weeding. She had Concepcion in mind for the job. Seeing me out of my chair, no doubt wild-eyed, she must’ve thought I needed more sleep; that and perhaps I hadn’t heard her at all earlier, that I was yet trying to impress her in order to keep employed.

“But Angelina . . .”

“Mrs. Benedict,” I interrupted, and then rambled a list of my gardening talents: picking strawberries and fruit; and, thinking of Effie’s vegetable garden, a mention of planting tomatoes and squash; and Effie’s roses.

“I was going to say I see you as a lady of the house.”

She was mildly irritated with me, but then shrugged her shoulders compliantly, before I rejoined, “Thank you, but I’m good outdoors, too.”

Them poor girls, blinking with confusion. After my talk of quitting, now all of a sudden, I appeared so anxious to stay, and of all things, work in the garden. Wasn’t I some high mucky-muck Mexican for whom gardening was a dirty word?

Mrs. Benedict insisted that Concepcion help me, all the while asking if I was certain about my decision. Next thing I knowed, I’m in the garden cutting roses, all sorts of them, and tying back iris leaves, folding them over and wrapping them with string. Same with the daffodils and tulips, long past their bloom. I thinned the strawberry plants, too, and pruned the low-growing privet by the front fence.

And lots of watering, particularly the azaleas and camellias, sure to wilt under the season’s warmer weather. I wore a wide-brimmed bonnet that Mrs. Benedict give me to protect myself from the sun. Any passerby would’ve figured me the lady of the mansion, and Concepcion, nearby raking the gravel paths or gathering the clippings into a burlap, the maid. Poor thing, out there in the hot sun, a scarf on her head and long, heavy clothes.

Often, I sent her back to the house, not necessarily out of kindness. She was like a shadow, always within five feet of me it seemed, cramping the freedom I craved. She was obedient: she dropped whatever she was doing and marched, head lowered, to the house, as if she had performed her duties poorly and I had punished her.

One day Mrs. Benedict must’ve seen as much through a window or detected Concepcion’s anguish as she stepped onto the back porch.

“Did you say something to Concepcion?” she asked, accusing.

I was at the end of a gravel path, heavy scissors in one hand, metal pail half-filled with spent rose blossoms in the other.

“Come on, let’s sit down,” she offered.

I followed her back up the path, toward the house, to an arbor, where we sat at a bench, opposite each other.

“Did she do something?”

I set the metal pail and scissors on the ground next to my feet and faced her. “No.”

She waited for more.

“Sometimes . . . I just like to be alone—I can do the work out here by myself.”

“I understand. Maybe I should just keep Concepcion in the house.”

She seemed to have retreated. But then her body straightened, then settled after her eyes returned from that familiar glance behind her.

“I don’t like to pry, and it’s none of my business . . .” She paused, as I seen people do, to prepare me further for what was coming next: “Lately, you seem . . . unhappy.”

She launched into a story where I was lonesome, yet afraid to go home not only because my father might marry me off to a depraved unclew, but also, and perhaps more to the point, because my father would abuse me, the sort of abuse, she intimated, that was sexual, comparable to what I’d be forced to undergo with the old uncle.

“Perhaps this has occurred already,” she said, finishing the tale.

She sat back in her wooden chair, then dropped her eyes. When I didn’t respond, she added, “Angelina, you can always talk to me.”

When I still said nothing, she come forward: “Do you want to go home? I can take you home to get your things.”

The gate latch: she pulled it tight. I felt it.

She must’ve detected as much, perhaps seen my eyes open wide, a flinch. Then she gone for her prey. “You’re not in some kind of trouble, are you? You’re not hiding something?”

“No.”

And what did she catch me gazing at after I answered her, when I looked beyond the lemon tree behind her, but the barn, past the picket fence that contained us. I was certain she seen me look from that too quickly.

I had an urge to run. Not just run, but to tell her that I quit. A twinge of anger rose up in me. But then something squelched the anger, and as quickly as I felt it, I understood what it was: the impulse to maintain my story, which, unbelievably, wouldn’t have let me run, either.

Later that night, lying awake in bed, I thought of her catching me looking at the barn. Still, I wasn’t worried that Mrs. Benedict thought I was the hanging woman’s daughter, or even that I was an Indian. What plagued me was that I was suspect at all: that for her, I wasn’t real.

For the first time, really, I had a reason to stay, something more tangible than the insane notion that I might learn about my mother. I thought about John day and night. He was the noise inside my brain.

I monitored his every move. From the garden, I watched him come and go with Mr. McDermot; watched as Mr. McDermot kept measured steps ahead of him, opening and closing gates and doors so that the handicap of his blindness wouldn’t seem a handicap at all.

Inside, John and his friends collected around the dining room table to talk about sports and such. There was endless debates about baseball and boxing in particular, which I could overhear from the kitchen where I was chopping vegetables.

When Mr. McDermot was alone with John, he would read him the newspaper and stories from magazines, items not available in braille. And sometimes they would read together, Mr. McDermot from one book and John from the same book, but in braille: plays, for instance, a scene from Hamlet.

I had no idea at the time that a man called Shakespeare wrote it. To my ears, the English they read in parts sounded stiff and overly formal, much like Saturnina’s Spanish.

Dinnertime, I seen him up close while I was serving food, pouring water or wine. I made a picture in my mind I could study while I was alone finishing the dishes, or later in bed. I seen the line of his jaw, how his chin was square; and the flush of his cheeks, which brightened and spread after a glass of wine; and his small and flat ears, the lobes fatless, as if they had been neatly trimmed.

It was his mouth I kept coming back to, and his eyes, yes, whether I was a foot away from him or remembering as much. His lips was red, the full bottom lip showing the smallest crevice at its center, where water or wine rested after he took a drink; miniscule, but I seen in it light reflected from overhead, and felt that if I looked a moment longer, I would drown.

His eyes was indeed so blue, and with the red of his cheeks and mouth and his blond thatch of hair he might have looked like an angel, something painted and not real. But there was a heavy quality to his eyes, shared with the rest of his family, perhaps accented by his thick sloping brows. Those blue eyes followed me, discerned my form as I moved about the table. I was certain of it. How was I going to tell him I knowed what it was like not to belong here? Not to belong anywhere.

There was a light, about 2:00 a.m., maybe 3:00. I seen it because I didn’t sleep, a line of light so faint below the closed door that only a girl familiar with every subtle shade of night would have detected it, and only a girl who traipsed about, from porch to bathroom at all hours, would have been able to locate the sources of that light once she opened the door. It come from the dining room.

At first, I thought it was Westin, perhaps unable to sleep after one of his trips to the barn. But then, the next night, I watched him leave and then waited close to the back door, peering out the window until he returned. I listened as he padded up the stairs to his bedroom. Did he see the light coming from the dining room? Did he know his brother was there?

I thought it was a sign for me: he was waiting. Again, I’d been stupid: at least two nights had passed, and I might miss my chance forever.

“You’re reading Hamlet,” I told him.

“What?”

He was startled, hadn’t heard me coming. I was in stocking feet—

yes, in my pajamas, hair uncombed. I stood in the doorway. He was looking across the table at me.

“Angelina?”

“Yes.”

He glanced down at his open book. What I said had nothing to do with the fact that he had been reading. What had come out of my mouth was a misfire of the brain.

He was wearing a white shirt—he was completely dressed—and his blond hair was oiled. When he looked at me again, it was with a trace of apprehension in his face.

“I didn’t answer you the first time,” he said, tentative.

“First time?”

“Yes—you asked what I was reading then, too.”

“Oh, yes,” I responded plainly, attempting to cover my embarrassment at the memory of it. “I . . . don’t remember.”

He looked at his book again. “No, that one wasn’t Hamlet. This one,” he said, running his fingers over the book’s cover, “A Treatise on Economics by Ralph Benson Smith. Nothing interesting.”

After I said nothing, he asked, “Do you like to read?”

I tried to focus: “Sometimes.”

“I didn’t mean to be rude.” His knitted brows relaxed, then knitted again. “I mean, saying that you are a looker—that was rude. I wasn’t thinking. It was . . . what the guys, my friends, said. No, really, they meant it as a compliment. I’m sorry.”

He opened his book nervously and then closed it again.

“I’m sorry,” he said again, quieter.

“Yes, fine.”

Our exchange seemed to have come to a close.

“Good night, Mr. Benedict,” I said, feeling awkward, still in the doorway.

I left immediately. At the door to my room, I turned and tramped back to the dining room.

“I know what it’s like to feel you don’t belong,” I told him.

Nervous, undone, we was, nonetheless, two birds landed on the same branch then.

He asked if I wanted to sit down, not across from him, but on his side of the table on a chair next to him. Then he whispered that his brother often roamed about the house at night, a warning that, in the end, only confirmed what each of us was feeling—the word yes.

“There’s secrets in this house,” he said.

We talked in hushed voices, the clacking consonants of our whispers enough, about his brother, whom, he claimed, had “a condition;” about not belonging, the hypocrisy of his parents’ show of happiness, his mother’s airs, for instance, and his father’s frustration, his inability to please her, and, as a result, his drinking—which I admitted not having witnessed—all part of a phony life John did not want to live.

Then about reading, and about not belonging again, how we both felt it, me mostly saying yes to his lengthy descriptions, and then both of us laughing about not being able to say what we felt.

“I always thought you were different,” he said. That night, he held my hand.




EIGHT

IMMEDIATELY WE WAS IN COLLUSION, EACH OF US PLAYING a part to secure our privacy: him signaling with a light from the dining room, me emerging from the porch when the coast was clear, after Westin returned from the barn and had safely returned to his room upstairs. Then we talked, mostly about the same things, until the third night, when he mentioned that it was warm and that he’d like to go outside. I offered to take him.

My goodness, I was eighteen, he was twenty-one. Of course, I knowed the whereabouts of the creek, knowed well enough that it was out of sight of the house, and could see, what with the moonlight, down the path, which was narrow in places, but was safe enough as long as he held fast to my arm and I gone slow, until we was on the flat bank.

Before we sat down—oh! moonlight was on the shallow water, and stars—before an embrace and that first kiss, we was, me and John, all the way already, the act complete before we even arrived there, for the excitement, the rushing nerves, the touch of skin, before, and even afterward, allowed no sense of a coming or going, a beginning or an end, but traveling ecstatic and complete. And then only a return to separate bodies, our clinging to each other, the desperate need to remember.

I was pure exhausted, what with no sleep, but all the while dancing on air, exhilarated. Mrs. Benedict noted as much. She was happy I was feeling better; perhaps the little talk in the garden had helped. Hermila and Concepcion was also surprised, if not somewhat perplexed, by my good humor and generosity toward them; nonetheless harboring growing disappointment, visible in their long stares, over the possibility now that I wasn’t going to vacate my job, after all.

However, in those moments not filled with thoughts of John, I still imagined I was leaving, as if my present experience with John was a rest stop along the road someplace, never mind that I was lost in the shade and a place to sit down.

Me and him talked, often till the morning, the first light, when we risked getting caught, me leading him across the road back to the house. It was about the same topics: his parents’ public facade; what he was reading; and always our feeling different from others; but the discussions growed deeper, turned corners and landed in new places.

About his family, for instance, that the plain Jane sister wasn’t plain enough not to get herself pregnant her last year in high school, not just by any boy but by a prominent brother of a family friend, a man older than Mr. Benedict. And while the sister Meredith was indeed a brain, she left home early for college, but not before a stop in a home for unwed mothers. All the while, John’s parents never mentioned the situation to the prominent friend, as if it never happened. Meredith, devastated still, wouldn’t return home again if her life depended on it.

John told me what a good friend Mr. McDermot had been until it became clear that John’s father wouldn’t sell him a hundred acres across the creek for the going price—nothing—even if Mr. McDermot was to plant apples and share the eventual profit.

“Oh, he still visits,” John said, “but only for the opportunity to keep angling my father.”

He believed Mr. McDermot did enjoy his company but had no great love or knowledge of books, as he had let on.

“I’m no great reader, either.”

“You never claimed to be.”

I offered to read to him, acknowledging my limited skills, to which he said he’d teach me them skills.

“But your mother . . .”

“Who cares?”

I’d lie if I didn’t tell you that he told me about his brother and the Indians; of course, he did. He told me one of them first nights down by the creek, under the theme of the family facade. He even mentioned her name, Juana Isidra, and how they found her in the barn; how a group of Indians lived until very recently at the far end of the property, and that Westin had no doubt met her there or picking the family’s crops, hops or walnuts or prunes.

Westin got her in trouble, and the next thing they knowed she hung herself, after which Westin not only confessed his part in the situation but also broke off his long-standing engagement to a girl in Santa Rosa. He hadn’t been right since.

I suppose I was covered by my excitement over John. Or maybe the excitement wed itself to the instinct that I had to duck the situation with Mrs. Benedict. I don’t know; I’m ashamed to say I didn’t ask more. The perfect opportunity, and I didn’t ask what she looked like, for instance. He’d seen her, knowed who she was, he said.
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It started with rain, an unseasonable downpour out of nowhere one afternoon. I was in the garden. I sensed the lengthening shadows and, looking up however briefly, figured the rolling clouds was fog, spreading inland from the coast. What I didn’t notice, and would only think about later, was that the temperature hadn’t dropped, gotten cooler with the dark clouds. The air remained warm, muggy.

It broke then, just dropped from the sky, huge drops pelting the earth. Flowers bent on their stalks. The gravel path glistened and filled with overflowing puddles. By the time I got to the house, I was drenched, yet when I turned to look behind me from the porch, the rain had stopped, and the sky was clearing.

John seemed little interested in rain other than the fact that the ground was still damp; where would we sit down?

By that time, at least three weeks into our affair, we’d taken to carrying blankets and pillows, which we spread on the sand close to the water, an open spot where, lying on our backs, we could see the stars through the trees. I could see the stars, that is, and tell John about them. In the dark he could see nothing; he needed full sun or lamplight to discern vague forms: people, doorframes, a countertop.

The place was wet. Leaving him standing with the blankets and pillows clutched to his chest, I looked around, patting the ground with my hands, until I found a suitable place below the arching trunk of a huge fallen tree. The ground was dry there in the narrow confines below the humped trunk.

By that time, too, we’d taken to talking before the pawing and petting, that madness of anticipated lovemaking, because now we trusted it, knowed it was, like the night itself, inevitable, and if anything, all the sweeter for the waiting. We was getting to know each other.

If it was love—and, to this day, I believe it was, for me and for him—then its roots was pushing into the earth, its tender leaves watchful of the broad sky. Sometimes we was just quiet, too: I’d call it a state of marveling.

But this night, once we was settled under the tree trunk, I noticed what I had sensed earlier with his single-minded determination to sit down. He was distracted, and not pleasantly so.

“Sometimes I think my mother thinks it’s a waste of time for me to go to college. You know, a blind man.”

We sat facing the water, our bare feet in the wet sand. We’d talked about him going to college often enough before, me encouraging him to follow his dream, never mind what that would mean for me.

“Did she say that?” I asked.

“No.”

“You know what the truth is: the money. It’s probably hard for her, for both of them, to admit they don’t have the money. You’ve said so yourself.”

“Now it sounds like you’re sticking up for them.”

“No.”

“Sorry, I overheard my mother on the phone, talking to one of her friends about some girl the woman wanted me to meet. Do you know what she said?”

I wasn’t jealous, concerned about the prospect of another girl. “No—what?”

“That I was going to lead a compromised life, and that people must remember that.”

“It’s not true.”

“It made me feel like . . . half a man.”

Then I said that I never did like the telephone: that black box on the wall with its ear to the world caused me to jump, frightened me every time it rung. I never expected good news.

We sat a while, talked a little more. I told him any girl that got fixed up with him was a lucky girl indeed. He took my hand then and we was silent.

“I can see the water,” he said, letting go of my hand and pointing. It was kind of a joke between us: what he seen was the place in the near distance where the darkness thickened, though now, plopped under the fallen tree, we was farther from our usual spot. There was a half moon, and I could see quite well the outline of branches, pebbles reflecting that light on the bank.

“It’s there,” I said.

When we lay back, he said he seen the log, its dark, overreaching form, and touched it, its soft underside, before he turned and touched me.

And without the madness of anticipation, without the rush, comes time, time enough not just to walk through that field that is another’s body, not just inhaling the fragrances that is flowers, but stopping and exploring each one, the shape and scent of everything—oh, don’t think memory fails an old wretch—so it was with us then.

I heard him announce himself behind me, or so I thought, and then as fast as I could look, he was out from under the log, coiled up on the wet sand, holding his head.

When he sat up, his naked haunches on the cold ground, I seen the blood, like drops of black oil on the back of his hand where he was holding his head, and then collected on his shoulder, already forming a tiny stream down his white, white back.

I crawled around the front of him. He was gazing toward the creek, still holding the back of his head.

“Are you all right?” I was anticipating a disaster.

“The water,” he said.

“Do you need stitches?” He looked dazed, dumbfounded, as if totally unaware of me.

“John,” I called. “What should I do?” I was asking myself as much as him.

“Water,” he said again.

Then, slowly, he turned to me, focused. He was looking at me with the wide-eyed expression of a mad man.

“I can see.”

He stood up, buck-ass naked, and in that same, slow, almost mechanical motion, looked at the outlines of the trees in the moonlight, then back at the water, then the moon and stars, gazing upward. An overgrowed child in the world for the first time. And he walked like a child, uncertain, bobbing on his bare feet as if he might fall, heading to the clumps of willow and prickly blackberry vine farther off.

He touched the leaves, picked them, and then smelled them as if confirming his sight with all of his senses. He looked again at the water and the sky then back at me.

He waved, his face turned in my direction. I should have rejoiced, then jumped and gone to him, what with the miracle of his working eyes. But I was now downright scared to death, not only worried that we might get caught, but more so at the notion that I might be face-to-face with a mad man, a person who didn’t know me in the least, or, worse yet, see me and become equally alarmed by what I looked like in the flesh.

The line of blood had lengthened down his back.

“Are you hurt?” I called.

I was hoping for a sign of something familiar between us. He tapped the back of his head, then examined his hand and smelled the blood, as if discovering only now that he’d been wounded. Holding his hand in front of him still, he returned his gaze to the outlines of the trees in the moonlight, the design of the creek and the gravel below his feet, the sky.

When at last he turned full around, white and naked in the gray light, I had the urge to run. I could not distinguish his features, yet I had the strange sensation that he could see me perfectly well.

“Can you believe this?” he said. “Angelina?”

“Are you hurt?”

Using the same hand, he examined the back of his head again, then said, “I’m bleeding; but, no, I’m not hurt. I’m not feeling any pain,” all of which consoled me.

Still, as he approached, now sure-footed and steady, I was apprehensive.

“Angelina . . . it’s okay, sweetheart.” He reached out his hand, the way a person would offer a horse an apple.

His eyes was focused but fine, and I seen his concern. I come forward, both of us falling into each other, never mind the blood everywhere, ecstatic with the unbelievable. He begun to touch me, trace the features of my face—my mouth, nose, eyes—the way he done with the plants and trees, all the while kissing me. Standing, he growed excited and so did I, more so than ever, for him having found me again as if for the first time.

But I retained some presence of mind, and said, “John, you might be hurt. We got to get dressed. Tell your mother you went out walking and fell down, you couldn’t sleep.”

I thought of a story, but plumb forgot about the blood all over my hands and face, on my dress in a heap on the ground; drops of blood that would forever stain the insides of my shoes. Eventually, I got John cleaned up and back to the house. His vision, while restored, blurred at times and left him feeling, he said, as if the world was retreating from him again, and the effect made him dizzy, unsteady.

While he cleaned up I returned to the creek with fresh clothes I had to snatch ever so quietly from the chest of drawers I shared with the girls, so as not to wake them. In my bloodied dress, no doubt I looked a fright.

I stripped naked, bathed head to toe in the cold water, then dressed. All the while, I had the strange sensation I was being watched. I had to get rid of the dirtied clothes. Should I bury them in the sand? What if an animal, smelling blood, was to dig them up? Should I float them down the creek then? But wouldn’t they get snagged on a rock or a jutting branch?

I took off my clothes and crossed the creek, tiptoeing on the stony bottom, floating the bundle of bloody clothes on the water in the deepest places. I dug a hole with my hands, put in the clothes, and secured the ground with two good-sized rocks.

Coming back across the water, I seen the faintest trace of morning in the eastern sky. Then, naked and shivering on the bank, reaching for my dry clothes, I detected maybe not so much movement, but a dark irregularity above me, and I seen them: perched on the rounded mossy branch of a bay laurel, two fat crows, black against the pale sky behind them. Movement, yes; only their long-beaked heads, turning this way and that, as if listening for something below them.

I was startled, but fast as my heart jumped, I was infuriated. I tossed a handful of wet sand at them. The grains of sand dispersed not even halfway to the target. Them birds lifted off, mocking me with loud caws.

I thought, them sons of bitches might alert one of the ranch hands, perhaps Mr. Benedict or Westin leaving the house early, and cause them to look in this direction. I’d have to hide in the bushes, watch before I crossed the road.

Back in the house, it was something more unsettling that bothered me. The bloody clothes, the crows, the rain, and the creek, it all mixed with the miracle of John’s returned sight. I thought of Saturnina.




NINE

JOHN DID NOT TELL HIS FOLKS THE NEWS RIGHT AWAY. Instead, he fed them pieces of his condition, perhaps more because he wanted to be certain of it himself. He claimed he hit the back of his head while rinsing his hair in the sink; hit it on the faucet when he lifted his head too quickly. Indeed, he had hurt himself: later that morning Mrs. Benedict and Westin drove him to town, where the family doctor put five stitches in his head, wondering how in the world so much dirt got in the wound.

John first told his mother of blurred vision, and associated dizziness. Which was true: it continued for a while, though with less and less frequency. His sight improved, growed sharper, in fact, though it was almost two weeks before his stories caught up with the full truth of his condition. By that time, Mrs. Benedict, fearing a concussion or worse, had bypassed what the family doctor had told her—to rejoice, that whatever had snapped off his vision, had now snapped it back on—and sought the advice of experts from a hospital in San Francisco.

“There goes my college tuition,” John said with a laugh.

Our lovemaking growed. Seemed as he found each part of my body with his eyes, he give me permission to see each part of him, too. No woman is going to tell you that that ain’t wonderful: pleasure that is full acceptance, and more—desire.

“You’re beautiful, Angelina,” he repeated every place he traveled, as if he was finding me, all of me in each part, for the first time.

“You—it was you, that’s why I can see,” he said.

“No, you hit your head,” I told him.

After lovemaking, we’d sit, our toes touching the water, and debate this question. Turned out, he was indeed a gentleman. When we got into the particulars of that instant when he hit his head, he wouldn’t mention what he had just finished experiencing: he couldn’t say the word “climax.”

“Well,” he’d say to close the debate, something I couldn’t argue: “You are the first person I laid eyes on.”

A flurry of doctors come, and friends, too. The doctors confirmed only what the family doctor said: that John was knocked right again. Even while Westin and Mr. Benedict pleaded with Mrs. Benedict to relax and thank the Lord for the good fortune at hand, she nonetheless continued to fret, fearing that the return of John’s sight might be a precursor of a stroke or something even worse, the way, say, a certain clarity of thought and focus often precedes death, a notion she never shared with John, but which I overheard her inquire of every doctor.

Once she mentioned as much to me, saying, “Angelina, I just never trust things.” With the problems that had befalled the family, you might see why. I never said anything to John about her concerns.

The house was busy then. More and more, while John was the center of attention inside, I worked in the garden. I often had my own thoughts regarding John’s vision. I gloated over the fact that I had something to do with it. Other times I harbored some embarrassment about the actual moment, picturing as much and seeing the crude act of lovemaking; not lovemaking when you only consider—and see—the act, but dogs coupling.

I thought of the rain the day before, and them fat crows, too. I thought of Saturnina and spells—not that she had given me any to use, or that I was aware she possessed such things, that is, love medicines, though I’d heard stories of such.

I remembered the cloth satchel I had tossed into the creek, and wondered if it had dissolved there, floated in the air and influenced the intensity of our time together, if not the return of John’s sight—that is, if it was love medicine Saturnina had given me, not a form of protection, as I was led to believe.

Or was his love my protection? The rain, a sign, the birds, witnesses? But, in the end, imagining myself mentioning such things to John, I understood how only an Indian would think this way.

One afternoon, I put down my trowel, pulled off my gardening gloves, and slipped across the road down to the creek. The house was particularly crowded. The mayor and his wife was visiting, happy about John’s news, which had made the paper. At the same time, a professor of some sort was interviewing John in order to determine his preparedness for college. But I was ill-humored, needing to get farther from the house, where I could think undisturbed.

I was burying myself deeper with him, too. When he asked about my past, I told him the same story I had told his mother—about an unsympathetic father, who, after my mother’s death, wanted to marry me off to an old uncle. At later times, I added details, providing descriptions of things I knowed, such as picking fruit, explaining that despite my better breeding and the family’s relative financial stability, he forced my mother and me to harvest crops for extra money.

We growed closer, more intense. His talk hinted at a future, life in the sun. All the while, even in the throes of our heat, I become more uneasy. I couldn’t look into his eyes no more.

“You’re different,” he said.

I smarted, though he had said as much to me before, intended, as it had been in the past, as a compliment. “Different” was what we had in common because we didn’t belong anywhere.

He felt me jump and asked what was wrong. I told him nothing, but my voice sounded empty. For the first time, I felt the urge to flee him.

When I reached the creek that afternoon, I sought refuge under some shrubs a fair distance from the water. The place we spread our blankets was exposed—an open patch of sandy bank—in the daylight, visible from the road if someone were to stop and look down through the trees. Even the humped trunk of the fallen bay could be seen from the road, and I might’ve been spotted had I sat there, also.

Scrunched under the bushes like a hiding criminal, an increasingly familiar anger and frustration growed in me: call it humiliation. John’s good luck was being celebrated, while I, luck’s agent of sorts, was removed from the territory, let alone him. He was happy—and I was supposed to be, what with his eyesight and our mad love. But I was shame for his family, and for me, too.

Then the older, more familiar feeling, fear, come along and doused the flames of my anger. Was I about to get caught? Oh, needing to scream out, but knowing that doing so would cost me my life.

Must’ve stayed down the creek for an hour. Before crossing the road, I hid behind a stand of willow, watching if it was clear to creep back to the garden and resume my work. Several cars was parked in the circular driveway between the house and barn, and I had to make sure no one was in one of them or coming through the front door to leave.

I found myself staring at the barn. Never had I felt so close to my mother.
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“I have to tell you something,” he said. He put his arm on my naked shoulder.

“The professor said I am ready to go. ‘You read, Mr. Benedict, as if you’ve been reading your whole life,’ he said.”

Of course, he was going to talk about his visit with the professor; but I was disappointed, perhaps caught off guard by the sound of his voice. I was expecting something else.

“I can go to college! I can go, Angelina!”

He spoke as if to wake me up, expecting me to catch and share his excitement. I tried, made some comment about his dream coming true, but again, my voice hit the ground.

“Angelina, I am going off to college, but I want you to wait for me. Will you? I’m telling you, I’m sick of this.” He must’ve seen the perplexed look on my face just then, for he continued: “Us hiding down here. I want to tell my parents! I want the world to know!”

“Oh—she’ll fire me, your mother.”

“Then you’ll have to come with me, won’t you?”

He was so certain, clear. Yet, he didn’t see how deep the waters was. He couldn’t see, and it was my fault.

“There’s something I haven’t told you,” I said.

His brow knitted with grave concern; no doubt, he figured I was going to say I was pregnant, the reason for my distraction of late, what with the two of us intimate now nearabout a month.

“My mother . . . my father, you know, he was hostile to her . . . because she was an Indian. I didn’t want to tell you.”

He asked why, and I told him that I was concerned on account of the drama with Westin. He touched my wavy hair with his fingertips, then said:

“Doesn’t matter. Let my parents try and separate us.”

“I mean, I wasn’t raised that way—you know, like down there with Indians.”

“I know.”

I was spinning in circles, at once trying to get closer to what I needed to say and avoiding it.

Worse, he leaned forward, encircled me with both arms. When he whispered, “Angelina,” in order to reassure me, my stomach turned, and when he sensed as much and looked at me, I remembered that he might be concerned about me being pregnant. I told him my period had started, thank goodness, and I should get back to the house.
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Yes, he as much as proposed to me just then. I slaughtered the moment. The fear: the weakness, the very thing that kept me speechless, completely dumb, was the lie.

Later that day Mr. McDermot and another pal, Mr. Hardisty Jr., the newspaper publisher’s son, took John to town. I overheard Mr. McDermot tell Mrs. Benedict, while John was changing clothes in his room, that they would be late, that after dinner they was going to see one of them new talkie pictures. I felt relief, thinking, good, and better if they kept John all night, too. What I wanted taken from me was the possibility that I could see him.

At first, a calm came over me. I gone back out to the garden and cut a basket of roses for the dinner table. It was June, and the colors was extraordinary, the blossoms full and fragrant in the filmy light of late afternoon. But I was still among the vines, when that sun begun to shift, its waning, lengthening shadows across the yard, the first indication of the earth’s tilt toward night. Sensing a returning discomfort, the first inkling of a headache, I knowed I’d only been fooled by the light.

Inside the house, arranging the roses in a crystal vase, I was a beast lying in wait for them two hapless maids. First one to cross my path was Concepcion, who, I learned over time, understood English perfectly well, much better than she let on; and if she wasn’t nervous, hampered by a thick tongue, she could speak good enough, too.

“You’ll have to make plans to leave,” I told her. “Mrs. Benedict said.”

She was dumbfounded. She stood in the middle of the kitchen, looking down at her soiled apron as if right then she should untie it and pack her bags.

“Don’t just stand there,” I said, both hands on the vase and leaving the room.

When I come back, she was still there, wide-eyed, as if afraid to move until she knowed exactly what it was I wanted her to do. Gathering up the leaves and stems in the sink, my back to her, I said:

“It’s too bad—you’ll have to find another job. Or, I guess, your kids and your old mother, they’ll just have to starve.”

Then, turning to face her, I said, “Maybe your mother—and kids, too, maybe they can help out.”

Then I heard Mrs. Benedict come through the front door, after seeing the last of her afternoon guests out.

“I’ll talk to you later,” I told Concepcion. “Go back to your room.”
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All through the dinner tasks, them two girls was on pins and needles. Every time Mrs. Benedict asked for something, a fresh pitcher of iced tea, another serving of the buttered mashed potatoes, they would jump, expecting her to call them to her side so she could inform them both at the same time that Concepcion wasn’t needed in the household any longer.

“I think it might have something to do with Indians,” I told them later when we was back in our room. “Yeah, you know, I overheard her on the telephone. She don’t want her friends to think she’s got Indian help. Maybe she didn’t mean you. She was just talking. You know, up north in Ukiah and Mendocino, it’s illegal to hire Indian domestics.”

I was referring to the covenant in effect up north, which, no doubt, them girls had no notion of. As far as I knowed, no such law existed in Sonoma County, but it wasn’t uncommon for job notices to mention the exclusion of Indians, such as the one Hermila tacked to the downtown billboard.

What come out plagued me: I prattled on about skin color, suggesting that my concern had really been for Concepcion’s well being, that while she was, with her very curly hair and thick accent, clearly Mexican, her black coffee color might in fact raise eyebrows and prompt questions. But as I talked, looking across to their wide-awake and confident eyes, I felt I was only digging myself in deeper, that it was my identity that was in question, and they knowed as much, knowed it all along.

“Concepcion, we’re got to cut back the old calla lilies by the front gate,” I said, finally. “Mrs. Benedict asked us days ago.”

John returned late, at almost midnight. Mr. McDermot called loudly from the car as John was going up the front steps, joking that John didn’t need him to hold his hands any longer. The car pulled away and I heard the front door close. Escape, escape, was what my heart pounded. Standing by the back door, time like molasses, it occurred to me that I was completely trapped, unable to go to him or to leave.

There wasn’t much of a moon, but I could see the driveway beyond the yard well enough to where it met the road. I kept looking at the barn, too, watching for Westin; but by the middle of the night, it became clear he wasn’t going to make his routine jaunt outside the house.

I understood something then that I wouldn’t allow myself, or couldn’t allow myself to think about, not consciously at least: my mother’s last moments below the hanging noose, the anticipation of freedom, sheer weightlessness.
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I stood the longest time, propped against the porch door. I heard him in the kitchen, signaling that he was waiting for me. If I crossed to the bedroom, he might see me; even if I moved, he would hear me and perhaps peek his head around the corner and point to the creek. If I was to scamper into the bedroom and climb into bed with the covers pulled over my head, the girls, particularly watchful of me now, would notice. I was paralyzed.

I heard the front door and quickly stepped back from the window. Still, I seen him in the yard, then on the road with blankets and pillows in his arms, looking back at the porch each time he stopped before he disappeared below a line of shrubs on the other side of the road. I knowed he seen me; or, at least, understood that I was watching him. I couldn’t kid myself otherwise.

So, I gone. Found him on the bank, blankets spread. I couldn’t have just let him sit there: I had to go, say something, though by this time, near morning, I had no idea what.

He wondered if something we talked about the night before had upset me; about his leaving for college and leaving me behind, even while he had committed himself to me—he used that word, “committed”—and he said again that he hadn’t been respectful of me, all this time enjoying my company when he should have offered long ago, after our first night together, to bring our love forward, out to the light of day: Was any of that bothering me?

No.

And then he wondered if perhaps I was mad, insinuating maybe that I was jealous on account of him going out to dinner and a movie with the boys, and could I smell the whiskey on him. Yes, he had one drink at the local whorehouse, or what was reputed to be a whorehouse, the La Rose Hotel, as a kind of joke. He would tell me everything, he said. He had always been honest with me.

No.

Because our lovemaking had been a refuge for me, I reached for him. He told me not to worry, ever, about his love for me. But nothing sunk in; I kissed him, then in an embrace, rolled my hands down his back to his waist, then around to the front of him.

He took hold of my shoulders, pushed me back so he could see my face.

“I thought—last night—you started your period.”

I buckled, broke in two, like a crystal vase cracked down the middle, and, mindless, everything spilled out. The first thing was: “I am the Indian.”

He said something to the effect that I had told him, but I didn’t really hear him or register his confusion at first with what I said next: “I am Juana Isidra’s daughter, the Indian who hung herself in your barn. I’m her daughter, yes, I am.”

What I seen first was his disbelief. He asked if I was serious, and I affirmed what I had admitted with silence. Each of us was now face-to-face with a stranger.

“I can’t believe you didn’t tell me before,” he said. “Were you going to tell me?”

I seen, even before I could explain myself, that in the silence between us, he was lost in his own disappointment.

Then he looked at me. “I trusted you. I loved you. You deceived me and now I can’t believe you.”

He slowly scuttled backward on his haunches like a crab. He pointed to my stomach. “If you were thinking you were going to trap me, forget it. No, it’s not mine. Is that what you were thinking?”

He jumped to his feet. He was panting, not even in anger or rage, but fear. “Get out of here. Get! Go on!” But before I could get up, he was gone, run up the bank, vanished.

I sat for the longest time, a feeble attempt to get my bearings. A million things went through my mind. What I wanted to say: Wait. Please.

And then: How dare you say those things to me! You don’t really know me; you’re the scoundrel. Never mind, what are the words of a broken heart?

Then I had a practical notion: go get the blankets and pillow, don’t leave them there in the wide open.

But I turned away and gone on. At that moment, my heart was busted wide open, and my fate was cast: vengeance would make my story.




PART II
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The Bear Woman
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TEN

THOUGH I HAD NO SENSE OF TIME, I CALCULATED IT TOOK ME a good three hours to get back to Saturnina. Must’ve been about 4:00 a.m. when I started, and if I’d traveled south toward town and then cut directly north to the hills, I would have made it no doubt in half the time, but I was a wounded animal. Shot through the heart, as good as dead, a rabbit will find its hole.

I gone back just the way I come.

Nothing to unpack. Yes, come home the same: dress, shoes; only the dress was the one Mrs. Benedict give me. Nothing to do then but start breakfast, which, amazingly, I done. Took the half dozen eggs Saturnina had collected and set on the counter, rinsed them in the old dish pan, then reached for the heavy black skillet hanging from a wall post near the stove. She had a fire going and she’d prepared a ball of dough for frybread.

“Your purse?” she asked, as we sat eating breakfast, having cleared baskets she’d been working on to the side of the table.

“Oh, left it—doesn’t matter, nothing in it.”

Never mind what happened to her shoes, the Mainbocher she had procured for me, or the mantilla. She never asked; in fact, never inquired directly regarding where I had been for the last two or more months. Just little hints, a mention of this or that, things that may or may not have had anything to do with my trip.

For instance, about how she polished silver with her mother for the rich white lady in Tomales Bay; that her cousins, the ones who claimed they was Mexican, had visited recently; or that someone—translate the Benedicts—had razed the Rancheria.

“Gee, nothing there now but the graveyard,” she said. Occasionally, while speaking Indian or her very broken English, she’d switch to Spanish, dropping a word she had taught me: tenedor for fork; cuchillo, knife. But always I brushed off these hints, the way I done with her mention of the purse, as unwelcome advances: I didn’t want to discuss what happened at the Benedicts’. As long as I was with her, cooking, repairing clothes, even on a trip to town, I was preoccupied enough—almost enough—to keep memories and reflections at bay. She was supposed to protect me with busyness.

And of course, if daytime thoughts was bad, nights was pure unbearable. The discomfort was unlike anything I knowed.

It was the pain of rejection, of course; a woman—hell, a girl—scorned. All the worse because I loved John Benedict; all the worse because, as with the burden of the truth, I felt face-to-face with him, I cared. And now I was out on my ass. Call it pride, call it ego.

I thought of going back and telling him how painful it was for me, the truth; that I had most certainly not planned to love him. I would ambush him, lie in wait hidden behind the privet below the front porch and catch him one night coming home from a trip to town. I would tell him everything, take hold of him and say, “I loved you, that was why; I was afraid to lose you, until I couldn’t bear the weight of the untruth any longer—because I love you.”

Ha! More than likely, the mere sight of me would have prompted him to bolt up the steps and into the house and call the police. If he hadn’t told his family the complete truth—his version, that is—or even a part of it, careful not to incriminate himself, he would have to tell them some story to make the disappeared maid a villain.

What such fantasies brought me, when I played them out to their likely conclusions, was a fear quite different from the fear of dissolving from the inside out: the fear of being discovered. I had felt it in some form or other from the time I first stood on that wide front porch.

Mrs. Benedict was indeed correct, for there was “a mistake”: I was an outlaw. Yes, when I thought about what the Benedicts knowed, what John may or may not have told them, I become frightened, imagining the sheriff appearing one morning outside the cabin door to arrest me for some unspecified yet grievous crime.
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My period come for real a few days after I returned. Without thinking what life would have entailed otherwise, I was disappointed, as if something had got away from me; not so much in the literal sense of a baby, or a part of John, per se, but any tangible trace of what had happened between us, any indication that the pain and nagging anxiety had a cause—that the affair was real and not something conjured in my head.

More and more my time at the Benedicts’ felt like a dream, a dream I couldn’t fully wake from. As a result, the world I had returned to, awakened in, wasn’t any more real, either. The pain was real: the way I was caught between the two worlds, pushing against the memories of John, the frustration, the wall that forever, as in a true nightmare, threatened to dissolve against the coming flood. At the same time, I felt as if I were floating, unable to step soundly in the world I once shared with Saturnina.

I begun to hate him, hate him for the pain, for taking away my life, whatever it was, before the pain. Hated him because now there was no trace, nothing to bind us, no chance for me to talk again. He was free, unscathed, untouched, all of it for him a mere memory he could flick off like a dandelion seed landed on an arm hair.


[image: ]


Sometimes after breakfast, before it got too warm, I walked to the bottom of the hill to where the small end of the valley opened toward town. The place was fenced now, and the owner had planted the flat fields in clover and vetch for a herd of Jersey cows. A dairy farm had growed there in the blink of an eye, complete with a two-story hay barn and a milking parlor set against the hillside. Me and Saturnina could no longer follow a deer path through the fields but now had to follow the old county road the long way around to town. She sneered at the inconvenience of losing our shortcut.

But it was pleasant for me to wander there alone, stopping as long as I wanted, to look at the cows, listen to the tick-ticking of the Rain Bird sprinklers. I’d absorb the contrast of green grass and yellow-dry hills sometimes for an hour. Both barns had corrugated metal roofs, new and modern looking, that reflected the sun. Besides keeping me preoccupied, the changes quietly, unobtrusively, validated the fact that I had been away. I wasn’t living with Saturnina when the valley was planted and fenced.

I focused on even the things that was most familiar to me: Saturnina’s chickens, the goat and her two kids; Effie’s garden, the pumpkin vines, and the tomatoes the chickens hadn’t found yet, spilling into our empty yard; clusters of golden poppies like scattered bouquets on the dry hills and along the county road; the oak tree and the chaparral. Even these things offered up something new if I looked at them long enough.

Effie’s pumpkins, for instance: the burgeoning globes under the broad prickly leaves, turning orange but still covered with countless green capillaries; and the spring chicks, half-growed and wandering separate from the hen, the roosters distinguishing themselves from the pullets already with bright red combs.

But even with these diversions from work, I employed the same focus, and intensity. And these reflections hardly presented themselves as cleanly and clearly in my conscious mind then. What I was actually living was something else again.
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Usually, if you try not to think of something, you’ll find you’re already thinking of it. I done like this: meat bones, a sack of flour, kerosene, home, dinner, clean up, mend torn blouse, bed. And in bed, best as I could, I rehearsed, over and over, the order of the following day: stoke fire, dress, milk goat then put her back out with the kids.

Occasionally, I noticed Effie in her garden, watering. She asked, after she first seen me, if I was home for good or just visiting. I said simply that I was home, as if I didn’t hear or understand fully what she had asked. After that, I avoided her gaze completely. Then one evening, the low sun on her face and Heralio dwarfed alongside her, she come to the picket fence and called for Saturnina, who, kneeling on the ground, was sorting clumps of angelica root and assorted bulbs spread atop a split gunnysack.

“Apples is in—you ain’t gonna pick them, neither?” Effie asked.

Effie lingered, even as Saturnina still hadn’t answered. Heralio come closer to the fence, as if to underscore Effie’s persistence. I felt somehow caught in the middle. Then, as if I was being tugged from both ends, I felt something snap.

For whatever reason, it occurred to me to answer for Saturnina: “Apples, yes, always.”

But then I felt nauseous, dizzy: the world was spinning, and when it had stopped, when I could take inventory of my surroundings, I found myself back in time, understanding that I had been home a full two months at least, that I had been so focused—so utterly out of my mind—that it had never occurred to me that the most unusual event, the greatest change, never mind the Jersey cows, was the fact that almost an entire season of crops had passed, and me and Saturnina hadn’t as much as picked a single apricot.

“Sure, we’ll go. Don’t we always?”

Effie sensed that something wasn’t right, but said, “Okay. We’ll leave at seven in the morning,” which sounded just as uncertain.

I watched her head back through her plants to her house, Heralio close behind. Then I looked past the house toward the valley. The sunset on the horizon. In its remaining light, I looked at my hands, traced the outline of one hand with the other.


[image: ]


In the morning, by the time Effie rapped on the door, I possessed a newfound certainty; a strength gained seemingly without effort on my part during the night, as if something stored and growed in the blood the last two months had burst and charged every part of my being. Chores, busyness; yes, but no nonsense.

“The blankets is packed and ready next to the suitcase,” I called to Saturnina.

Heralio’s Model T rattled outside. Wrapped in a white apron, Effie looked like an overgrowed goose as she stood by the open car door.

“We’re coming!” I hollered. “Hold on.”
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Wohler Ranch was a sprawling orchard on them rolling hills north of Sebastopol. Gravenstein apples, acres of them; like Christmas ornaments in the trees: green fruit with spikes of red and gold, like wax dripped from their crowns. Pretty to look at if time wasn’t money.

We worked like dogs. Standing on ladders, we filled bucket after bucket; the full bucket handed down to “the runner,” who provided an empty bucket before hauling the fruit to a large wooden bin parked nearby. Saturnina picked, I hauled. Frenzied yellow jackets seeking the sugary juice of busted apples was a nuisance, the occasional coastal breeze a blessing.

The camp was at the end of a dirt road in a flat hollow bordered by a creek. The place was shady, a respite from the heat during the day and unseasonably cold at night. From the hilltops, it resembled a dump, a sea of old cars, haphazardly situated tents and clotheslines. We’d gone straight to work, merely set down our belongings, claiming a spot.

Saturnina and Effie knowed without thinking how to situate our tent in the middle of a “Mexican village.” There were clusters of Filipinos, all young men, who was the first to wash up, that is, before putting on their dapper pin-striped suits and Panama hats and prancing around the camp like banty roosters; the whites, poor folk, a lot of them the Okies, and farther on, the Indians, separate encampments of the tribes from here and there. Our tent was up front, with the camp debauchery in full view. The only thing separating us, really, was the fire, where we sat, watching.

Among the prostitutes was a new one, a mulatto with orange hair like a million corkscrews; but, otherwise, the only thing that caught my attention was that an entire summer had slipped by, and already, at the end of the season when folks had earnings stored up, the circus was here. I’d worked one day.

Sometime, in the middle of the night, a fight broke out. The mulatto was scrapping with a Filipino, both of them struggling on the ground while locked in a tight embrace. By the time I was awake, half a dozen other men and women had joined the action until a major brawl was underway.

The summer before, I had developed a disregard for the unhappy husbands and wives and their unhappy children. Now I out and out despised them; seen them as disasters trapped in a disaster, worse because so many of them had to know better. Them Indian girls, for instance.

That first day, Alice come up to me with her Mexican baby, its round head covered with curls like burnt pine shavings: “It’s a girl,” she said, as if I was supposed to congratulate her for discovering the eighth wonder of the world. Fat Vivian had even more of her dough flesh poking out of her clothes, but never mind, because her Oakie boyfriend with no teeth seemed to like it, sure enough.

Couldn’t either of these girls see their futures, couldn’t they keep their legs closed? Oh, good God, I didn’t want to breathe the air too deeply, lest I take in something that would transform me into one of them.

Two nights later, Alice approached me while I stood in line for the latrine and ask if I wanted to “walk around with the others.” I asked in turn, “What for?” To her credit, she made an about-face and walked away.

Saturnina had slept through the scuffle. Effie suggested that first thing in the morning, we should pitch our one tent elsewhere.

“And he’s no protection,” she quipped, nodding to Heralio, asleep with a pillow over his head.

In the morning, we moved to a vacant spot closer to the creek, and closer to the Indians.
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I’d noticed them, of course, the day before: Rag-headed women. Men and boys in overalls. Folks from here and there: the usual Indian suspects.

A surprise was Saturnina’s relatives from Tomales Bay. No scarves on their heads; clean white aprons, dress sleeves rolled back, so you’d think, looking at them, they was picking apples for a pie. They did come over and say hi, or rather Hola and Cómo estás? to Saturnina when we first arrived.

Lots of Benedict’s Rancheria folks, too: a large encampment, which surprised me, because, as Effie informed me, their new rancheria, a plot of twenty acres wedged between redwood trees and an apple orchard, was hardly a mile away: Why not just commute to Wohler Ranch?

Again, I sensed their disregard for me, actual contempt from two light-skinned old sows the size of Effie, who was no less reproachful toward me the summer before. At the hand-levered pump, where me and Saturnina had gone for a bucket of water, they had come up behind us, no doubt unwittingly, and when I stepped back, bucket in hand, to make room for them, one woman clicked her tongue in disgust, as if I had inconvenienced her somehow.

They was the first Benedict’s folks I encountered, before I spotted Alice and Vivian, or any of the others. Pearl, the third of the trio with Alice and Vivian, was home ill. Effie had learned earlier in the season that Pearl had been sick some time; rumors circulated that Pearl had been poisoned by a northern Indian, much older than her, whom she had spurned.

Effie told me all this that first night, the two of us sitting up before bed, Saturnina already sound asleep inside the tent. I was uncomfortable with Effie, fearing that she might inquire about my whereabouts the last couple of months. After all, it was her and Heralio who left me off, and, no doubt, had come back that same evening, as planned, to pick me up. Had they waited long? What did they think?

What made me go to the Benedicts’? Answer: that uncanny combination of gall and naivete peculiar to youth. I seen myself, through Effie’s eyes, as stupid, even arrogant. Who did I think I was? But when I thought of John—pictured our affair through Effie’s eyes—I become more than stupid; full of gall and naive, yes, but also downright shameful, a traitor who got her just deserts.

Which, from that perspective, made me hate John all the more.
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The Indians we found ourselves next to was from Lake County, surrounded by strangers and far from home. I noticed among this Lake County crew a politeness, a quiet respect, if nothing more than a family’s willingness to make room for us, collecting stray pots and pans, tying up a puppy without our asking. And they was careful to not stare at us, shyly looking away if our glances met.

Which was why, later that second day, close to quitting time, when I found a black-faced woman boldly staring at me, I thought that she wanted something; that she had called across the dozen or so feet between us, and I hadn’t heard her. When she didn’t answer, I suddenly remembered that I had spoken to her in my language. I repeated myself in English. Then, just as I was about to give up, she turned and disappeared by the trees again. That was when I realized that I knowed her: she was Leticia, one of them two ladies from Lake County who visited Saturnina.

Indeed, she was a member of our neighbor’s clan, her black face a dead giveaway. She was a grandmother or old auntie, a stone’s throw from our tent.

Cross-legged on the ground, Saturnina merely shrugged her shoulders when I asked, “Did you know she was here?”

“Yeah,” she answered. “I seen them all there this morning.”

I rinsed our dishes in a metal tub then loaded them back into a wooden crate with the silverware. Saturnina had picked up a basket and begun weaving; but a minute later when I looked again, she was bent forward, the outline of her back curved like a silver moon, asleep.

I grabbed her half-eaten bowl of rice, scraped the uneaten grains into a pot: we would fry it for breakfast, certain not to waste a scrap of food. Then, unthinking, I tossed the bowl into the metal tub, causing the water to splash and land on Leticia, who had crossed the wide path between our tents and was standing over me with her apron wet, hardly pleased with my unintended affront.

She was a big woman, not particularly tall but thick and solid. Her full face, always tight, swollen looking, was now full of disdain, the beady eyes focused.

“Oh!” I said, conciliatory, “I didn’t see you,” but then a rush of hostility followed. “What do you want?” I asked and got to my feet.

From her apron pocket she took a small leather satchel, not unlike the cloth one Saturnina had given me, and offered it to me in her upturned palm.

Hardly appeased by the gesture, I said again, “What do you want?”

She didn’t seem to understand.

“What?” I said again.

But before I’d finished speaking, she withdrew the extended hand. Just in time, I saw her free arm coming in my direction to bust me square in the head. I ducked, missing her blow.

“No good,” she said, spitting. “You no good.”

She throwed the satchel to the ground, then left.

Saturnina was awake, reaching for the satchel in the dirt. “Hu,” she said in my language—another way of saying thank you.

“What is it?” I asked.

But she was falling asleep again, now hunched over, only she tilted to the side; and if I hadn’t grabbed her, she would’ve crashed onto her shoulder. By the time I got ahold of her, one hand on her back and the other supporting her head, she was so near flat out that I had to go down with her. She sighed, as if in pain, but no part of her hit the ground. I was a cushion beneath her.

I crawled out from under her, quickly but carefully separating myself. She was awake, lying on her side, still clutching the satchel.

In shock, I was unable in that moment to feel again what I had just discovered: the frightening ridges of her back and ribs. Her odor hovered in the air. She’d always been fastidious about bodily functions. No, she wasn’t asleep: she was ill.




ELEVEN

EVENTUALLY I TOOK OFF HER SHOES AND COVERED HER WITH a thick wool blanket, the only blanket we packed. Saturnina, as usual, had had the presence of mind to know Wohler Ranch, like all the places west of Sebastopol, was cold at night, no matter what time of year.

The first night was bearable. Our second night, I stoked the fire and then crawled under the blanket with Saturnina.

All night, I avoided looking across to the next camp. But once I was down, I looked for our neighbor. But the place was empty and dark. Nothing but the fire embers, like a scarlet pie atop the cold earth.

I asked if she wanted to rest, or if she wanted me to run one of the two buckets with her; I could climb down from the ladder with each load. She was too unsteady to hang off a ladder, reaching for apples.

“Ain’t no money in that,” she protested.

She was actually up before me, sometime before dawn. Ten minutes later, she was back with an armful of tree prunings to start a fire.

She carried the loads of apples as she always done, head forward, a damn mule. But I watched her now: seen how the clothes hung on her. When she lifted an empty bucket to me, I seen not only that her face was drawn, cheeks hollow like canyons, but also the extent of her fatigue. She couldn’t hide the rapidity of her breathing, them cheeks moving in and out like fish gills.

“You’re sick,” I finally said, halfway through the morning. I knowed the comment was not welcome, but I could no longer contain myself.

“I’m old,” she said, both hands extended toward me to receive my full bucket.

I set the bucket on the ladder rest, a blatant refusal to give it to her. Then she made the obvious mistake of straightening, squaring her shoulders in a show of physical strength, which done nothing more than draw attention to her condition.

Funny thing, she did keep going, never slowed up. Granted, she was tired, struggling as she tramped to the bins, loaded down by a bucket of apples in each hand. Had she missed the entire season thus far, or just a few of the crops? She was never a big woman; she was compact, but never gaunt. She was emaciated, no way around it. And Leticia, her friend from Lake County, knowed as much, knowed Saturnina wasn’t well, knowed, too, that if I seen as much, I didn’t seem to care. I was just plain no good.

As if to challenge any notion that she was ill, Saturnina busied herself hauling water from the hand pump and then used nearly a week’s supply of flour to make enough frybread dough to feed an army. This performance appeared effortless, unselfconscious on her part. I worked alongside her, tearing hunks of dough from her enormous ball for her to fry, then having the tray tin ready when she lifted the browned dough out of the skillet of sizzling grease with her long fork.

Afterward, I grabbed up the pots and pans. When I looked back over my shoulder, she was on her side, again atop the blanket, out cold.

Her old friend across from us had been watching all evening, one reason I made such a strenuous effort to help Saturnina. After attempting to no avail to wake Saturnina so that I might move her inside the tent, I took off her shoes and covered her with the heavy wool blanket.

Then I gone the extra mile—I offered the neighbor woman frybread. Saturnina had done no such thing, nor was I certain that she would have suggested I do as much.

The woman was standing before the fire and made no effort to take the bread.

I stood my ground. Staring back at her, I was able to see that the beady eyes was shifting from the bread to my face, and the notion occurred to me that perhaps she didn’t understand what I was doing. And then, just as quickly, I thought that maybe I was insulting her, that my offer of bread was disrespectful.

Then I remembered the leather satchel she had tossed on the ground. Was I to return the favor in kind? What was in the satchel—herbs to help Saturnina? What had become of it?

Soon, some kids appeared and collected around their old auntie. Another woman, much younger than Saturnina’s friend, hung back, closer to the tent. She was, no doubt, the mother of a couple of the kids.

Then a larger kid, a boy with bowl-cut hair, come forward, as if prompted by some cue, and took the tin from my hand. Eagerly the kids divided the bread while both women remained still, observant, until the old gal, with that tongue-twisting zp-zp Lake County language, commanded the big boy to return the empty tin.
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Later, I gone to find Effie and made my way through the camp, looking first up front where the shiny cars was parked. A pimp—or what we more commonly called the bull—stood about five feet away, a tall white man, hands in his pockets.

Effie, as it turned out, was at the other end of the camp, closer to where we was stationed, on a flat bank above the creek where a sizable group of Indians was collected in a loose circle. At first, I thought it was a cockfight they was watching, but as I drawed closer, I heard old-time Indian songs. By that time, I could see in the firelight two rows of men, four men in each row, sat cross-legged opposite one another, a blanket spread between them, playing the stick game: Indian gambling.

It was one reservation against the other: Benedict’s Rancheria versus Stewarts Point. Stewarts Point sat west, facing east, on account of they was coast people; Benedict’s Rancheria, on the other side of the blanket, faced west, representing the valley, the land.

Effie was plopped on a log on the Benedict’s Rancheria side. I sat on the ground, just below Effie, who smarted at my sudden appearance.

I blurted: “What is going on?” but in Indian the meaning was closer to, “What are you doing here?” As soon as I said it, I realized how inappropriate it was, because Effie was an elder, though we was but ten years apart. I had no business inquiring after, much less interrogating, her.

“Careful,” she cautioned in a near whisper, “it’s them Crow Feathers,” which was another name for the Indians from Stewarts Point.

Them coast folks was reputed to be excellent gamblers, not to mention cheaters. But Effie’s longtime beef with them focused on a man, a husband or boyfriend of sorts, whom she lived with on his reservation until his second cousin, the mother of his five children, slipped strychnine into Effie’s acorn mush one morning, nearly killing her.

I was ten years old when I heard this sordid Indian story, but Effie often brought it up again as a kind of warning at the start of the work season, when we might find ourselves in close proximity to the Stewarts Point folks. Saturnina also warned me that our language was similar enough to theirs so that they could understand most of what we said if they overheard us.

I looked back to the players. One side had to guess the position, the markings, of the playing sticks held in the hands of the players opposite. On each side, an old man stood behind the seated players and sang while his team guessed.

I couldn’t help myself: “What’s wrong with Saturnina?” I asked Effie.

I got a perturbed look.

“She’s ill,” I said.

Effie’s face emptied of irritation: she heard me.

Our man lost. He slipped off his belt and handed it across to his opponent. Once, in a work camp north of Healdsburg, I seen a woman, out of money, keep playing until she stood up naked, not even with the scarf on her head, and, disappointed but otherwise unconcerned, walk back to her tent.

“Are we losing that bad?” I asked.

Effie turned to me and said, “Yeah.”

“How long has Saturnina been sick?”

She shrugged.

“Did she work any crops this season?”

“No,” she said, “she’s been weaving baskets—maybe to make money that way.”

“Then why’d she come to the crops, now?”

“Maybe so you wouldn’t worry. I don’t know. Maybe she’s better.”

The Stewarts Point singer started up, the excuse Effie was looking for to end the conversation.
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Strangely enough, Saturnina was awake, sitting up weaving, when I returned. She appeared irritated that I had left her, quipping, “What, drinking with the rest of them?”

“What would I have to do with that trash?”

I never thought to tell her I’d been watching the stick game. It was the satchel that was on my mind.

“Where’s that thing—the pouch—that woman give to you?” I asked. She handed it to me in the blink of an eye.

“What, do you want me to make you tea?”

I had no idea what was in the satchel, truly; but I found myself boiling water and then handing Saturnina a cup of brew made from the herbs, leaves, and what looked like mashed roots that I found in the satchel.

“What is it?” I asked Saturnina.

She set down her cup and said, “Tea.”

“I’m not stupid—I mean, what herbs?”

“Willow bark and something else. Willow bark for the blood.”

“You’re sick,” I said, then quickly added, “your friend, she knows you’re sick.”

“Yeah,” she admitted faintly.

I fed her the tea three more nights, as long as it lasted. Saturnina appeared to rally, at least at night. She even joked, as much as Saturnina was capable of lightheartedness, saying, “What, now you waiting for me to sleep, so you can run off with them no-goods?”

“They’re playing stick game down there,” I said.

“Yeah,” she said, “how you find a man.”

Then she proceeded to provide a full explanation of why Effie, the last few nights, could no sooner finish dinner than she was on her way to the stick game with Heralio. Effie was busy playing matchmaker, setting up Heralio’s two cousins with a couple of her cousins from Benedict’s Rancheria.

“Is they going to change their name, now that they really ain’t Benedict’s anymore?”

She shrugged. “Them people’s the same—no good.”

Of course, later Effie would explain the folks wouldn’t change their name on account of that was what, or who, they was in the government’s books. I believed Saturnina’s remark was meant for me, as it was after my mother’s funeral, to appease any hurt feelings I might harbor over the tribe’s regard for my mother, and in turn, for me.

Later that night, I thought of her friend watching me and then, more painfully, of what Effie had mentioned two nights before at the stick game: that Saturnina come to Wohler Ranch for me, maybe so I wouldn’t worry about her condition.

I said loudly, “Saturnina, we can go home.” She was sound asleep and didn’t stir.
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The next day we was packing up. The day before we left, the last full day of work, there was a long and impatient line at the latrines at lunchtime. Them two large women from Benedict’s Rancheria, them who clicked their tongues at me earlier, was directly across from me in another line. I paid them no attention yet felt their contempt. I vented hostility in return.

Each of us had reached the front of our lines at the same time. When I stepped in front of the smaller one, she clicked her tongue in reproach, then whispered something to the larger, older one behind her.

“What?” I asked, turning on my heels.

In unison they pulled in their faces. Neither answered me. Effie, who was behind me with Heralio, took a half step forward, but then did nothing else.

“Say it out loud,” I challenged in Indian. “Say it, cow.”

She looked to her older partner. Then, in one continuing motion, both of them turned and walked quickly, arm in arm, toward their camp, loose dresses and aprons like sheets flapping in the wind.

Later, picking apples again, Effie come over to me and called out my name. Glancing furtively over her shoulder, she asked if I knowed who them ladies was. Before I could answer, she told me the bigger of the two, the older, was Maru, or Dreamer, of the Benedict’s folks, the leader of all their dance activities, the implication being that not only had I been rude to an elder, but of greater concern, had insulted a spiritual person.

Spiritual leaders, like poisoners, was reputed to have special powers. Effie was at once admonishing me for my disrespect as well as warning me about the possible consequences.

Hadn’t Effie heard and seen the old bag’s contempt for me? Didn’t she know the unfair treatment I received on account of my mother?

“Good,” I snapped. “She can go sing for herself, then.”

That night, I told Saturnina everything, including what Effie had said to me. She shrugged, seemingly unconcerned, and muttered the old refrain, “Them people is no good.”
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A loneliness enveloped me increasingly after Saturnina had gone to sleep. I had expected Effie to support me; even more, to champion me—why? Because we lived all these years on the hill together? In the end, what did that mean?

Effie kept to herself for the most part; and in the work camps, she left me and Saturnina at night to visit her relatives, even though time and again she set up camp with us, away from them. Saturnina had no association with them, but Effie obviously did. Perhaps that was why I felt stung by Effie, who hadn’t chosen me over them.

We done another apple crop, a smaller place a mile north of Wohler Ranch. Late on the second day, after we was paid and packing to leave, I seen the approach of fall in the long shadow of a storage barn. We gone after that to the first of the grapes, farther north, to Healdsburg. If it wasn’t for the extreme heat, the week and a half we spent there would have passed quite comfortably and profitably, as the grapes was thick on the vines.

Lots of people was at this place, most of the folks from Wohler Ranch. The Lake County folks, including Leticia, had dropped off. Maybe they found work elsewhere.

Unfortunately, the Benedict’s Rancheria folks, farther from their home, was there in full force, including my now former associates, Alice and Vivian, and my now present enemies, the medicine woman and her younger sidekick, both of them looking away every time I approached.

I thought about what Effie had said about the older gal—that she was Maru; I wondered if I was supposed to be frightened: if Effie meant the old woman might hex me in retaliation for my blatant disrespect.

I’d heard of her before; or, more precisely, I’d heard the Benedict’s Rancheria folks held dances that was orchestrated by a woman Maru; I just had no idea who it was. Last I heard, them folks burned the roundhouse where these dances took place before they abandoned the rancheria. It wasn’t there when I gone to look for my mother’s grave, and I hadn’t thought about it until now.

Once, a couple years earlier, the season before my mother died, I was on my way to meet a boy along some creek or down some road, when at the outskirts of the work camp, I come upon a solemn crowd collected around a short figure, a woman holding a cane sewn with abalone shell pendants that she rattled while singing over a patient on the ground below her.

Sidled up next to me, Alice had been more anxious to meet the boys. She only identified the Indian doctor as a Maru from Manchester far up the coast. Later, Effie mentioned that a young man had seen something strange on his way back to camp and had fainted right there on the road where his brother, coming along behind him, had found him and then summoned the Maru.

Another unfortunate circumstance: we was situated close to the Benedict’s Rancheria folks, up front, close to the bootleggers and prostitutes, which provided a modicum of distraction, if not comfort. Women, in particular, looked at the hookers with disdain; jealous, no doubt, that husbands and boyfriends might lust after them, secretly or not so secretly.

The hookers was never rude or directly hostile to any of the camp women; rather, when they tossed their heads back with shameless loud laughter or flirted with a potential customer, any man young or old who walked past them, they done so as if those of us watching was mere air.
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The next camp was north yet again, just outside of Cloverdale. Grapes; only a smaller place, with hills. There was no trees, no shade; the earth, not to mention the inside of our tents, didn’t cool off at night. The watering hole was a concrete cow trough across a dirt road and cattle guard.

One airless evening while waiting in line for water there I found myself behind two prostitutes, a blond and a brunette who, I supposed, was patiently waiting like the rest of us for fresh water before they started a night’s work.

From the corner of my eye, I seen them Benedict’s cows approaching. Behind me was two Oakie kids, towheads not even eight years old; when them two women approached, nothing would be between us. I tapped the blond hooker on the shoulder, and told her what I’d been thinking for a long time: “I like your clothes.” What I meant to say was that I liked her style, or attitude; I never pictured myself in an outdated, not to mention tawdry, flapper outfit. At eighteen, I couldn’t quite articulate what I meant: no matter, for she didn’t hear what I said. She had penciled eyebrows, faint arches above her flat brown eyes. Her lips was a tiny red heart.

“What did you say, sweetie?”

She begun to turn back to her brunette friend.

I said: “I like your necklace.” Then I added: “I like cigars, too.”

Her eyes was all of a sudden lit up. “What did you say your name was?”

“Mary. Mary Hatcher.”

“Mary’s a nice name. It’s a good one, really.”

She looked me over with a quick glance.

“Oh,” the blond said with a girlish giggle, “this is Joy—and I’m Constance.”

The whole encounter struck me as funny. I thought of their names and started laughing: “Constant joy.” They laughed along with me.

The blond give me a loose hug, patting me on the back, saying, “You’re a card, Miss Mary.” Then, just as fast, she let go and neither her nor her partner was laughing. The place was silent. I heard shuffling—footsteps—and when I followed the blond’s flat eyes, I seen boots first, and then seen the two men, who had passed us, now walking away.

The men, heading back toward camp, was this to me: shirts, pants, boots. Hell, it hadn’t occurred to me that the line wasn’t moving because we was waiting for someone to finish fixing whatever was wrong with the trough. Nor had it occurred to me that the two prostitutes’ attentive chitchat enabled them an opportunity to assess my potential as a colleague. As we said our goodbyes at the watering hole, they invited me “to visit them later on,” perhaps so that their boss could have a look for himself.

Luckily, Effie was off somewheres, and Saturnina was asleep behind me, next to the tent. I didn’t want the whole camp to see me with them. Not that I was necessarily ashamed, more like trapped, as if I was naked and couldn’t find my clothes.

As it turned out, there wouldn’t be too many days left.
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Saturnina got bad. I was shocked: seeing her with her down-turned mouth agape, cheeks sunken, she looked not already dead, but decayed, shrunken and dried stiff in her scarf, a scarecrow doll. A shiver run through me as I waited until she drawed another breath.

I seen her slow down just before we broke for lunch that next day. But each time I looked at her, I found her staring into the leafy vines or the partially filled bucket at her feet. When she reached for the grape clusters, she fondled each globule of fruit with her fingers, gently, as if she were blind and attempting to discern its size and shape without disturbing it. Then just as folks was streaming past us to fetch their lunches, she plopped down on her overturned bucket and began to sing.

She was private about such things. I’d see her sing in the house, once or twice maybe picking herbs, when we was alone. The thought crossed my mind that she’d had a stroke and lost her mind; but in all honesty, what prevailed then was my vanity. I was embarrassed beyond words, what with this shriveled old woman chanting for all the world to see and hear.

I didn’t run. I stood there until the vineyard was empty of people. Then oddly enough, when I turned back around to face her, she stopped singing. She stopped the way an organ grinder would, pushing his instrument down the street, the song fading slowly to nothing.

“What is it, Saturnina?” I asked.

She looked at me. Her sudden clarity was as unsettling as her incoherence.

Suddenly Saturnina was up: “What’s the matter with you, leaving them on the ground?” she complained, before bending over and scooping up grape clusters with a rake of her knobby fingers. We emptied the grapes and then headed for the camp, empty buckets in hand.

That afternoon she kept up, but then lagged toward evening. Frankly, I didn’t understand how she worked at all.

At night, she ate some rice and a piece of bread. I toasted the bread on the grill; I believed she ate it out of guilt, the way a child might. After she gone to sleep, I sat up.

A slow unease, first knotted in my stomach, unraveled in my blood, until I felt cold everywhere. Leticia wasn’t around, and I couldn’t ask Effie for help. Earlier I seen her, beer bottle in hand, with Heralio and his cousins and them Benedict’s Rancheria girls, all in pairs, proof-full that at the end of the season, Effie’s matchmaking skills was successful.

What would I do if, or when, Saturnina couldn’t help herself? I felt an unfamiliar loneliness—the dread throughout my body—not thinking that she would die, not imagining life without her as such, but actually picturing myself taking care of her, the change in how we had always knowed each other. That was itself a loss not unlike death.
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I give her coffee in the morning, boiled coffee grounds thick as mud, and a tortilla smeared with blackberry preserve, which she ate. Coffee must’ve perked her up: she started for the grapes, an empty bucket in each hand, without waiting for me. But partway through the morning, she sat again on the upturned bucket.

“Do you want to go home now?” I asked.

After she said yes, I took her under the arm, helped her up, and marched both of us back to camp.

The tent was Effie’s; I packed what was ours—pots and pan, foodstuff—into the old suitcase, and folded and tied the bedrolls. The old blanket spread before the firepit was ours, too, but I let Effie keep it: I wasn’t even going to ask her for a ride to Santa Rosa, a good hour’s drive south. First, I needed to get paid for the work we done; second, wait for a car or truck heading south and hitch a ride, pay the driver if we had to.

I found the son of the boss man outside the tool shed, a handsome dark-haired fellow in an olive-green pilot’s jumpsuit, fidgeting with the tractor motor. He appeared none too happy to see me. Tool sheds and barns was where bosses paid workers; and I felt he knowed exactly what I wanted, even before I could ask for it. But when I told him my predicament, pointing repeatedly to the old woman seated on the suitcase in the hot sun, his expression changed altogether.

He trusted what I told him and reached into his pocket and handed me several bills, more than I requested. As if pointing with a magic wand, there appeared on the road, out of a cloud of dust, an old truck. “Town,” he said, which was the only word he muttered the whole time.

A bow-legged Italian with squared white sideburns insisted we ride in the cab, no doubt because we had the blessing of his boss. The problem was that the old Italian was only going as far as Cloverdale, ten minutes away, for supplies.

“Well, ladies,” he said, helping us out of the truck.

But no sooner had he rolled off that I seen he left us at the train station. We sat on a bench below the wood platform where you boarded, waiting. Hardly occurred to me that an hour later, close the train’s arrival, the white people who had gathered around—ladies with parasols, gents in summer suits—didn’t appreciate us taking a spot on the bench. As I hurried to help Saturnina up the platform steps, a plump man with a groin like a sack of flour, told me, “White people board the train first, Miss.”

Such things bruise the feelings. I never did sit on a train before. Oh, I had been stuffed into a boxcar with four dozen others getting hauled to the crops. But little did I enjoy the ride, looking out the window and such. Never mind the rude comments, or the fact I felt forced to seat myself and Saturnina in the back of the car. I wanted to get home, as if somehow reaching the cabin door would make things okay again.




TWELVE

AT HOME, SATURNINA BUSIED HERSELF PUTTING THINGS away and then rushing out to see the animals, only to complain later that Effie kept the goats locked up with not nearly enough feed.

“What would’ve happened if we hadn’t come home?” she wondered.

The thought crossed my mind that her show of ill health was a gimmick. Then sometime before we ate, she faded again, staring into space, the way I’d first seen her before I gone to the Benedicts’.

Had she been sick all this time? We didn’t have sophisticated knowledge of diseases in them days, much less the means to treat them. And if you was Indian, you didn’t have the option of knocking on the doctor’s door. If a man begged, said his wife was in labor, he might get a doctor to his shack. If he said an old lady was ailing, he’d be told to keep her warm, plenty of water.

Saturnina told me singing was what give her the strength to get home.

“But what’s wrong with you?” I asked.

“Old, ain’t it.”

“You’re not that old,” I said softly.

When she mentioned the singing, I took it as a cue that maybe she indeed wanted an Indian doctor, someone to sing for her, as I’d seen that Manchester Maru do for the young man.

A half hour later, she come out of her stupor, and said, “I can sing myself.”

In the days ahead, she got neither better nor worse, with spurts of energy, then the slumps. I was troubled every which way. The memory of John Benedict hid no place; I had no food for the heat’s hunger.

I let her take me to the hills and teach me herbs and things. She believed she was passing on a trade that would help sustain me after she was gone. Later I would see the purpose in her “lessons.”

She sung her heart out. If I sung with her, she was downright vigorous. Many of the words or sounds in her songs wasn’t anything I recognized from my language or hers. We sung just above the property past the first copse of bay trees. Then the naming of the herbs—the plants.

She rubbed a pungent pointed leaf between her thumb and forefinger. “What do you call it?”

“Mountain balm—yerba santa,” I answered with the English and Spanish names.

“Speak Indian!” she admonished me. “It don’t know those names.”

“Ducan qh•ale,” I answered. “Sticky plant.”

She pointed to the gnarled red, bark-peeling branches of a manzanita shrub.

“Oay•qh•ale.”

In a canyon below two ridges: “Sha•a qh•ale.” Valley oak.

“Bah•chowi.” Angelica.

“Call the angelica for protection.”

We headed toward the road above the creek that led to town, past a patch of dried leaves.

“Mucha•a qh•ale.” Oat grass.

“White man plant,” Saturnina said, and the same for a line of black walnut trees, mi•dis•shi qh•ale, just before the new dairy.

“Call all of them. If you don’t speak their names, they will forget us, dry up.”

That night, lamplight flickered on her downcast face. She hadn’t eaten: no meat or fried food, period. Other than an occasional boiled egg, she ate only vegetables and acorn mush, and drunk a lot of tea, mint and white willow bark, both good for soothing the stomach. More and more, I figured she had something wrong with her stomach, cancer, no doubt.

A woman in the work camps had stomach cancer, and it had started with her unable to eat anything fried or spicy. Like Saturnina, the woman withered up in the course of one work season.
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When we went to town, I kept focused. My worst fear: Saturnina collapsed permanent on a street corner; breathless, lifeless. What would I do? I had no idea.

We rested in the square on a bench where we could watch the passersby. When you stop long enough to watch the town’s parade, you see things. For instance, how many black Packards there was; how many rather tall blond men approached on the street, with a familiar stride. But wasn’t the real he away at college?

I did see my sister; no doubt she seen me, too. Come along the other side of Mendocino Avenue, across from the square, a gaggle of kids trotting alongside a tidy-looking man and wife; Indians, the man in pressed jeans and a shirt, the woman wearing a light-colored print summer dress. Read: an Indian family, finished with the crops, with enough money to buy new shoes for the kids, maybe a sweater or a pair of pants. If the family was going to enter the new department store, they had better be presentable.

I seen the man and woman first, then the girl, who was exactly as I remembered her from a year before in the crops: straight bangs over the eyes; rather fair, but otherwise unremarkable, only plumper, perhaps because of puberty.

I was certain they had seen me, too, as evidenced by a sudden haste in their casual gait. The man was the nephew of my so-called father, a lover of my mother’s and the father of my sister. That poor girl: in the eyes of the stepmother, a reminder of another woman; in the eyes of countless others, a reminder of the woman who hung herself in Benedict’s barn, the unfit woman who cost a tribe their home. Here was the whole picture, which none of them wished to see.

As Effie would inform me later, most of the Sebastopol Lagoon folks hadn’t been in the crops all season, on account of a rancher hired them to fence and clear a sizable parcel of land in Marin County. Then he took them to the flatlands west of Petaluma to harvest hay, which explained why I hadn’t seen my sister in the apples and grapes: she was with her people. Never mind a disgraceful mother, little Nellie had a father.

Sitting on that bench, I understood this: as Saturnina had taken care of me, now I was taking care of her. Nothing had changed: I was alone, peopleless. It kept me wed, before I was able ever to sense otherwise, to her life of exile, self-imposed or not. Even Effie could claim a tribe; I could not.

Effie come home permanent sometime in early November. Not long after, Heralio split to Mexico. He left her the car. She forever asked if we needed a ride to town; and if she was going and we wasn’t, she inquired if we needed anything, something I hadn’t seen from her before.

I suspected it was because she couldn’t help but notice Saturnina’s condition.
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Nights got cold. First frost. We gone right to work husking the acorns left from last season and then pounding them into meal enough to fill two dozen mason jars. I worried with the colder weather and us taking fewer trips into the hills that Saturnina might begin to slack. If anything, she appeared to get better; she become spry, as if with a focus of her own.

Then there was another turn. Saturnina wanted me to name each of the animals and the birds. We gone to the hills and the creek, where we called rabbits, squirrels, fawns, horses, coyotes, everything from ants to eagles. We called more of them birds, too: hummingbirds, blue jays, and crows.

Later, we was sewing. She set down her awl and basket and told me that the birds didn’t shit around here because she called them: they were her helpers. Their song, which she wanted me to learn, could make you float like a bird, light as a feather. She lifted her arms at right angles, as if imitating a bird flying.

“You think you’re going to die, Saturnina? That why you’re teaching me these songs?”

“I don’t know,” she said.

The room got quiet, and then in slow, measured drops, the rain.
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With the rains, me and Saturnina was kept inside. She come up with basketmaking, which I now took up in earnest. But truth be knowed, I begun to wonder who was playing who: her declining health enabled her to get from me whatever she desired.

I knowed how to weave. Lots of Indian girls learned in them days by the time they was seven or eight, especially if they was under the care of a grandmother or old auntie. Saturnina had taught me the basics: sedge roots, how and when to dig them, demonstrating time and again how to prune them under the sand; then splitting them and drying them, peeling off the hairy husks until you had two even strips of roots. How to gather the bulrush from the marshes, then how to dry it. And of course, the redbud, how to peel the bark from them red, red stems, the color of a heart. Lest I forget, the willows for the warp: willows for coiled baskets, willows for twine work.

Then the trimming of the materials, using a sharp pocketknife so each root and piece of redbud bark was smooth and perfectly even throughout. The willows had to be even, too, and smooth, like a baby’s skin, she said, since they are the foundation of the basket.

I knowed how to start, how to tie a knot with a willow stick. I could coil. I could twine. But not good enough, according to Saturnina. She set three baskets for me, tying the knot and stitching: two would be small, exactly alike, a third slightly larger with a distinct design.

I was disappointed; none would end up exceptional baskets. None would be a challenge for me or stretch the skill I believed I possessed already. I told her I wanted to do a canoe basket and feather baskets, the latter a Pomo specialty: sewn with the mallard drake’s iridescent green neck feathers and the lemon yellow of the meadowlark’s breast in distinct and intricate patterns; gift baskets, they was called. Often the basket’s top rod was adorned with quail topknots. I seen feather baskets sewn entirely with the bright red feathers of woodpeckers’ crests, broken only with zigzag lines of the birds’ black-and-white body feathers. Basket collectors salivated over the stunning baskets. Saturnina was uncompromising on her price.

“You do them three first. We don’t want to do no feather baskets,” she told me.

“But if you want me to make money with the baskets . . .”

She picked up on none of it: “You can’t even make a regular basket good enough to sell; amateur, ain’t it.”

She pushed basket knots she’d made across the table to me. I didn’t pick them up right away. I didn’t want her to think she could just snap her fingers.

I trimmed roots, peeled the fresh willow we had cut along the road past the dairy. I sorted herbs and packed some of the bundles hanging from the rafters in paper bags. I busted up the thick clusters of roots and bulbs.

Saturnina never said a word. When the small basket begun to take form with the anthill design, she said again, in no uncertain terms, that my weaving was lousy.

“A horse could eat grass through that stitch.”

An exaggeration! Granted, my stitch was not as tight as hers, but she’d been stitching baskets nonstop for nearabout fifty years. Yes, in her eyes, I was an amateur, but maybe not a hopeless cause.

Still, it got worse: she took my basket and undone the stitching right down to the knot, a show of hostility unsurpassed. “You got to sing the song,” she said. “It will help you.”

I sung and weaved and started my basket over. She seemed pleased; at least, she didn’t criticize the weaving. She said if I didn’t sing that song, I would court bad luck. She said the roots, even the basket itself, had a spirit, and if forgotten or not treated right, it could cause ill health or even poison.

“I got poison,” she threw in.

If we wasn’t on complacent terms then, I might have thought she was trying to threaten me. Instead, I took it the way I always did: that she knowed about herbs and such; yes, she could poison the unborn and, no doubt, tell someone what to put in an enemy’s coffee. But so what? I could put rat poison in someone’s coffee, too.

It got so she wanted me to sing them songs each time before I started the basketry. Surprisingly, she was patient with me, filling in the name of a bird when I gone blank, and humming the tune of a song I skipped or plain forgot.

“Do it in order. That will help you remember,” she advised.
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Around Thanksgiving time, them two from Lake County showed up and come right into the house without knocking. The older one, Mrs. Greenfield, sat down, while the younger one, Leticia, stationed herself nearby, square and defiant, braced as if for a hailstorm.

“Coffee?”

They paid me no mind. Mrs. Greenfield spoke to Saturnina in her language, which I didn’t understand. Then she reached into her gunnysack and plopped down several rolls of trimmed redbud bark. Saturnina done likewise, setting on the table two good-size rolls of prepared sedge roots.

“Yes—good,” Saturnina said in her Coast Miwok language.

I kept busy with the coffee. I was fixing pure mud, piping hot, the way old-timers liked it. Let them two old witches refuse it; the unkind turn would then rest on their shoulders.

Outside, against the gray sky, I seen crows in the tree, black and still as the naked branches they perched on. Then, a couple flickers and smaller birds, chickadees and titmice.

When I served the coffee, Leticia acted as if she didn’t notice. Old Mrs. Greenfield, on the other hand, picked up her cup, and much to my satisfaction, took a sip and proclaimed in stilted English, “Good.”

Then she set her cup down and focused her one good eye on me. “No good,” she said. Then she pointed to Saturnina. “No good, no good!” she kept repeating as she shook her coffee cup across the table.

Only when I finally served Saturnina did Mrs. Greenfield settle down. Saturnina didn’t seem to notice that only after she tasted the coffee did the others drink theirs.

I supposed the rain cramped the plans to gather herbs. When the two ladies left, they headed back down the hill to a waiting car driven by a man in a Western hat, dresses blowing in the steady wind.

“She brought them redbud rolls for your baskets,” Saturnina said.

I knew that Lake County grew the best—if only—redbud plants; around Santa Rosa and Sebastopol the best willows grew; and out near Bodega Bay, along Salmon Creek, the best bulrush; the best sedge was along Santa Rosa Creek and the Russian River. Folks from the different regions traded, that is, if in modern times they didn’t go into another tribe’s territory for whatever they wanted.

Saturnina respected the old laws, yet she acted as if Mrs. Greenfield had brought the redbud just for me.

“You sing with them,” I said, “when you go to pick herbs.”

They already sang their songs before they started out from their place, she explained. “You got to follow the rules.”

Then she launched into a lecture about the poison in all of nature, and in people, too—and how respect and singing, the basis for the rules, was essential, lest something or someone turn on you. I got the distinct impression she knowed how I felt about her Lake County friends, and was admonishing me to be respectful, regardless.

That night she got up and helped me prepare dinner for the first time since we’d come back from the crops. The experience made me feel nostalgic for the days when she was well.

I experienced new pangs of guilt: Saturnina sometimes called me “white girl,” suggesting I was modern. Would Indian folks buy herbs from me? I couldn’t picture it.

To make her happy, I got my basket materials and started weaving; but that wasn’t enough. I started talking about my sister, by way of saying that I was thankful for the life Saturnina had afforded me.

“You know, my father isn’t much of a man, never was,” I told her. “He done nothing for me, really. And he done nothing for you, even after all you done for me, taking care of me and all.”

“That’s why I killed him.”

I didn’t take her seriously. “What are you talking about?”

“I told you I could teach you to poison. I killed him.”




THIRTEEN

I THOUGHT A STROKE LIT IN HER BRAIN A WISHFUL NOTION. But the next morning, she confirmed that my so-called father was, in fact, dead.

“Do you think he really was my father?” I asked.

“Or the Mexican—most likely, he was your father.”

She was clear as a bell.

I caught Effie one wet morning through the fog, propping up her porch rail with a length of four-by-four. She had been easy to see wrapped in two white aprons, trails of strings falling off her rear, and with her hair newly cut and curled in the fashion of the day. She looked like an enormous stuffed doll fit for a storefront window.

I complimented her hair and suggested that Heralio no doubt liked her haircut as well.

“He ain’t here,” she said, matter-of-factly reminding me that after the crops was in, Heralio gone back to Mexico. “Is she sick—did something happen?”

I said I had no intention of telling her or anyone: “She ain’t well, you know.”

“Do you want a ride someplace?”

“No, not right now.”

She looked dumbfounded.

“She told me my father died. Salvador Hatcher, did he die?”

Effie nodded.

“I just found out. She don’t tell me anything.”

Suddenly I realized that for the first time, I had betrayed my relationship with Saturnina.

All Effie said was, “Oh.”
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I gone back to the house feeling guilty, as if I’d stolen something from Saturnina. As I sat across from her, I had that sinking sensation that I was losing a grip on the world around me, not unlike how I felt when I learned my mother had hung herself, and all that followed, not only about my mother, but about my father, too—that he might not be my father.

Why did Saturnina keep this knowledge from me? Was she trying to protect me, or waiting for the opportune moment to use such information to her advantage?

“My father—when did he die?” I blurted. “When I was at the Benedicts’?”

“Yes,” she said. “Found him by the creek. Car wreck. He was laying there, outside the car, by the bridge on the road past the old rancheria, north of here. Coming back from his woman—in Healdsburg, ain’t it.”

“I thought you said you poisoned him,” I said.

“Yeah, but you go tell people that,” she was nodding past her shoulder. “It ain’t good.”

So, she had heard me talking to Effie. Perhaps, in her compromised state, she did believe she caused my so-called father’s death.

That night when she told me to keep weaving, I didn’t. Instead, I reached above the stand-up closet for the only thing my so-called father left in the house, a small, leather-bound Bible. I plunked it down at the table and opened it in the lamplight.

Saturnina never brought up my father again, and neither did I. She talked increasingly about her past: her first years along Tomales Bay, relatively peaceful times with her mother in Señora Lewelling, the white woman’s, kitchen, until the older brother, Rafael, sent for them, describing an easier life north in the town of Bodega, where he had permanent work in the lumber mill. This proved true until he lost his leg in the steam saw, only to survive and succumb a week later to gangrene.

Then her mother’s death to smallpox, thought to have taken its final Indian victim nearly fifty years before. At age fourteen, Saturnina was an orphan, passed from pillar to post, ending up with a family of Sebastopol Lagoon Pomo and, finally, in the cabin of Juana Maria, my grandmother, at Benedict’s Rancheria.

I asked the obvious question: “Is that why you kept me—to repay her the kindness?”

“Wasn’t no kindness in that woman,” she answered flatly. “Mean. I followed along behind her. That’s how she trained me. All that I know.”

“You mean about the herbs.”

She didn’t answer.

“You told me my mother had a couple of sisters.”

“Juana Maria was hateful even to them. Used to call them whores, even when they was walking by with their children.”

“Was my mother a whore?” There is no word in my language for such. I used the term amala, rabbit.

“You don’t talk like that,” Saturnina admonished, as if she were scolding a five-year-old.

“Well . . . you was jealous of her.”

She cleared her throat: “Yes. But it wasn’t her fault. He done wrong to both me and her. Took you from her. My life, it was fodder for him. He lied . . . until there was nothing left for me. It all lined up then, my life.”

“He wounded you,” I said.

But she appeared to take the statement literally: “He never wounded me none. I killed him!”

“If Juana Maria was so hateful, why did she take you in?”

“She needed someone to give her poison to. She couldn’t die otherwise. She was the worst kind of poisoner—a Human Bear. Tolik.”

Without acknowledging the implications of what she had just said, I spouted, “Well, you must be thankful.”

She appreciated none of my tone. “I’m thankful for nothing,” she said flatly.
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Wide awake that night, I thought of the folks at the camps. I always felt any real dislike of me was on account of my mother. Now I seen a bigger picture. If Saturnina was raised and tutored by Juana Maria, known to be tolik, would folks assume the same about Saturnina now? And what of me?

With her seated out in the open under them grapevines singing to beat the band, wouldn’t folks assume she was training me? Wasn’t that, in fact, what she had been doing, or trying to do, these last couple months: Using guilt, associated with her ill health, to trap me?

But a Human Bear? Somehow this awakening didn’t frighten me in the least. It was simply as if I’d figured out a last word for a crossword puzzle. I felt a kind of relief, coupled with a disappointing sense of my shortsightedness.

Did she really think her songs caused my father’s car wreck? It occurred to me that things could line up to make it so: an old woman’s desire for retribution, songs sung believed to appease such desires, a man, love sated, falling asleep behind the wheel.

About a week later, on a frosty morning, Leticia showed up. Mrs. Greenfield was dead, she told Saturnina at the door.

“Now she will be alone up there,” said Saturnina after the woman left.

“She is tolik, right? And Mrs. Greenfield was tolik, and you are tolik. You think you are training me, so you can die. That’s the rule, ain’t it, Saturnina?”

“But you need these things,” she said. “People hate you. Indians is a hateful lot.”

Now she had tipped the apple cart.

“Is that why you kept me—so you would have someone to leave your silliness to?” I used that word. “I am nothing else to you, am I? Well, old lady, you’re wasting your time. I’m in the modern world, Saturnina, so you’re plumb out of luck. Don’t worry, you’re going to die, anyway.”

Now I had crossed the line. I sought a softer tone: “I was doing it for you, so you would keep going, but I don’t believe any of it.”

“Too late,” she said and shrugged her shoulders defiantly. “I put it in you—you’re fixed, cursed.”

Whatever kindness I’d found in my heart left. “You’ve led a pathetic life, old woman. You cared nothing for me, just wanted to use me for some old-fashioned notion of yours.”

“Xiaca needed one more victim before she gone,” she said, talking about Mrs. Greenfield. “I should’ve let her take you.”

“Ha! Let her or Leticia try.” Then, with a spoonful of sarcasm, I added, “Was my father your last victim?”

“No.” You’d have thought she was referring to an article of clothing.

“Well, you said you killed him.”

“Thankless wench,” she grumbled. Her matter-of-fact tone bore the weight of stone.

Once, working in the crops, a man had come uncomfortably close to me and Alice, about fourteen at the time. When he made a solicitous remark, Saturnina backhanded him so hard that his feet left the ground. Never mind her age or condition, just then she would have done the same to me. I didn’t know her anymore.

“You admitted you learned all those things from my grandmother . . .”

“I admitted nothing,” she said, cutting me off.

The tension blowed over, but the memory of our exchange lingered. It crossed my mind that she was faking ill health to have me accommodate her half-baked belief that she could trick me into learning and accepting old-fangled witchery.

Then again, learning as if by trickery was one thing; accepting was another.
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She slept more and more. I worried that at any time one of them deep breaths might be her last. What would I do, call the morgue? As far as I knowed, Indians buried their own in Indian cemeteries, usually on or adjacent to the rancheria. Where would I bury her? Tomales Bay? I had no way of contacting her relatives from there.

I finished my three baskets, prominently displayed on the table, letting her see my progress when she was awake. I fed her rose hips and willow bark teas constantly, and I burned angelica in an old pipe to protect the cabin from evil spirits, as she always had instructed me to do.

Thinking she needed something more than acorn mush, potatoes, and vegetables, I made her beef broth from bones I had gotten free of charge at the butcher, as she always had.

When she got to the table, she knocked the bowl clear off the table and against the cast-iron stove, where it shattered. The broth hissed and evaporated until not even a drop could be found on the floor.

“What are you trying to do, kill me?” she snapped.

I got on my hands and knees, collecting the pieces of the broken bowl in my apron. I said nothing, as if it were me who caused the mess: I had resolved to keep my thoughts and feelings to myself.
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The day before Christmas, I walked to town, not to buy presents, but to get some supplies. In a newspaper left on the bench in the square, a piece in the lower portion of the social calendar detailed “a tea” given by Mrs. Ruth Benedict in honor of her son John, home for the holidays from Harvard University, and his fiancée, a Miss Jane Overton of Boston, Massachusetts.

It felt like a story of people from a faraway land, a comfortable world void of fear, void of pain, indeed a make-believe world. Hate and anger, all the ingredients for jealousy, was in me. I’d be a flat-out liar if I told you different. Them ingredients would certainly have their day. But at that moment, what I felt was the desperation and loneliness of my present situation with Saturnina. What I felt was my own poverty.

Then sadness. That night, Saturnina begun telling stories, which she had done on them dark winter nights when I was a kid, stories of the ancient time when all of the animals was people, reminding me of the length of our time together, my entire life thus far, and how that, no doubt, was soon to change.

She told stories about the trickster Coyote, who created each tribe from bird feathers. Each one adopted a totem bird: the Stewarts Point people, crow feathers; the Santa Rosa people, Benedict’s Rancheria folks, common woodpeckers; and the original Tomales Bay people, not them that come later from Nicasio, cormorants.

Hearing her tales, I remembered my childhood, but I believed she was hearing hers, too. Often, she’d slip from my language into hers, Coast Miwok, which she spoke as a child, the only language she knowed besides rudimentary old Spanish. In her excitement, often she would speak quickly or run her words together, and I couldn’t follow. Patiently, she’d sometimes translate words from her language to mine and back again. Thus, my intentions was well met: to encourage her with my attention.
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One morning I couldn’t wake her. I panicked and run to get Effie. But when I come through the door back at the cabin, I found Saturnina sitting on the cot, glaring indignantly. Effie was waiting on the steps.

“Why’d you bring her?” she snapped. When I looked, Effie was gone.

“I thought . . . I couldn’t wake you.”

“I’m hungry,” she said.

I heated up some acorn gruel and poached an egg, all of which she ate, only to ask me shortly after to help her back to bed again, without the slightest shift from the irritable tone she used when I’d first come in.
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That night her spirits lifted; she started with a song, then a story.

In the old times when the birds and animals was human, in a place called Sibu•ta cha, Pepper Grass Place, a village close to Santa Rosa on a small pond of sacred water, lived the bird people: Condor, Eagle, Robin, Quail, Hummingbird, Sparrow, Crow, Blue Jay, Meadowlark, Owl.

One day, they found a grizzly in a trap: How to pack it back to their village from the hills? The smallest, Titmouse, tied the bear’s front and back feet and then tossed the dead body over his shoulder.

Until the white man entered this land, Grizzly Bear was the strongest, the most powerful. Titmouse understood that if the bear was upon him, he would possess the same ability to move up and down the steepest mountain and go great distances with ease. That night, in a secret cave, he was given the rules for Bear power from the Bear Spirit.

On a moonless night, he and his cousin Blue Jay gone into the hills. Inside a cave, just as in a dream, Titmouse saw the bearskin draped over a large round rock. Blue Jay helped Titmouse put on the skin. Titmouse was given strict rules: never eat meat when going about as a bear, no intercourse with women, always cover your tracks, and only go about on nights when there is no moon. This business must be kept secret at all costs.

For the entire winter, Titmouse had to learn to name every living creature and all the spirits. On a flat, sacred mountaintop not far from the cave, carrying elkhorn and sharp obsidian blades, a weapon in each hand, Titmouse hopped up and down, light as a feather. He traveled down to Tomales Bay, back up to Bodega Bay, clear over to Lake County, then back down through this valley from Healdsburg. He returned before daybreak, which was the rule.

Back in Sibu•ta cha, Titmouse and Blue Jay shared deer and elk. But after local folks saw two men walking down the hill carrying a pole between them strung with at least two dozen quail, they captured Titmouse and Blue Jay. In the two men’s huts, they found a cache of goods robbed not just from other villages, but from Sibu•ta cha as well.

All the stolen property, poison, taboo, was burned in a big pile. The chief of the Bird people, kabanasik, ordered that Titmouse’s and Blue Jay’s houses be burned, too. He sent the two thieves to the hills, where they stayed to this day. Titmouse is quiet and remorseful, while Blue Jay still goes about squawking, complaining about his lot. Titmouse and Blue Jay, they become the birds to pass the business on to humans; first, appearing in a woman’s dream.

That was how the knowledge of Bear power was passed down, remembered only by the ones who kept the tradition alive, given the enormity of its power. People would blame Human Bears for all kinds of wickedness.

Yet for a long time, people understood and accepted that Human Bears lived among them. Sometimes they even suspected the identity of the person or persons. The Human Bears, for instance, could help with hunting, identify a herd of deer or elk far away, maybe a good patch of clover or a creek bank of sedge they had spotted on their travels. So in that way they could also be good. Use their power for good.

Of course, if you knowed who a tolik was, you could hire them to help with something. Then, too, you could hire them to kill someone—as long as you never told the identity of the tolik.

Folks who lived alone was suspect, maybe someone who lived away from the village and liked to hunt or gather food by themselves. And women, especially on account of the fact they are the most powerful and knowledgeable tolik, as it was a female bear who first give her skin and revealed its secrets. And birds: watch for birds because they are most necessary to this business: Titmouse and Blue Jay, and the crows, too.

I wanted to say, “And chickens.”
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Intending true concern, I asked Saturnina, “So you’re going around as a Human Bear now?”

Matter-of-factly, she explained that while she had gone through a complete training, she had only worn the bearskin my grandmother Juana Maria had given her once. She would never wear it again. In fact, that was the last time any human being would use a skin, because the grizzly itself was extinct here. And should a Human Bear, indistinguishable from its totem, be spotted, white people in particular would hunt it.

Further, throughout Saturnina’s life, while she sang the songs and visited with her comrades from Lake County, she never traveled light as a feather and killed enemies, not until the rainy late spring night she killed my father. She was there by the bridge when he come along. “Ha! He stopped, seeing a pitiful old woman. Whether you believe it or not, it’s true,” she said.

She wanted to visit the cave one last time at the top of the hill where she had made the food-offering ceremony for my mother. She added that the sacred cave was up a trail, a short distance east. From there you could see down the other side of the hill to a meadow where the Human Bears bathed each morning after shedding their skins.

“Was my mother tolik?”

She might have laughed out loud at my impetuosity. But she didn’t. “No,” she answered, then banged her cup on the table for tea. I set the water on the stove to boil.

I questioned everything: How long had she not eaten meat? As I thought about it, since that night after my mother’s funeral, when my father, or so-called father, told her he wasn’t coming back.

And the birds, didn’t they return to her shortly thereafter? My own loneliness and my wrecked heart kept me blind in my mad pain and at the same time rendered me perfectly suitable for the story she was weaving. Things lined up, without me having a clue. But what teenage girl, Indian or not, would have gathered as much? It was 1934 by then. Saturnina told me she could teach me to poison. But had she been fasting so she could teach me to be tolik?

Still, I couldn’t see how certain things fit the story: The three baskets she had me make, for instance.

“I’ll explain later,” she said, “but take good care of them.”

When she started slurring words in her language, I thought it was another stroke seizing her. I reminded her, with utmost respect, that unless she spoke her language clearly, I couldn’t understand it.

“What is it you want?” I asked in Coast Miwok one night.

She reached into her sweater pocket and dropped the cloth satchel on the table.

“You throwed it away in the creek. I found it, just by the house.”

“How?”

“My nose—tolik nose. This protection was caught on some rocks. If it was in the water, I could not have found it. Understand?”

“I thought you told me you only gone about as a Human Bear twice: one time with the skin, then when you killed my father.”

She didn’t answer.

The satchel seemed to support her story: it looked weather-beaten, the cloth material faded, as if bleached by the elements. And any cloth satchel left out even a week, would appear eaten by the sun and cold.

“I found it about a week after you gone,” she said, anticipating my next question.

As if she were a cagey fortune teller, I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of a response.

“I was hiking the long route home from town, and I smelled it. I scented it with an herb; the cloth, that is.”

After I helped her to bed, I picked up the satchel; I couldn’t detect even the faintest scent.

Then I recalled that in a hurry, I hadn’t put the charm stone back in the cloth satchel before I threw it. It was the charm stone that landed across the water and caught between a couple of rocks; the cloth satchel landed in the swirling water! Did the satchel stay afloat, catch on a low-growing branch after the swollen creek receded?

And amazingly, I had started my period while I was standing there by the creek. I knowed she could indeed smell my blood. Was a hint of my moon change left on the charm stone and the satchel?

Another twist was that menstrual blood was poison to a Human Bear, about the only thing that could stop her. I surmised this from the longer story as it unfolded.
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While I knowed her death was imminent, her care kept me busy, never allowing me to fully ponder it, so that I might, in turn, accept it.

Until, one morning, while Saturnina was sleeping soundly, Effie knocked at the door and I seen in her face then something I hadn’t seen before—fear, not of me, but for me. Silently Effie was asking, “Are you alone yet?”

After she left, I felt as if I was made of straw and each piece was breaking apart. I gone outside and landed on Saturnina’s stump in the middle of the yard, the sadness and fear falling from every part of me. When I finally stood up, I seen the oak tree lined with birds, silent. I was angry, as if they mocked me with their vigil. I cursed and hurled rocks until they left.
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She retreated to her youth, from what I could gather, a picture of her entire life as she might’ve seen and understood it. Always dependent on others, yet she’d never received even a kind word. She’d been a mule; a servant, in spirit, even to the bearskin, and in the end, to her own broken hope.

When I woke her up to change her wet clothes, I seen nothing left, bones. After a few minutes, she opened her eyes.

“I’m thankful for all you done for me, Saturnina,” I said. “For taking care of me—I’m thankful.”

I begun to choke up. Then she rasped:

“Thankful? You’re an ungrateful wretch!”
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She died a couple weeks later, February 1, on a cold, moonless night, one for a Human Bear to get away.

Sometime after midnight I detected the death rattle, and, two hours later, when she passed, I immediately washed and changed her. The funeral director and his assistant found a cold shell, yes, but in clean clothes, from the clunky black old-lady shoes, her best, to an ironed red gingham scarf doubled and tied under her chin.

The director was a light stand without the lampshade, thin and bald. I had made myself adequately presentable. He never asked how I had arrived or where I lived but immediately called his assistant, an anemic-looking teenager, to take me ahead while the director followed with the hearse.

In the cabin, with one glance at Saturnina, he asked how I intended to cover the costs. I offered him two large baskets, explaining they was collector’s items. Though the director accepted the baskets, I believe he felt trapped.

“Potter’s Field,” he said to his assistant.

After a stop back at the mortuary for a rudimentary pine box, we found ourselves parked before a flat spread of brush below the cemetery proper, adjacent a newly planted walnut orchard and the dairy, where Saturnina, with the help of two grave diggers, the assistant, and the groundskeeper, was left in an unmarked grave. Done before noon.

Once home, I figured I had to burn clothes, baskets, cot, and blankets. I piled everything in the center of the yard. I made several trips with roots and baskets and bunched herbs for my makeshift funeral pyre. At the bottom of her trunk, I found a neatly folded paper bag.

Inside were dollar bills, ten stacks, many old and worn, but in perfect condition, as if each bill had been ironed or individually flattened by a reverent hand. Ninety-seven dollars: one stack was missing three bills. It was a lot of money.

I placed the bills in a coffee tin with the other provisions she left at the time of her death: several dollars in coins, two ten-dollar bills.
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Effie come down and watched. I doused the pile of things with kerosene at about 4:00 p.m. There was a red winter sky; the roiling black smoke rose against it until it was dark, and you couldn’t see the smoke at all.

At night in the empty cabin, I thought about the fact that so much of what Saturnina wanted to do was left undone. Her agreement was that she pass on the Bear Business before she died. Had she somehow fulfilled her obligation? She said it didn’t matter if I didn’t believe; but what, exactly, was there to believe?

I didn’t know what to do with my three baskets; their significance was never explained. Normally, Saturnina told stories between the first and last frosts, from the middle of November to sometime in March. She’d quit talking, for all intents and purpose, in January.
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Spring then. Flowers in the hills. The goat had another set of twins. The chickens: eggs galore. Should I have killed the chickens since they belonged to Saturnina?

I gone up to the hilltop, the one place Saturnina wanted to see a last time. I carried a pail of acorn mush, her favorite food, and a small wicker picnic basket filled with tortillas—for my mother.

It was a bright day. I sat on one of them big rocks in the circle and let the sun warm my face and naked arms. From where I sat, facing east, I seen a break between the clumped scrub oak and buckeye, and I thought of Saturnina’s cave.

I followed the trail there into the trees; the path was narrow and rocky, lifting to an even higher spot on the hill. Soon I was traveling alongside a steep embankment; below me, the hill dropped off sharply. There was a depression in the embankment where rocks had been piled; but the impression was of an enormous shrunken face melding into the hillside.

I gone to the end of the path, where it broke off past some steep rocks, then picked up again leading down the other side of the hill. There was a wide meadow there below, bordered on all sides by thick stands of pine. In the center, a pond, shrinking somewhat under the season of sun; still brilliant.

Once back at the circle, I stood where I could take in the view of the Santa Rosa valley, the entirety of the town. I couldn’t see particulars of the streets, but I seen just below me the green fields of the dairy. The farmer was herding the cows toward the barn for milking. Was it that late in the day already?

I had left the pail and wicker basket near the rock where I had been sitting. When I gone to fetch them, a large crow, until then hidden, flew up, landing on a low branch and squawking at me. Behind it, in the trees, was crows everywhere, waiting to swoop down on the tortillas.




PART III
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The House
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FOURTEEN

THE PROPERTY WAS IN MY NAME, AND THERE WAS MONEY, at least for a while. I cleaned the cabin top to bottom of anything remotely related to Saturnina: cups, her chair, the black skillet. What I couldn’t burn, I left in a bin behind the thrift store.

At night, I sometimes sung her songs. I was lonesome and they comforted me. If I’d had a radio, I would’ve played that, too.

Occasionally, people come for herbs, not knowing of Saturnina’s passing. When I informed them of the news, they often stood waiting, expecting me to return to the door with a bundle. Saturnina had been right: the herbs provided income.

After I told her Saturnina had died, a woman from Stewarts Point asked if I knowed about the same things. When I told her yes, but I had no herbs to sell, she nonetheless opened her purse and pulled out a wad of bills. She appeared eight months pregnant. From the purse she produced a woman’s bra, to which she had affixed a locket of hair with a pin and small ribbon.

“Please,” she begged, “this woman is ruining my family—I have four children.”

“Shut up,” I said, harshly interrupting her. And yet she stood, ready to plead her case further.

I didn’t want to be associated with these poison stories in any way. I decided then and there not to pick another herb—not to sell, anyways.

But one night I was startled awake by the chugging of a car stopped outside the cabin. The driver was young, which might have had something to do with my generosity of spirit; and I didn’t feel the least bit in harm’s way.

A young man, seventeen, if that; a round face, innocence reflected in the faint light; limpid eyes. A dusting of hair above his top lip that lifted and fell ever so subtly as he spoke. Though his voice was hushed, as if he was mindful of the need for circumspection, it was nonetheless deep, that of the man he would one day grow into.

“Do you have something for a girl?” he asked. He told me he was from the lagoon, and that he was scared. The former I took as information to make me comfortable with him, the latter an indication that he was somehow in immediate danger. Neither made much sense, but I stepped aside and asked him in.

I’d had enough presence of mind to light the lamp before I answered the door. He was tall, with big hands. He wore overalls, a pea jacket, and a white T-shirt that peeked above the jacket collar.

“It’s just an herb,” I said. “The red stem plant.”

“No, I stole a car to get here. I got to get back to Sebastopol.”

“Well, I’m sorry, I don’t have that—the red stem plant.”

A smile, barely discernible, broke on his lips. He explained, “I ain’t got that problem. It’s the love medicine I need.”

He said something more about the girl in question being his second cousin; the issue was that her affections was for the boy’s father.

He glanced around the room and what I seen next was panic. “Very sorry,” he said, and he was out the door.

I stood the longest time, taking in the sweet night air. Stars filled the sky. A mockingbird called farther below on the hill, another harbinger of the new season. For the first time since Saturnina’s death, I felt a lightness, a relief. The new life I had expected without her seemed real, if not here already, then within reach.

The cabin with its table and one chair was mine, too, mine alone. I sat on my cot and seen the outline of my knees below the red flannel nightgown; only then did I think of Saturnina.

“Like a tomato,” she’d said, referring to the way I looked in the nightgown I picked off a shelf at the thrift shop. Not just because of its color, but because it was too large for me, billowy. I would not have remembered any of this had the boy not returned the next night.

“You did it to me,” he said.

He’d come earlier this time. A woman with him—his mother?—waited in the car. Veins popped in his young arms; his fist was clenched.

He nodded over his shoulder: “She said I should never have stepped into your house—that was how you got me.”

This time I knowed what he meant: not that it was love medicine he believed I put on him, but a poison, a hex. I slammed the door in his face.

I recalled the room from the night before as I seen it after the boy left: the bedcovers pulled back, the lamplight flickering on the walls. And me, sleepy faced with disheveled hair, in that baggy flannel bedgown—not the most alluring picture. But the boy had love on the brain, and face-to-face with a woman and an open door and a waiting bed, well, the dreamy-eyed kid just seen too much, and then couldn’t forget.

And apparently, he liked older women; though, at twenty, I hardly was an older woman. But given my experience and point of view, I felt so much older. I felt nothing in me of youthful fancy and imagination.

Ha! The woman waiting in the car was no doubt not his mother but the object of his affection, the second cousin who loved not him but his father—and, clearly, was closer to his father in age. Foolish Indians, I thought.
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Spring did come. Broody hens, puffed up like extended accordions, clucked across the yard with batches of striped-backed chicks. The goat with yet another pair of buck kids, spotted like the goat, gnawed at the flowering blackberry vine against the fence. The hills was pretty, too; clusters of lupine and golden poppy; farther, the hilltops was fenced with yellow-bursting scotch broom. I gone to town nearabout every day. The need for a loaf of bread or a pound of flour had nothing to do with it.

I got lost in the store windows. It was the sensation itself of looking, the distance between me and the objects a kind of free wandering. As I studied a dress or electric toaster, I felt a comfort that I could see its textures and contours and understand how to wear it or work it.

At this point, my own contours I knowed. Just let me at the world.

Walking turned to riding, first in the town’s Little Yellow Bus, an eight-seat car with four doors, which pulled up to the curb opposite Julliard Park just south of the courthouse. The bus, a long car, really, what today you’d call a limousine, made a routine stop.

After helping a diamond dowager to the curb, the driver held the back seat door open. I felt self-conscious, which is the only reason I can give for why I got in, taking my seat next to another bejeweled matron who kept her valise upright on her broad lap while nodding pleasingly in my direction. Mind you, I was presentable, and fair enough so that if you hadn’t knowed otherwise, you might take me as an Italian, or Spanish, maybe.

Besides my neighbor, there was three other people on board: an older man and his wife, and a pregnant redhead. We traveled east of town almost to Sonoma, then back through Glen Ellen below the mountain. The bus gone west over the lagoon to Sebastopol, then south and east again, halfway to Petaluma. Cows and more cows; orchards everywhere, too: spring, full along the roads, lupine and sweet peas filling the ditches.

Of course, I’d rode in a car before, but now my viewing wasn’t clouded by the prospect of work: fields and orchards didn’t make my back ache. And the trees and animals, the people on the street, even the other cars, seemed so far away.

Embarrassed after we passed Julliard Park, realizing I’d gone a full round, I called out, in the manner of those passengers before me, “Next stop!”

We stopped a couple blocks up, at the courthouse. I dropped a nickel into the driver’s white-gloved hand, and he helped me out of the bus with the others. “It was so nice to take a ride. I don’t get out much.”

“That’s too bad,” he said, tipping his monogrammed captain’s hat. “Parents?”

“What?”

“Mother and father—I don’t suppose they let a pretty girl like you out alone much.”

“Cecil, that’s enough,” said the matron next to me.

He nodded goodbye with an inviting wink. A short little rake, cute enough, in a boyish kind of way: Irish-blue eyes, freckles, eager grin; maybe thirty.

Now each time Cecil stopped to pick me up, he was out of the vehicle in a flash, that too-friendly hand beneath my elbow helping me on board, with the other passengers ogling. Trips on the Little Yellow Bus was an extension of my new life. Call it freedom.

I usually found a place on the back seat, preferably by a window, and as long as other passengers was in the seats between me and Cecil, I was safe. On them rare occasions I did find myself caught alone with him, I was able to deflect his chatty invitations to conversation with flat responses. Most importantly, Cecil and the others had no idea who I was. Small conversations occasionally led to polite inquiry. The story: my father was in the dairy business. I enjoyed a ride on the Little Yellow Bus while my mother shopped, as Petaluma, where I was from, didn’t provide such public transportation. Such was just enough information to satisfy curiosity.

One day early on I did experience panic. Curious as to where the bejeweled matron lived, I stayed aboard after a second round, even after Cecil mentioned that he was now going north. I figured maybe as far as Healdsburg, nearly a half hour away. Before I could call “next stop,” I found that we wasn’t on the main road north, but instead the lesser road bordering the creek. Just as I had once gazed upon the Benedict house from the other direction, now again I seen it, immense and white, spires marking the corners and the house. A car was turning into its driveway from the road. A horrible thought occurred to me: Cecil was going to stop there, not just stop along the road, but turn into the driveway and stop at the picket gate leading to the porch steps and front doors. I gripped the seat with both hands. When Cecil opened the door, I would bolt.

Later, at the post office in Windsor, after I finally took a breath: What was I so afraid of? That Mrs. Benedict would have me arrested for being an imposter? I hadn’t committed any crime. If anyone committed a crime, so had her son. Given that he was engaged, if not married now, the last thing John or Mrs. Benedict would want was a flap about John’s clandestine affair with an Indian girl. They had succeeded in keeping the suicide in their barn under wraps: Why risk bringing that out with me? They wouldn’t.

Though white people generally didn’t care for Indians any more than they had when Saturnina was young, they understood that an Indian issue could garner public attention, possibly making its way to the courts, unlike in Saturnina’s time, when it could be swept under the carpet with a bullet or the fear of one. No doubt, John had never breathed a word of the affair. My disappearance was his freedom.

All of them, especially John, had more to fear from me. And as I realized this, turning up expensive McDonald Avenue, what ate away all trace of my fear was anger. I was mad at myself—that I had been so uncontrollably afraid at all. And I felt cheated: the mere fact that he was able to see his beloved had to do with me. Ha! And what did I get? Spurned.

In my mind, I seen John listening and understanding on that fateful night, so all the hypocrite hating he professed would show itself once more as he took my hand and said we would make the bad situation better at last.

Them details is crueler than the memories. Son of a bitch.

I told myself I didn’t want to think about him or to be hampered.
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Just as I discovered the Little Yellow Bus, I found the autobus, or rather it found me. It was, in fact, more of a motor streetcar, an out-andout car, a giant Packard sedan. I was approaching the courthouse. A block away, at Third and Mendocino, I seen my regular ride coming, what with Cecil waving out the window to beat the band. I waved back just to acknowledge that I saw him.

Then, to my surprise, the half-block-long sedan pulled up, and a short bald man in a red vest that matched the color of his round face opened a rear door, uttering, “Madam,” to which I nodded and got in. Adios, Cecil.

Of course, it was a mistake. The driver thought I was flagging him when I waved to Cecil. I never had time to read the autobus’s destinations noted in the front window—Santa Rosa–Petaluma–San Rafael–Sausalito. After the enormous vehicle looped around Fifth Street, heading back out of town, south, I seen “Petaluma” affixed atop twin feed towers. Now I knowed I was on more than a jaunt around the hereabouts of Santa Rosa.

This foolish girl had never been to Petaluma. Before I could catch my breath, I found myself halfway to San Rafael. After that, we was parked in Sausalito, where all the passengers had time to take in the fresh ocean air, and where I seen for the first time the city of San Francisco, an empire of white buildings afloat them gorgeous blue waters.

It cost twenty-five cents. The passengers was similar to them in the Little Yellow Bus: the privileged, hats and gloves. Except, more men: businessmen, lots of them going to Sausalito to catch the ferryboat to the city. On the trip home, after I paid my quarter in Sausalito and sensed the otherwise circumspect driver’s curiosity, I related my practiced story, but then adding an ingenious twist to suit the situation: I had been offered a job as a telephone operator in San Francisco, and because my father would not allow me to live that far away from home, I wanted to see if I could get used to the commute.

The ride was worth the money, every cent. Ridiculous, I know, in the worst of the Depression, when a quarter could get you a couple loaves of bread and a quart of milk. Add insult to injury, I bought myself two new dresses, one from Rosenberg’s, the other from the White House, the best stores in town. Neither was particularly expensive or showy: a soft wool dress, sapphire blue; and a black dress with a stitched collar and cuffs. Oh, and a pair of shoes I could wear with either frock. I allowed myself only two such rides on the autobus per week, and never once did I climb onboard with Cecil again. The Little Yellow Bus provided me a sip of dreamy freedom, the autobus a good gulp, with no Indians to spy me on it.

I got used to the new sights: the stone courthouse and library in Petaluma; the corner barbershop and tavern, the brightly painted Victorian houses with their sweeping lawns in San Rafael; the oak-dotted hills and marshlands in between the towns; the curves of the highway itself. I took note of people, too: a one-armed man who sat atop two prune crates on the corner in Petaluma, his open cartons of eggs for sale spread across the sidewalk; businessmen smoking cigars outside the barbershop in San Rafael; the Black woman in a pink cotton top a few steps from the men, who likewise smoked a cigar while her husband, in stained overalls, polished the shoes of a white man propped in a chair like a king.

My mind wandered to the past, to my so-called father, and his time in Petaluma. Had he purchased eggs from the one-armed man? Saturnina had also talked about Petaluma, about the adobe fort where General Vallejo and his Mexican soldiers enslaved countless Indians, breaking up what was left of the villages along Santa Rosa Creek and the Sebastopol Lagoon. “The end of time,” Saturnina called this miserable history.

And San Rafael was where the mission was, where Saturnina’s grandmother, old Suluk, was born, returning back over the western hills, around the foot of Mount Tamalpais, visible from the car, too, to Tomales Bay, returning to her peoples’ homeland a stranger at fourteen after the mission closed.

Then it was time for me to move on. Sausalito, I knowed nothing about. Them blue waters, though, was the bridge to an entirely new world. Turned out, I wouldn’t cross that bridge.
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Saturnina’s birds showed up, mostly in the morning. I’d find them in the oak tree out front and perched on the cabin’s eaves: crows, flickers, jays, and the smaller birds, wrens, sparrows, titmice. These birds was quiet. Yet a meadowlark called from the hill, incessantly, as if forever attempting to stir these others to action. They’d be there three, maybe four mornings in a row, then gone for the same amount of time before they’d come back again. They made me think of Saturnina; I missed them when they was gone. In the morning, still in bed, I’d listen for the meadowlarks, heralding their presence.

A warm Monday in May, after Effie knocked, asking if I thought I was too highfalutin to pick strawberries, that another field was ripe south of town, I said, “Yes, I’ll go.” Then I thought of the birds. Well, in fact, I thought of the Indians I would encounter in the fields and what they might think of me.

Effie had knocked twice over the last month. It wasn’t that I thought I was too good to stoop in a field over them strawberries. Effie had seen me parading back and forth to town attired in one or the other of my new frocks. But her comment wasn’t meant to insult me; Effie dished it out with a helping of good heartedness. The playfulness was consistent with the way she had been more available, offering help and whatnot, ever since Saturnina’s illness, and then later, after Saturnina had died. Though she never said a word at the time, the fact that she stood at her fence, witnessing with me the funeral pyre of Saturnina’s belongings in flames, sealed a connection between us.

The morning before Effie knocked this last time, the birds hung around until noon; most unusual on account of they usually disappeared after I fed the animals. The meadowlark was persistent, too. I sensed an urgency, that the birds wanted something. But then, after they left, I didn’t give them another thought, until I bustled about the cabin to pack my things for the trip. Had the birds been alerting me to the fact that I was going to be among Indians? Was I in imminent danger as a result? Rushing to the Model T, lugging my tattered suitcase, I glanced at the trees and the rooftop: no birds.
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Turned out, no problem with Indians. Wasn’t none but a couple families from the lagoon who paid no attention to me either way; kept busy bent over the strawberries all day long, then at night crawled into their tents until morning. And some folks from Tomales Bay, Saturnina’s relatives among them, them Spanish put-ons.

I don’t know what got into me, but on that first morning, after we’d set up camp and packed our flat strawberry crates into the fields, I found, about six rows ahead of us, them ladies in their fancy attire, just as they was when I seen them at the end of the last season in the apples: showy bonnets, impractical when bent over a row of strawberry plants; dresses with scalloped sleeves and hems. I couldn’t help myself but shout for all God’s creatures to hear the Coast Miwok greeting, “Oppun towis!”

Oh, they heard me, and they understood. Three of the women put down their work and started toward me. As they got closer, I felt completely foolish. My impudence was made even more ridiculous by the compassion in the faces. Saturnina wasn’t with me: I had to confirm for the ladies that she had died.

“She was awfully sick,” one of them responded in Miwok. “You took good care of her,” another one offered as a condolence.

After they returned to the others, I watched as they spread the news among their crowd. They spoke Spanish to one another, and Coast Miwok to me, which made me feel like even more of a heel. Occasionally, throughout the morning, one or another of them Tomales Bay folks glanced in my direction, reminding me of my stupidity, if nothing else.

I regretted being in the fields again. But I had spent a good amount of money, over thirty dollars, a good portion of it on clothes. I needed to be thrifty. I needed eventually to bring in some money. And seeing Effie at my door also made me realize I was lonesome for human companionship. I was twenty years old, alone for the first time in my life.

Effie knowed me. Though she wasn’t the warmest neighbor while I was growing up, she was always there in the cabin across the fence. She kept her distance, but that might have had as much to do with Saturnina as with anything else.

Fieldwork was as natural a part of the summer and fall as dry grass on the hills: I couldn’t imagine the world otherwise. If the day was hot, you put a scarf on and endured the heat; if there was strawberries to pick, you picked them. So, yes, as always at the start of the season, I found myself with a stiff back the first few days. And even though gloves protected my hands, the strawberry plants irritated my wrists and forearms. And yet, I felt good to be earning money on my own; it felt as if I was truly taking care of myself, out in the world, alone for the first time.

Them Tomales folks actually give me and Effie and Heralio plates of beans and tortillas one night, each plate adorned with a peeled hard-boiled egg.

“Oh, we had a little extra,” one of the bonneted ladies lied in Miwok.

“What did she say?” asked Effie after they left.

“She was thinking of my mother,” I halfway lied to Effie, then added, “you know, they think of Saturnina that way.”

“Oh.” Effie nodded. She looked at the food as if the plates was rocks the ladies had set there.

“They mean well,” I said. “They’re Saturnina’s relatives, you know.”

Effie quickly picked up a plate as if all of a sudden embarrassed by her caution. Later, she mentioned that while she had seen the women from time to time, she had no idea they was Saturnina’s relations.

In the days ahead, those folks was beyond polite to me every time we crossed paths. They stepped aside when they seen me coming to the boss’s flatbed truck with a crate of strawberries. At the latrines, if they was ahead of me in line, they motioned for me to go ahead, saying that they was just there talking, as if people just stood around the latrines to socialize.

Another night Effie brought up Saturnina. We was ready to bed down, and one of Saturnina’s relatives passed us on her way back from the latrine. She didn’t wave or acknowledge us in any form. She respected our privacy, the code of conduct tacitly understood in the camps, especially by Indians.

“Hey,” Effie said, “I thought Saturnina was from Bodega Bay, or the lagoon.”

I couldn’t assume Effie, or anyone else, understood the details of Saturnina’s life the way I had. But I had often thought, particularly during the last couple years, that Effie and others might know more than I did.

“No, Saturnina was born at Tomales Bay,” I confirmed. “Her people is from there.”

I followed with a brief summary of her life, finishing with the story of Saturnina’s foolish love for my so-called father.

“I had no idea of that,” Effie said. “We—I—just figured your father brought her here to take care of you.”

I laughed. “He did.”

“I’ve learned more in ten minutes than I did in twenty years,” said Effie.

“Do you know anything about whether or not that man was my father? Was it him or the Mexican?”

“I don’t know anything about that. I just thought he was your father.”

“But you knowed my mother.”

“Yeah, she was my father’s first cousin. But remember, I left Benedict’s Rancheria when I was young, ten or so, when me and my father come up here, with your father.”

“Effie,” I said, “them Benedict’s people say Saturnina was poison. They said she was a Human Bear.”

When she craned her face in my direction, I seen that look of hers I’d been familiar with all my life: perturbed as by an impertinent child.

“I thought you said they didn’t talk to you.”

Quickly I pulled a name out of a hat. “Pearl. She told me.”

“I don’t know.”

“She—Saturnina—she lived with Juana Maria.”

Effie didn’t bat an eye. She held her gaze.

“And Pearl said Juana Maria was a Human Bear.”

Effie sighed. “I don’t believe in any of that stuff. My father brought me up Catholic. Your father, too. He would come to church with us.”

Effie fully shut the door on me a moment later when Heralio returned, and she spoke to him in Spanish. I understood Spanish; the point was that the three of us always spoke English.

Heralio informed her that he had invited their friends to our camp to share a beer, friends who turned out to be Heralio’s cousin and his new woman, Effie’s cousin or friend, from Benedict’s Rancheria. The two of them was now a bona fide item.

Effie complained that she was tired and reminded the men that everyone had to work early. Borracho, she said in Spanish. Drunkard. She didn’t want Heralio getting drunk.

Yet, five minutes later, when the two men passed a bottle of beer back and forth, she was talking up a storm with the Indian woman, more jovial, more familiar than I had ever known her to be with me. Sitting cross-legged on the same blanket with her, I might as well have been in the next camp. I listened for a while and then stood up and stoked the fire for them before crawling into the tent to bed.




FIFTEEN

TWO MORE STRAWBERRY FIELDS. THEN TIME OFF; probably nearly a month until the apricots and peaches, which wasn’t big crops in these parts, were ready. I gone to town.

After that back-breaking work picking strawberries, I felt different about freely dipping into my coffers. I contented myself with walking and window browsing. With the need for thriftiness on the brain, I thought of acorns. Come fall, I would hike into the hills and gather a store for the following year. “Acorns—Indians will never starve,” Saturnina used to say whenever folks talked about the Depression or low wages in the fields.

I thought, too, of basketmaking. No doubt them basket buyers would come around, not knowing yet of Saturnina’s passing. If I didn’t have any baskets myself to sell, perhaps I could interest them in returning when I did. I had been running, scrambling to make a life without Saturnina. Now she was a memory I welcomed; something like shade or creek water as the land growed dryer, the days longer and hotter.

When I didn’t go to town, I put on old clothes and hiked into the hills or down to the creek. I checked the new growth on the acorn trees, the tan oaks and valley oaks; along the creek, I dug sedge root, not to harvest it for basketmaking but to prune the underground strands to ensure long roots later in the year. I found where the angelica growed, green stalks full and vibrant against the clay banks; and I dug them up, taking home several good-sized forked roots in a paper bag. I sung before my hikes; sung the starting out song and then some songs for the plants. I wasn’t wanting no luck; only, like I said, remembering.
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One Saturday I gone to town for soap and such from the market. Though I had dressed most appropriately, wearing the sapphire-blue frock, in which I felt rather becoming, I had no intention of riding the autobus or of lingering past my duties. But the day was bright, and despite it being Saturday, normally a busy day downtown, there was a calm that was infectious, causing me to meander up Fourth Street, past the market. I was suddenly aware of the noise coming from the square: the sounds of a band playing waltzes.

Once upon the square, I seen it all: the eight-member band in suits and top hats situated atop the courthouse steps, between the two Roman columns; and below, the immense and energetic crowd surrounding the scantily clad maidens affixed by colorful streamers to the maypole. In fact, their loose white dresses, like dress slips or nightclothes, only gave the illusion of such at first glance. The crowd reached almost to the street, where I was standing, and if it wasn’t for a fortunate break in the busy crowd, a space nearly as wide as a single lane road from me to the maypole, I would not have been able to see the dancers below it.

An old man hobbling with a cane, whom I had passed, was now standing next to me. All the calm I’d felt only moments before had vanished, and in its place was a mad urgency, as if I had been fooled into missing something. Which must’ve had something to do with what I done next.

I seen a white rose tucked into this man’s coat pocket at the same time I grasped that I was witnessing the town’s belated May Day celebration. Everyone had some kind of white flower affixed to them. In one fell swoop, I plucked the rose from the poor geezer’s pocket. He smarted, causing his rimless glasses to slide halfway down his purple nose. I pulled a nickel out of my purse, far more than the flower was worth, and pressed it into his free hand. Then I attached the white gem just above my left breast. Now I was part of the event, bona fide, indistinct from the townsfolk.

The spring maidens had detached themselves from the maypole, dispersing into the crowd, large cotton puffs among darkly clad proud parents and hopeful suitors. In their place, couples waltzed, more and more of them joining the ranks, so that the dancing spread outward, a sea of contagious movement in no time engulfing me. I kept backing up. At one point, looking behind me so as not to step on anyone, I found, five feet from me, Mrs. Benedict.

She was looking directly at me, though I understood, despite the panic that shot through me, that she didn’t recognize me. I changed course, moving to her direct right, and then situating myself slightly behind her, so that I was completely out of her line of vision.

Yes, it was her: the plain, puffy face below the close-cropped hair with the trademark perfect part: she wasn’t wearing a hat of any kind to protect herself from the sun. She wore a powder-blue dress, well tailored, but not a popular color and somewhat out of date with its square collar and half sleeves.

My blood boiled. But only for a second: the next thing I thought of was John. If John was about, wouldn’t he be somewhere in the vicinity of his mother? Was he looking at me now? I stepped farther back, almost to the street again. The crowd was significant, and there was no vantage point, save the courthouse steps, where the band played, that would allow me to view everyone present. I would have to walk through the crowd, perusing face after face, which might get me discovered first. Reason did not prevail. I stepped forward, never mind how slowly. I gone deeper and deeper into the crowd. Any tall blond man halted me in my tracks. None was John.

Then near the outer edges of the maypole, just past the hanging streamers, I spotted a collection of dark folks dancing, young people, Mexican men and Indian women, brown skinned and shabby. One of them was Alice. The man she was dancing with was the one I’d seen her with on the street a year or more ago. The father of the baby she was carrying, then? They danced wildly, oblivious of their inferior rank among the others.

Then I felt my heart race. Past the movement of bodies, I saw the powder-blue color of Mrs. Benedict’s dress. Had she moved, or had I inadvertently washed back to her? She was still several feet away, and people stood between us. There was someone next to me, a presence, like a shadow.

A tall man, dark haired, familiar; but I could not make sense of how I knowed him. Only that he was smiling, white teeth for me, causing me, with the wild mix of emotions in my heart, to fall forward, to go to him before I even reached for his hand, because I knowed I would grab him up and yank him and all his obvious willingness to dance with me.

He was clumsy, heavy footed, and I, God knowed, was unpracticed. He wore a white rose in his lapel, eye level, open enough to smell. I realized I was waltzing in the crowded square for all of heaven and earth to witness. I stole glances at my partner. Dark, yes; but not Mexican or Indian dark, not deep brown. He was olive skinned, a dark that hints at gray; Mediterranean dark. A shock of black curls, black eyes. A prominent nose. Full mouth—and a few moles, one above his top lip, another below his left cheek.

Yes, he was familiar. Soon we exchanged glances, provoking that insane anxiety made of equal parts desire, equal parts fear. I become suspicious: John Benedict set the man up as a vindictive gesture. Did he tell the man I was easy, a loose Indian girl? The band stopped, and just as I was saying, “Thank you for the dance,” I seen hardly five feet away a group of blond-haired teenage boys cutting up. I could tell by their sloppy gestures that they was drunk. Whatever or whoever they was laughing at, it wasn’t me. I looked at one of the boys in particular, not at him, but at what he was wearing: an olive-green pilot’s jumpsuit, its silver zipper and pocket buckles glinting in the sunlight.

Suddenly, I was not in the courthouse square, but at the edge of a vineyard, with Saturnina behind me resting atop our upright suitcase. I had just asked the man across from me if we might have our pay on account of the old woman was sick and we had to leave. And he said yes.

I looked back at him. I’d been gone a little too long, lost in my reverie, and now it was him who had his doubts. I owned the world just then. I took his hand, this time knowing full well what I was doing, and even more, what I desired.

“Louis,” he said, grasping my wrist.

“Very nice to meet you, Mr. Louis,” I said, and as I heard myself speak, I realized the disingenuous nature of my words. He knowed we had met before.

“Pucciano—Mr. Pucciano,” he added for my benefit.

“Mary Hatcher,” I offered.

He let go of my wrist, took my hand, and shook it once, as if we had just been introduced.

We made idle talk about the large crowd and about the band and whether or not it would return to play another set, all the while working our way to the far end of the square, where we found a vacant spot on a bench. Once we sat, we didn’t seem to have anything to say. So I stuck my neck out.

“You know, I think I remember you.” I recapped the scene, then said, “You helped us.”

He smiled, blushing, looking into his lap. “I . . . I was wondering if you remembered.”

Time and place come together now so that we was neither talking alongside his tractor nor on a bench in the square. It was exciting, both of us feeling the same thing, the dance indeed for lovers.

He gave me a ride home. I invited him in.

The floor was wet with us; his outline, outstretched arms in the manner he lay exhausted, plainly visible on the smooth planks after he finally stood up, fully naked, to join me at the table. Holding my robe closed at the waist, I offered him my chair and then stacked two empty prune crates for a second chair. He insisted on the prune crates.

It had all happened so quickly. I suppose we didn’t quite know what to say, where to begin. How do you explain unleashed desire in its aftermath without embarrassment or shame? At least in them days, anyways, such wild abandon wasn’t admitted to so freely.

We sat. I did have enough sense to start a fire and make coffee; though continuing to sit there without clothes, he never asked for it. And while I was stacking wood and boiling water, I also had enough sense to understand the view he was taking in: not a kitchen with modern conveniences, but a one-room cabin with a kerosene lamp and potbellied cast-iron stove.

Over our cups of coffee, I told him the facts: I was an Indian left this cabin and a couple acres by my father; and, yes, the old woman he seen me with had died, but, no, she was not my mother, but my stepmother.

As for his part: he was the only son in the family; two older sisters; the sisters raised him on account of the mother, Louisa, after whom he was named, had died. The father, Michelangelo, an immigrant from Sicily, named after the painter but hardly a painter, secured six hundred acres from another immigrant in a card game and planted prunes and grapes, the latter finally bringing a halfway decent price with the repeal of Prohibition, reminding me straightaway of the conversation I overheard at the Benedicts’ grand dinner party.

Another tidbit: the old man was tired of late, plagued by what, the doctors wasn’t sure, forcing Louis to accept more responsibility for the ranch.

“My stepmother, she was that way, tired . . .”

“He’s not that old—fifty-six, is all,” he said.

“No, it’s not old.”

We continued with no judgment about our respective lives; nothing had changed in his face. No anxiousness, or excitement. I noticed more things: that his heavy-lidded eyes was almond shaped; one of his white teeth was crooked, not at all detracting from his manly visage, but enhancing it, sexy. He stuttered every once in a while, his tongue sticking to the top of his mouth when he started to say something, like when he told me his mother was dead.

And his body: I’d never taken in with my eyes a man’s body in that manner, feasting on its parts, head to toe. Late afternoon sun beaming through the window lit him in a golden-yellow light. Straight toes, symmetrical and well-formed legs; his shoulders was rounded just a notch, as if from the weight of his long arms and heavy hands. Black hair sprinkled over his chest and in a faint line to his navel, calling attention, as he sat naked, to the concentration of hair in his groin. He wasn’t circumcised. The heat from the stove made the room stuffy with the odor of our bodies. He was unraveling.

Again, and again. Four walls; yet infinity. Sun and then no sun. And finally, fresh air, like a drink of cold water.

He left sometime late, after dark. I kept thinking I should have offered him dinner; and then, imagining myself frying him potatoes on a wood stove, the doubts set in, them doubts most ladies one time or another have had the misfortune of experiencing: that our own desire and the pleasure we took from it in the end made us cheap, disreputable.

Out of my arms, out of my line of vision, he was, all of a sudden, a white man, that is, a white man with a new Ford coupe who gave an Indian girl on the streets a ride home. Adios, Indian girl. He wet his whistle and was gone. Oh—and didn’t I know enough already about ranchers’ sons and Indian girls? A goddamned trap of my own making!

He said he would come back. When I couldn’t give him a phone number because I didn’t have a telephone, he said only that, if I agreed, he would pay me a visit next Friday, then dinner and a movie. Holding him one last time in the open doorway, I thought that sounded as wonderful as the warm nighttime stars filled the sky, and of course I said yes.

But thinking back, was there hesitancy in his glance?


[image: ]


All week I kept thinking about him, against my will. I thought of him naked. I thought of the taste of him. I thought of the things we done, the madness of our exploration, the territory covered, probed with tongue and fingers. It was—wasn’t it?—a continuation, an extension, a high point of my stepping into my new life. I was haunted both by my desire for it and the shame associated with it.

I thought of John Benedict. I tried to recall the details of his body, but I couldn’t; was he circumcised? When I remembered his intense blue eyes, I found nothing in them but judgment. Was it because our lovemaking was always in the dark that I never gleaned a picture of his body? I didn’t remember thinking about him in such a way while pining after him on those warm afternoons clipping roses in Mrs. Benedict’s garden.

I didn’t go to town but once that week. I spent seven dollars on a sleeveless, low-collared summer dress, silk; another three dollars on sandals, fashionable.
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He come at 6:00 p.m. I seen him clear: a picture-perfect man he had worked to assemble. He wore a steel-gray, double-breasted suit, striking with his dark brown and oiled hair. In his clasped hands, a dozen white roses. I was underdressed. But I suppose that any doubts I had carried during the week melted away.

I took the roses and stepped aside so he could come in. Then a moment of stupidity: I stood there with the roses, waiting either for him to kiss me or to leave with him. Was I going to hold the damn things all night? If it wasn’t for my experience at the Benedicts’, I might not have figured out what to do just then: find the porcelain water pitcher, fill it with water from the bucket on the sink, and arrange them roses for Louis to see, as if it was a crystal vase I’d filled from a silver faucet.

“Thank you,” I told him.

Turned out he did want to take me to dinner and to a movie. Now I worried, more than before, that I was underdressed; never mind I had never been “out to dinner” or “to a movie.” What I knowed of movies was that Indians wasn’t welcome in the theaters. Occasionally a few, like Alice, had been able to get in and see the likes of Clark Gable and Greta Garbo so long as they sat on one side of the balcony and was absolutely quiet and never approached the concession stand at the foot of the stairs where white folks collected at intermission. Nor did they use the restrooms.

I put on a sweater, buttoned it at the neck, which looked nice with the silk dress and sandals. When we was halfway down the hill, Louis said, “Can I tell you how nice you look?”

We gone to Max’s, a place opposite the square that was all but invisible during the day, with no windows on the street; apparently, it was the town posh spot. Me, I knowed what to do with a fancy place setting and fine food; I enjoyed every minute of it.

The place was small, with a row of white-clothed tables against one wall. Despite it being Friday night, there was at first only one older couple there, in the back, and a spiffy young twosome closer to the door. The waiter, in a bow tie and white apron, knowed Louis and said cheerily when we come in, “Hey, Pucci,” which I figured was a nickname. Louis confirmed it, then added, “I guess we really don’t know everything about one another yet.”

Friendly as his comment was, and intimate, it struck me as odd, perhaps suspicious on his part.

“I don’t have a nickname,” I said with a shrug. “Plain Mary.”

We chatted a little more, about work on the ranch. At some point, he glanced at his watch and said that we had better get going. He motioned to the waiter, saying we had “to catch a movie,” which, to this day, strikes me as a funny expression.

I took the opportunity then to go to the bathroom. Passing the old couple, I looked down and was stunned to recognize the two faces, though I didn’t know immediately who they was. Only when I got inside the bathroom did it dawn on me who I had just seen: cigar-smoking Mr. Rosenberg and his clingy little wife from the Benedicts’ party. I imagined myself greeting them and then having them watch me sit down with the handsome man even the waiter paid extra attention to. Facing myself in the bathroom mirror, I felt suddenly inadequate, panicked. With my forefinger I attempted to smooth the lipstick on the corners of my mouth over the tops of my lips, which accomplished nothing but getting the red shade on my finger.

A dark cloud come over me. On the way back to the table, passing the Rosenbergs, I thought of all kinds of things: How did Louis know the waiter? How many different girls had the waiter seen Louis come in with—how many poor, cheap hussies had Louis impressed? Indeed, we didn’t know much about each other.

As Louis paid the bill, I asked: “How do you know the waiter?”

“He’s my cousin,” he said flatly, as if he’d told me before. Realizing that he hadn’t, he signaled the man over, not only introducing him as his cousin, but me as his date.

Once again, I felt stupid—stupid that I’d been angry, never mind my lips.


[image: ]


The movie was Grand Hotel, with Greta Garbo. I don’t remember much about the movie; I learned later that it was quite famous. I was too preoccupied with the novelty of the experience itself.

Though Louis knowed me, no one else did. My anonymity wasn’t compromised in the least, and hence, neither was my freedom. And the fact that I now had someone with me, accompanying me, made the journey sweeter. In fact, sitting in that black theater, Louis’s hand in mine, I felt a surge of joy, a thrill I later imagined I hadn’t felt since them first nights with John Benedict.

And after the movie, Greta Garbo be damned, the lovemaking. Sex, I suppose, the first time around, but now, with all the hungry attention to each part of our bodies and what could be exercised thereabouts, was the accompaniment of the time spent together otherwise. The stuff, I imagined, that turned sex into lovemaking, and desire into love.

After that date and a couple more over the next week or so, I began dreaming. Louis talked of things we might plan together: the opera in San Francisco, a fine dinner there and hotel; a trip to Jenner, at the mouth of the Russian River, to watch the seals.

Then the more intimate discussions regarding his family; discussions that hinted, even if indirectly, at the territory that would have to be explored in a future together. The fact that he had not dated much—not dated seriously, that is—on account of the responsibilities he had on the ranch, and now more than ever because of his father’s as yet unexplained illness.

His sisters was a pain in the ass, both unmarried and increasingly dependent upon him also to assume their father’s role as overseer of every prune tree and grapevine on the place. The family owned a hundred head of first-rate Hereford cattle, kept in the foothills above the orchard and vineyard. The business required constant attention even when the fruit and grapes didn’t. Add to the situation his father had started making wine.

“He-he-he has big dreams,” Louis stuttered.

I learned that among white people there was a pecking order; that is, among the ranchers—bosses—who seemed, from my perspective, the same: they owned the fields and paid us to work in them. They had the land and money, and we didn’t. But the white Protestants, in particular the Presbyterians, like the Benedicts, was a rung up on the social ladder from the Italians and Irish, who was for the most part Catholic. Them like the Benedicts dictated the town’s social business; they owned the newspaper and the banks. Their daughters didn’t marry Italians, who, even if they owned land, had dirty reputations as hootch makers during Prohibition. Louis’s father and sisters, it seemed, aspired to this higher rung.

“My father w-wouldn’t even consider making wine until now—and until that big banker Mr. Finley gave him the nod,” Louis complained.

“Money is money, what else?” I stroked his forehead and agreed with him.

And what further fed my dream was the way we walked, hand in hand on the street: He knowed who I was and didn’t give a damn. If people was going to see us, if we couldn’t be anonymous, then to hell with them. Let them look at our freedom, a show they couldn’t stop.

I don’t think Louis ever thought things through to this extent, perhaps because he didn’t care the same way I did. He wasn’t Indian, after all. He hadn’t learned that the back of the grocery and not the front was his place, that his clothes come from the thrift store, that he didn’t own the sidewalk.

I wanted Mrs. Benedict to see me with Louis. I wanted John to see me with him. Never mind, Benedicts, I had my day without you—and just try with all your pretentious Presbyterian hearts to take it from me.
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Then me and Louis come to a bump in the road. We was at the train station one Sunday morning, standing on the platform waiting for a ride north to Healdsburg. We had planned to have lunch at a fancy inn and then return to Santa Rosa by nightfall. I was holding a parasol to shade my face from the sun—a gift from Louis expressly for this trip—when I heard someone below the platform calling, “Mary!”

When I turned, I found that fat two-hundred-pound heifer of a girl, Vivian. She was a mess: clearly drunk and dirty, her clothes grass-stained and her pockmarked face blistered and sunburned as if she had been living without a roof over her head for some time. A young man was with her, standing a few feet behind her, and when I looked, I expected to find the toothless Oakie I’d last seen her with. Instead, he was an Indian, straitlaced in a clean white shirt. Once I was turned in her direction, she quit yelling my name. How in God’s name had she recognized me?

I nodded hello then had full intention of turning full around again. But her waving become more exaggerated. In that instant, I recalled that our last interaction in the camps had been none too friendly.

“Pearl’s dead,” she said, “did anybody tell you?”

I nodded politely and then turned and faced the empty tracks.

Since Louis had told me about his family, I could let him into mine. I had told him about Saturnina and about “my cousin,” Effie, who, by now, he’d spied in the yard above my cabin. Now, I told him the whole story of my mother and the Benedict’s Rancheria folks, which took us to the train stop in Healdsburg. But I was surprised, if not downright unnerved, by the manner the story ended. Seemingly without thinking, I never identified the reason my mother committed suicide, let alone the man in question. I became frightened, as if indeed the truth was a deadly trap, one I had nearabout walked into. The approach of the Healdsburg depot saved my life.

Stepping off the platform, I didn’t see the waiting Packard and driver Louis had arranged to deliver us to the inn; yes, he’d taken pains to make our outing special.

“Louis,” I said, the luxury Packard pulling into the inn’s circular drive, “this is so divine,” a word stolen from the movies. I ain’t sure Louis had any idea whether I meant the chauffeured lift, the inn, or all of it. I’m not sure I did, either.

The inn, a grand old Victorian house, was a mile or so east of town, nestled below the hills and circled by sweeping lawns and grand oaks. A uniformed Filipino man rushed down the wide brick steps to greet us, then ushered us into a sitting room off the front hallway, where yet another Filipino delivered a pitcher of iced tea. My first thought: the Benedicts could turn their house into a respectable country inn.

Louis looked so handsome in that setting, his masculinity vibrant, with his clean-shaven face and shock of oiled dark hair, his heavy-lidded yet focused black eyes. He wore a pressed white shirt, open at the neck, loose-fitting khaki trousers, and loafers. He talked briefly about the inn, providing me a history of when it was built and a bit about its original owners.

Then, after sipping his iced tea and setting down the glass, he said, “Wow, Mary, what a story, I mean about your family, your mother. You’ve done well by it, and I guess that’s what counts, right?”

I nodded, still bothered by what I hadn’t told him. Yet I was resolved to let it be. He seemed satisfied, if not awed, by what I had told him, and that was enough.

Then he said: “So much about a person you just don’t know.”

Was he suspicious that there was more to the story? I mentioned again the rancheria, telling him once more that I hadn’t had much to do with the people there, including the likes of relatives such as Vivian, the painful case at the train station, except in the fields during the harvest season.

Then I asked if he knowed the Benedicts, the folks the rancheria was named after. He said that he had only heard of them, seen the name in the Santa Rosa newspaper. Thinking about what I had learned about the white folks’ social ladder, I believed him.

He complimented me about my grace, in light of all I’d been through. I told him that, truthfully, I really hadn’t been through all that much. It occurred to me that he was surprised I was rather well mannered and dressed for an Indian girl raised in a shack. But I didn’t feel he was necessarily seeing “the Indian” then, or the shack: he was looking at me, as he had been ever since we sat in the first room to have tea, admiring the accomplishments second only to the woman in his eyes. His focus was on me, anxious, endeared.

The lunch was a rack of lamb with mint jelly. Ha! Whoever heard of such a thing for lunch? I’d only had lamb twice before, once when Heralio shared a hind quarter with me and Saturnina, and again in a stew I ate somewhere in a camp.

The wood-paneled room had chandeliers made of several smoked-glass lanterns. It was twice the size of the tearoom, but me and Louis was the only guests.

Lamb is greasy, especially if you finger the bones to savor them. Louis’s lips was shiny, and the corners of his mouth, too, as well as his big fingers. He watched me across the table as he held a rib in his hands. I was hungry for him, no shame.

At one point, the waiter, yet a third uniformed Filipino, informed Louis that it was 1:00 p.m., at which point Louis promptly paid the check. Only when we was in the hallway, where the owner, a tall soft-looking gentleman who seemed to know Louis, asked how everything was, did I see the throngs of folks packed into the tearoom waiting for lunch, and realize, with both surprise and embarrassment, what Louis had done: reserved the inn for our own private lunch. I was so caught off guard that when the innkeeper paid me a compliment—saying I was “smart looking”—it was Louis and not the innkeeper I thanked. At the end of the walkway outside, the driver waited and then opened the car door.

All the way back to the Healdsburg station, I thanked Louis. I was embarrassed because I hadn’t realized what he had done until so late.

“I told you, Louis—I am just a hick.”

“I wonder how I can trick her next,” he suddenly shouted up to the driver.

“Well, I don’t know,” the driver answered. “But, if the lady don’t take offense at my big ears, I must tell her she’s sure no hick.”

He was looking in the rearview mirror, and when I glanced at it and caught his eyes, he lifted his captain’s cap politely. Suddenly I recognized him as Louis’s cousin, the waiter.

Seeing my surprise, Louis started laughing: “Frankie moonlights driving cars,” he explained.

Midafternoon on a Sunday the train was empty. Folks was at their destinations: picnics on the Russian River; a midday meal at the home of relatives or friends. The train run through orchards and vineyards, leafy green. The land looked warm and empty. Occasionally, we passed small tent camps, pitched impromptu near the tracks: dissolute-looking gray, and exposed in the light, hoboes and Okies, a grim reminder of the Depression. Dirty, half-clothed kids danced around the fires, faint lines of smoke rising into the sky.

“I’m thankful for my stepmother,” I said without thinking, then added, “I might have ended up like that girl Vivian.”

Truly, it had dawned on me then how fortunate I had been not just that Saturnina made certain I always had plenty to eat, but that living with her, isolated up on this hill, kept me separate from other Indians. Sure, I sat in the back of the classroom with other Indian kids, what up to sixth grade, and I messed around in the camps; but I always come back to the cabin with Saturnina. A moment of sadness washed over me then—and remorse.

“You wouldn’t believe the cases I see on the ranch,” Louis said.

“I wouldn’t? I been there, in case you forgot.”

He took my hand, by way of apology—or support. I talked briefly not just about Vivian but about Alice, whom I was actually closer to. “And here she ends pregnant by one man and then out dancing with another.”

“I thought that girl Vivian said the girl that died was named Pearl.”

“Oh, yes, Pearl was another one I—we—was friends with.”

I said I didn’t know Pearl that well, though like Vivian and Alice, she was a cousin of sorts. I repeated that I knowed Alice best. How could I tell Louis what I had heard in an apple orchard: that a spurned suitor put a spell on Pearl. Was that how she died, the story folks was telling? What, discuss it with Louis? He seemed to be already scratching his head over this friend and that friend.

Back in Santa Rosa, the station was empty. No one on the platform, and the Indians, usually under the trees, was gone, too. We drove uptown and parked, then walked to the courthouse square and sat down. In them days not a store was open on Sundays, not even the fountain. The town was dead, not a soul anywhere. I was a new woman there.

“Three weeks ago yesterday,” Louis said, “and I’m even happier now than I was then.”

Men was chivalrous then.

It made me want him. I learned this: wearing nice clothes, appreciating them on a man, is one thing, but how lovely, how beautiful, they become, trousers and shirt, each sock and underwear, when they come off the man. Like flowers across a meadow on a warm day, until the sandy creek bed. By now the territory of our bodies was familiar; each part speaking a language each of us understood. We soaked the blankets, wetted floorboards.

That day, both of us naked at the table, him on his prune crates, me in my chair, which he called my throne, he offered me a cigarette. I took a few puffs, but it made me sick. He watched me as if curious as to what I would do with a cigarette even after I had put it down in the makeshift ashtray, a pie tin. I explained that smoking hadn’t suited me when I had tried it with Alice and Vivian, and even then, he kept watching me.

“What?” I asked, breaking his spell.

“I’ve seen that Vivian. I noticed her on the ranch. I notice all the girls that come to work there.”

Then he quickly added, “I mean I see everyone—everything that goes on there.”

“I suppose you could have any of the poor girls there.”

“I’m not like that, Mary.” More than wanting to assure me, he seemed disappointed by the suggestion. “I know, lots of the guys do that—take advantage of the girls. My cousins, some of them, have done it.”

“What, with Indian girls?”

“With any of them—there’s prostitutes that come around . . . My father regrets it, but what are you going to do, that’s what he says.” He paused, then repeated, “We’ve seen them all, me and my dad.”

“I seen them, too,” I said, thinking of Constance and Joy, remembering the former’s platinum mop and the latter’s chipped teeth.

“You know I’m falling in love with you. No, I’m in love with you.”

I looked at him. “Me, too,” I said.

“I don’t care that you are an Indian. You know that.”

I nodded.

“I need to know something,” he said, leaning forward, resting his elbows on the table.

He began to describe an evening on his ranch. He was certain it was the night, or maybe two nights, before he met me, when him and his father had just finished repairing the water pump. I seen the whole ugly picture even before he finished describing it. I remembered, clear as if struck by a lightning rod, Constance and Joy becoming quiet in the midst of our senseless mirth as two men walked past from the water trough, me only seeing the men’s boots, but realizing now that it was Louis and his father. Louis thought I was a whore.

What angered me was that he had thought it for three full weeks. Yes, I was aggressive after the May Day festivities, which may have confirmed his impression. I felt tricked, taken advantage of for easy sex. He was a white man. I was an Indian, never mind the prostitute notion. White girls was virtuous, respectable. So, yes, he falled for me, but kind of as an accident.

The glorious day we had just experienced was a setup: All that talk about Vivian, his questions. And of course, he wanted to watch me smoke: Would I smoke like a whore, let the cigarette hang from my mouth the way Constance had with the cigar?

“Are you—were you, a prostitute? Don’t matter. It doesn’t change my feelings for you.”

That was how he put it. And then he launched into how he loved me, and that it didn’t matter, that he only wanted to know so that if the answer was yes, then would I please stop, and he would help me with anything I needed. He didn’t want me to work in the fields anymore, either. Then he apologized for asking the question in the first place.

“No,” I told him.

Oh, I was stunned, set back. He knowed as much, kept apologizing and asking me to please understand. Then, intending further explanation, if not justification, for his question, he mentioned the curse, what in them days we called syphilis, at which point I told him that if that was what he was worried about, then he needn’t worry. But I let him know I was further insulted, not with a single word, but a demeanor that would have put a chill on summer. Yes, a definite bump in the road.

He backpedaled, done what he could to apologize and make things between us right again. He pointed out that he continued to court me, despite what he at times wondered about me, that he loved me now more than ever, and if I had been in fact a hooker, his feelings would not have changed one iota.

“I would only ask you to stop for me,” he said.

Endearing, I suppose. But I wasn’t taken in a bit. I didn’t want to argue or fight. I nodded as if I understood him, yet never give him the satisfaction that I was appeased. I had the upper hand by simply keeping silent, though it didn’t make me feel any better. We parted company with a polite, yet unsatisfactory, embrace.

After he was gone, I sunk into a deep hole. I recalled how it had been different with me and John, how I had gotten to know him somewhat, and how he didn’t have any idea about who or what I might or might not have been.

Ha! And what he thought he knowed was a lie.




SIXTEEN

I REMAINED IN A FUNK ALL THAT NEXT WEEK. I thought about my mother and my life with Saturnina, all the things I had told Louis about that Sunday on the train. I thought, too, of the things I hadn’t told him. And of course, I thought of John: I imagined that he was married, or about to be: it was the month of June, after all.

I had an urge each morning to run to town and find a newspaper, certain that the hubbub about a Benedict wedding would be covered; but then, I’d stop myself. My thoughtless notion to go to the Benedicts’ in disguise, my fanciful jaunts to town, my rides on the autobus, the new clothes: all silliness, all delusions of freedom. The specter of my own history was something I could not escape—and what a miserable history it was, all the more painful after the return from flight.

I become practical, focused on what I needed to do to take care of myself alone. There was too many roosters in the yard. I caught them and boxed them in crates for Heralio to sell for stew to his friends. Sitting on the porch step, I seen the roosters’ black eyes through the slats. Watchful eyes: poor sons of a bitch had no idea of their destiny.

Thinking of Saturnina, I looked to the live oak in the yard. A large jay preened its wing on a lower branch, visible in the bright light; a couple flat-colored brown wrens flitted here and there. Otherwise, nothing. It was twelve noon and the large, and generally quiet, birds had always appeared in early morning; they was there when I gone out to feed the animals. But lately, it seemed that there was less of them, if they was there at all.

And of those that was there, I couldn’t tell if there was anything unusual in their behavior. When I looked at them, they seemed to be normal birds, preening, craning their heads, scratching. They was quiet, but had they ever been still, motionless? Had I just not looked closely before? Was they just birds, hanging around for the cracked corn Saturnina fed them at times, or what they could steal from the chickens?

I kept the feed inside the shack; no doubt they was losing patience, moving on. And wasn’t that what happened to their sole spokesman, the meadowlark? Hadn’t the loud fellow left with spring?
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Friday morning, Effie knocked on the door and said there was cherries. I didn’t think twice, gone with her and Heralio. It was an orchard not too far away, just outside the city west of town. The trees was young, so we could pick the majority of the fruit without climbing ladders. The weather was warm, tolerable. I kept close to Effie and Heralio, worked the same tree as much as possible. It wasn’t until evening, after work, that I was able to take stock of who was there. The regular suspects, quite a few of them, including a horde from Benedict’s Rancheria. Vivian, looking no better than she had Sunday, showed up, but only briefly.

We was close enough to go home and come back in the morning, but after debating the issue, Effie decided we might as well stay.

“So, what have you been up to?” she asked.

What else was she doing but eliciting information from me regarding the new Ford she’d seen parked next to the cabin, and its gentleman driver?

I said, “Nothing,” to which she give me a perturbed look. I knowed what opportunity knocked when Effie come to the door: I would be gone when Louis come for me that night. We hadn’t set a date, what after our last parting, but it was Friday. Throughout the day, I both relished the thought of him not finding me home, and also feared he wouldn’t look after me at all. Would he search the camps? But how would he know which camps to search? The question plagued me as the night growed longer.

Then I begun to feel that he wasn’t going to look for me, that he figured our affair was kaput. By the time Effie and Heralio was asleep and the camp had quieted down, I believed he really did believe I was a whore, and was no doubt relieved to be free of me. There I was awake, alone by the fire. I had wanted to punish him, and now I was the one sorely punished, the real fool in every way.
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On Sunday afternoon, we finished on that ranch. There was another place to work north of Sebastopol. Before going there, Effie wanted to stop home for fresh clothes and to feed her hog. I found a note under the door:

You must think the worst of me. I wouldn’t blame you. My own shortcomings got the best of me, and now I will have to pay. But if you find it in your heart to understand and forgive me, I would be most grateful, not to mention happy.

Each word a charm. The hardened parts of me melted. I didn’t go back down the hill with Effie and Heralio. I put the meager change I earned in the coffee tin on the shelf and quickly cleaned up. I put on my new summer dress. He come a little before sundown.

He looked wonderful, too, in slacks and a white shirt, almost as if he hadn’t changed from church that morning. He handed me a bouquet of white forget-me-nots and apologized that he had to take what was in his garden, for the florist was closed on Sundays; he wanted to give me roses.

We sat at the table and talked. He didn’t hesitate, basically elaborating on the feeling expressed in his note. Turned out, he’d come Friday night and Saturday night, and would have kept coming until I give him an answer, if I forgive him, yes or no. I was both charmed and a little embarrassed by his candid talk. He said he hadn’t had much experience with women before—he come just this side of saying he was a virgin, but I didn’t ask for a definitive answer—and that he couldn’t help but wonder about all that happened between us, meaning, as I took it, the naked freedom that couldn’t stop itself.

I felt compelled then to talk about my past as such. I told him about John Benedict, not mentioning his name, but describing the circumstances, what with me employed as a domestic, and then getting involved with the son, the clandestine adventures, suggesting in so many words that I was an experienced woman.

“What happened?” he asked.

“He gone to college—and things, well, they just wouldn’t have worked out.”

I was certain he wanted to know more, specifically who the man was, though in looking back, I believe today that Louis, even if curious, wouldn’t want to know.

“What about . . . if you get pregnant?”

“I don’t know,” I answered, honestly. “I’m not now.”

He looked at me, then at the flowers on the table. He pulled out a cigarette, struck a match, then shook out the match, took the unlit cigarette from his mouth, and set it on the table.

“Well?” he asked. “Yes, or no?”

I give him the nod.
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Like starting over then. Excitement, only now some caution. The embrace, even the lovemaking a display of security, a smooth road. Grownups. He made me promise I wouldn’t work in the fields no more.

So, I was going to live on air? No, we would go shopping each week.

We? What, he was planning to move into the cabin? No.

Well, then, I couldn’t accept him buying groceries for me because I would feel indebted. Not, he said, if I was to marry him.

Was he proposing? Yes.

I couldn’t take him seriously; didn’t really allow myself to, and then a formal proposal on bended knee, ring in hand.

He said he had to be honest with me, that we would have to be engaged for a while because it might take some time for his father and sisters to accept me—I knowed what he meant—and hoped that I would understand and not think less of him.

Again, I give him the nod.
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How could I not? He was completely honest with me. And he knowed full well who and what I was, an Indian and poor. Illegitimate every way but Sunday, and yet he loved me. I reveled in it. Lord Almighty, I had a ring on my finger.

All of him slowly become family to me; his crooked-tooth smile, them almond-shaped black eyes, big hands; the kindnesses: the bouquets of flowers, a can of imported coffee, French perfume the odor of Daphne; his habits: how he held a cigarette, sat on the prune crates, and crossed his legs, unbuckled his trousers, stepped out of his shorts. And I was at home with him away from home; not free, not anonymous as I had felt before, nor rebellious in the sense I wanted to rub our union in folks’ faces: the Benedicts, the Rosenbergs, or the hateful or lowly Indians, like Vivian, we come upon during our trips to town.

Yes, we done the shopping late Friday afternoons, after he come to town and before the stores closed. Then dinner and a movie—and the fireworks afterward. Old sexpot Mae West had nothing on me. First sight of him at my door lit me with excitement that growed with the evening; that promise that when we got home, whether we ate a bad meal or good meal, lousy movie or great, we would be fulfilled.

Oh, I watched his legs in the grocery store and his hands clutching the full paper bag, long fingers pressing; wet lips over dinner and the way his pants bunched up when he took his seat in the movie theater. I ached for him—then and all week long.

I did meet more of his family in addition to Frankie, and some of his friends. I felt he was proud of me, if not downright showing me off. The friends was Italians, for the most part; young men about his age, which was a ripe twenty-five. Often, they would accompany us to dinner and a picture show. They brought their dates and in a couple cases, their wives. Often we gone to one or the other of the Italian places on lower Fourth, near the train station, as one or another of the fellows was related to the restaurant owner, or knowed somebody who was, and thus guaranteed us special treatment: garlic French bread, or a tray of apple fritters for dessert. The guys usually took up with one another, talking about cars or sports, laughing; leaving us girls to talk about movie stars and clothes, usually in that order, since at the time, the stars was setting the fashion.

Luckily for me, none of the girls was of a highfalutin sort. These was Italian girls, farmers’ daughters, Catholics—below the whiter-than-white Presbyterians like the Benedicts. And Irish: folks that, far as I could determine, shared the same step with the Italians.

One girl, the date of a dairy farmer’s son, was an Indian from Bodega Bay. Like me, she was fair skinned and slender. She dressed smartly, too, and displayed fine manners. I never made a secret of my background—I was determined not to lie—and though the others meant to compliment me, they more often than not said that I must be “mixed,” prompting me to nod, perhaps vaguely reply about some Mexican or Irish ancestry. But with this girl—I believe her name was Rose—I immediately launched into the story of how my stepmother had spent time in Bodega and sometimes mentioned folks there. I suggested names, Smith among them, and lo and behold, this attractive girl was a Smith. Her family owned and operated a fishing business on the bay.

“What was your stepmother’s name?” she inquired, sharing my interest.

“Saturnina.”

The girl shook her head no. “Saturnina what?”

I was dumbfounded: I didn’t have any name for her before Hatcher, which wasn’t really ever her name, either, but what I had given the undertaker.

“Hatcher—my father’s name was Hatcher. She was from Tomales Bay . . .”

“Oh, a Miwok,” she interrupted. She, too, was a Miwok.

“Yes. I think maybe the last name was Sanchez,” I said, picking a Spanish name out of the hat. “They’re mixed, you know, with Spanish down there.”

“Mexican,” she whispered, as if sharing a dirty secret.

She mentioned she met her date through her aunt, who was married to the young man’s uncle, also a dairyman. I thought of telling her that I’d heard of Indians in the area, most commonly along the coast, who had married Italians and Portuguese; but then I had the distinct impression that our amicable conversation had turned competitive.

Frankie appeared with a different girl at each outing. He was a regular ladies’ man and loudmouth, always calling attention to my good looks, not so much to flatter me but to ingratiate himself to his wealthier cousin. Louis’s other cousins was more subtle, thank heavens.

From them I gleaned information about the family. For instance, that Frankie’s mother, a sister to Louis’s father, left a husband in Sicily where he was serving time for the murder of a poker rival. She raised Frankie and his five younger brothers and sisters by selling soup to the whorehouses that dotted the neighborhood just west of the train station. “She makes great soup,” was the comment that opened the story one night when Frankie was elsewhere.

I also learned that doctors had determined Uncle Michelangelo, Louis’s father, suffered a disease of the blood, not cancer as I had suspected. Later, I would wonder if, in fact, it was what Saturnina had suffered from; but at the time I wondered why Louis hadn’t mentioned the doctor’s diagnosis.

Though none of the relatives said as much directly, I gathered from them Louis’s sisters wasn’t family favorites: only at large gatherings like baptisms or funerals did they ever see the two girls.

Then one Friday late afternoon, I had the misfortune to meet them and understand why. Me and Louis was ambushed in the market. No doubt about it: they was on a mission to get a look at me. Certainly, they had been aware of Louis’s weekend absence, and a relative had perhaps not only informed then about Louis’s “girlfriend,” but about the couple’s habits.

We come around a corner of stacked canned goods and there they was, inescapable as a brick wall. Square women, five feet, if that, to Louis’s six-two. They was thirty or thereabouts yet looked as I had pictured Frankie’s mother: Italian soup makers of an indeterminate age. All they needed was aprons. Their print dresses was common, loose-fitting so as not to draw attention to their unfortunate shapes. Their ankles looked swollen; their shoes was something Saturnina might have worn. Their round faces had a yellowish tinge, as if betraying the sourness of their natures, and their hair was identical: stringy-looking little braids round their heads. They was dead as women; that is, if they was ever alive. Neither offered her pudgy hand when Louis introduced us. Sophia. Angela.

We was caught in the act: Louis dropping a tin of fish into the loaded brown bag in his arms. Yes, I seen it in the eyes that darted from me to the bag: those ain’t groceries for us he’s buying, but for her, not a decent girl with a family but a lone woman exchanging her services for his: Oh, foolish Louis!

I did offer my hand. God knowed, I dealt with them that didn’t like me before. Yet in the face of these two women, I wasn’t particularly bothered. Even before they turned away and only said goodbye to Louis for my benefit, I seen Louis fully embarrassed over the meeting.

“I could have guessed they would be like that,” he said, taking my arm with his free hand. “Come on, let’s not think about it.”

We gone to dinner and a show, a rerun of Mae West in She Done Him Wrong. I was attracted to her style, but just like I knowed in real life a person can’t not be bothered by love and such, I knowed Louis couldn’t not think about his sisters.

Back at the cabin, he begun to talk. He had told me before that his sisters raised him; his mother had died when he was small, and he barely remembered her—a fact of life me and him had in common. What he hadn’t told me was that he was a sickly child, asthmatic, a condition that not only kept him in the house, but also made the sisters worried that he’d be vulnerable to consumption.

Worse than doting mothers, they made it their life’s business to keep him well, which meant locking him in the house for nearly five years and locking others out, all friends and relatives. To that day, he didn’t know whether it was his illness and their mission to save him that shaped their old maid–like lives or if they had been that way all along. In any event, they’d attempted to instill in him an indebtedness for his well-being, turning the handles of guilt when he strayed too far from them or their wishes for him.

“If they had things their way, I’d be branding calves during the day and knitting sweaters with them at night.”

The situation put him at odds with his father. His father wanted a son, not a hothouse flower protected by two girls. Michelangelo was more disappointed by the fact that his son didn’t play baseball than by his missing so much school. At the same time, the old man was conflicted, punishing Louis when he disobeyed his sisters, bitterly reminding him of their devotion to him. The old man wanted his son to be a man, but also wanted him close to home. Louis couldn’t win.

I talked about my Saturnina, who had often put me in similar situations.

“Like what?” he asked.

“Like that—traps,” I answered. “And you and me haven’t had all that much schooling—no wonder our English ain’t, excuse me, isn’t, that perfect.”

“I had tutoring.”

“Don’t go bragging on yourself,” I said, laughing, before I took his hand across the table.

“It’s the predicament I’m in—why we got to wait,” he said, then rolled the ring once on my finger.

“I understand,” I said. “Forget it—like you told me.”

But he didn’t. That night, on the floor, where we was in the habit of making our bed, I caught him awake long after we should have been asleep. I took his hand and said, “Me and you, we got everything right here.”

Something was certain, which I cherished that night: neither them sisters nor the old man had him.


[image: ]


That next morning over a breakfast of fried eggs and coffee, I raised the subject of his father’s health. Again, I forget the name of the disease, a condition of the blood, but Louis described it then as an anemic condition due to a lack of iron.

“They got iron pills in the store,” I said.

“His blood d-d-don’t process it right.” He sipped his coffee, then added, “I don’t think he’s going to get better.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, he’s not getting better, is he?”

I couldn’t answer him; how would I know?

“Anyway, after . . . then we’re g-g-getting m-m-married.”

He had never stated the condition so clearly. I couldn’t think of anything else to say just then, so I uttered a comment I figured was appropriate enough: “That’s a morbid way of looking at it.”

He said something about marrying me straightaway, but that he didn’t want to upset the apple cart, not with his father sick and all. He was on a roll, looking past me, as if he hadn’t heard what I just said.

Finally, he said, “In the meantime, they can’t stop me from going out at night.”

“Well, now at least they know who you’re with.” Then I told him he didn’t need to bring me the patent leather purse he left on the table like a loaf of bread, the way he done with gifts, ever more impressive, that seemed to accompany each of his visits.
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Come the middle of July. Effie knocked on the door. She knowed by now I wasn’t going to work. She wanted to know if I would water her garden and feed the hog.

“Of course,” I said, then added that I was surprised she hadn’t asked me before given her travel to the camps.

Then I asked her in for some lemonade. She looked surprised but accepted the offer. It was the middle of the day; she wasn’t going to the peaches or early hops just then. Seeing her made me lonely, too. I realized it had been nearly two months since we talked. She took the armchair, which Louis bought to replace the prune crates.

“Oh, you have a cool box,” she commented as I scooped cracked ice from the cool box, that was, for all intent and purpose, a refrigerator minus electricity.

A breeze wafted from the open window and door. Effie was uncomfortable, not only because she rarely visited inside the cabin but, I gathered, from what she sensed once she was inside: evidence of my affair. The cooler was one thing; the double bed with the wrought iron headboard that occupied a significant portion of the cabin was another. And she couldn’t see the additions to my wardrobe hanging behind her. The place must have looked like a fine woman’s hideaway or a whore’s.

I had never knowed Effie nervous as such. My goodness, she brought up Alice, made a feeble attempt at gossip, informing me that Alice had taken Heralio’s cousin from Effie’s friend.

Finally, I told her of my situation; but the more I gone on, elaborating in ways I hadn’t intended to, about how I met Louis and the dinners and picture shows, the more I realized I was rubbing it in her face. I become embarrassed of my bragging: Such behavior was considered rude, particularly in front of an elder; despite her mere ten years my senior, Effie was an elder.

“I’ll take care of the hog,” I called after her. “Don’t worry.”

“Thank you,” she said over her shoulder in perfect English, and I realized we’d been talking in English all along. She had started once she was in the house, and I followed.

I kept wishing I could relive that visit. I was lonely for Effie’s company, and I as good as chased her away.
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Louis loved cars. Early on we took a stroll down Santa Rosa Avenue to the dealers. Now I gone inside the showrooms with Louis, run my fingers over glossy paint and plush seat, once sat behind the wheel of a new Cadillac. There was an auto show in Petaluma, and Louis was more concerned with being prompt to the 10:00 a.m. opening than he was to a picture show.

They was showing Duesenbergs, or what folks called Duesies, sports coupes stylish beyond compare, with as Louis educated me, power equal to a race car. They was the most prestigious coaches of the day. The Model J was the top of the line; and there was one such car at the show, a convertible the color of cream, and Louis done tripped over me to have a look at it.

“Have you ever seen anything like it?” Louis wondered aloud.

“Good God, no,” I answered, though I was less impressed than him. Across the road there was another show: dairy cattle I could both smell and hear. I was more interested in that. I imagined that the people who had employed my so-called father would be there. But common sense told me that while Louis was interested in my life, he’d hardly want to be distracted with it at the moment. I looked at him, now chatting to a fellow car admirer, and thought, for the first time, and with a pinch of bitterness, that certain streets between us would never be crossed.

We kept looking at cars, new Fords, Chevys, Packards; though I had the distinct impression Louis could never see past that Duesie coupe. I was right. On our way home, he said, “You know, that Duesie, I been putting my money away for a car like that half my life.”

“I think having a new Ford is pretty damn grand,” I said, referring to the wheel he was holding. I felt like telling him that, the Little Yellow Bus and the autobus aside, I’d always felt a lift in Heralio’s old Model T was a treat. But as with thoughts of my so-called father in Petaluma, I figured the mention of as much to be impertinent.

Louis wanted a bowl of ice cream, and the fountain was closed on Sundays. We settled on lemonade I made from scratch: squeezing lemons, crushing ice scooped from the new cooler.

He started telling me a dream was about to come true, because he didn’t want to see me going on the way I had any longer. Hearing the enormity of both the pride and suspense in his voice, I felt certain he was going to utter the word “car.” But he said “house”: “You need a house.”
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He built what the architect friend called a “Victorian cottage,” with a wide front porch, a large bay window, clapboard siding combined with the ever-popular fish-scale shingles. It was two stories high, and of course, painted white.

A short lawn bordered with a boxwood hedge and split by a brick walkway to the flight of porch steps to the porch and front door with its ornamental wood molding and heavy brass hardware. Inside was a large front room and kitchen; off the kitchen, a dining room with an easterly view of the yard, and another smaller room suitable for an office or workroom opposite the bathroom—yes! indoor plumbing.

Upstairs was two bedrooms of equal size, each with a window; and at the end of the hallway, another bathroom identical to the one below with all the same amenities: porcelain bathtubs, not with ball-and-claw feet, but closed pedestals; overhead showers; pedestal sinks with teardrop-shaped porcelain handles. That was my house.

The architect was a friend of Louis’s family. He was an older man with puffed cheeks and a silver mustache. He never looked up from the drawings. I couldn’t read blueprints, but I got the general idea. I understood the cabin would have to be torn down, and the animal shed, too.

I protested, not the destruction of the cabin, but the undertaking altogether. I told Louis I didn’t want or need a new house. But if I didn’t have the dream before, it was now planted in my brain sure as sunrise.

On that warm afternoon after the car show, Louis fought me, explaining that he indeed had saved money for an expensive car, a significant sum at that, and, as far as he was concerned, I was worth more to him than any car, and that if I was kind enough to wait on the marriage—until he could work the matter out with his family—that is, if I had to wait for him, then I was going to wait comfortably.

“I owe it to you,” he said.

It was his money that he saved, he said. He could do with it what he wanted. I couldn’t imagine a car costing as much as a house, but he explained, without going into facts and figures, that such was easily possible, especially when it come to a car the likes of a Duesenberg.

I told him everything, even that I would wait until we was a couple of oldies in rockers; but his determination was fierce, like a train that was going to keep on whether you got out of the way or not.

And that was just how he handled “the house,” as he called it, from beginning to end, from the first blueprint unrolled in his lap to the last screw put in the front door’s brass handle. It become nothing less than an obsession for him. Sure, he consulted with me, particularly when it come to the interior matters—moldings, countertops, furnishings—but each task accomplished was a victory for him. He’d see the bricks laid for the front walkway or the frosted glass that arrived for the bathroom windows, even a window shade for the back door, and rub his hands together as if his horse come in first at the races. His excitement overshadowed mine.

Effie said nothing, though the house more or less blocked her view of the valley, as it was in the same spot of the cabin, only more than twice as high. She and Heralio was gone for the most part while the house was being built. Each time they returned from the crops for clean clothes and to check the hog, which I continued to feed, they’d find a dramatic change: no cabin, no animal shed; the foundation for a new house, a new chicken coop; a new house; a formal yard. I hadn’t thought about it from her perspective; hadn’t imagined a house in terms of blocking someone’s view.

When the house was done—and furnished—I invited her in. She seen the porcelain stove with its nickel trim and raised metal stovetop, and the open shelving with its display of china, and the easy-care tile countertops. She glanced into the dining room, couldn’t miss the hardwood table and chairs that seated eight people, or the club-patterned wallpaper. In the front room, she seen the couch and love seat, the brocaded curtains, and the Oriental rug; upstairs, the bedrooms. I used the wrought iron bed in the second bedroom and got a brand-new ornate mahogany bed for my bedroom as well as mahogany vanities. She seen bathtubs and overhead showers, sinks with running water, toilets. I complained that nice house and all, I still had no electricity.

“We need electricity up here, Effie,” I said.

She could see the small chandelier over the dining room table, nothing gaudy, from where she stood in the kitchen. She looked up at the frosted glass light fixture overhead, then back at me.

“Oh, you’ll get electricity soon enough,” she said, exactly what Louis said.
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Everything took a little over two months. There was the final touches to deal with, furnishings inside, trim outside. The frosted glass window for the downstairs bathroom didn’t fit and needed to be replaced.

Louis bought me a toaster for the kitchen and a newfangled sewing machine for the workroom, thence the sewing room. But them contraptions, like the refrigerator and all the lamps, required electricity.

Starting a lawn in mid-September was the last thing and proved to be the most difficult. There was plenty of water—Louis put in a new well, guaranteeing the house abundant water, but perhaps not enough light.

“It’s against nature,” Effie said, one morning a month later, after her and Heralio was back from the last of the grapes. She stood with me looking at the spindly shoots of grass.

And the chickens, if they was out, feasted on it and scratched in the soft peat—which was a bone of contention for me and Louis. He wanted me to get rid of the chickens, seen no use in bothering with a new coop. “You can buy eggs,” he said.

“They ain’t as good as fresh eggs,” I argued, but my reasons for keeping them chickens, as you might guess, was otherwise. They was all I had that was Saturnina’s. She wanted me to keep them. Well, what she said was I’d never go hungry as long as I had them. But it was more than that. It was the way she sat with them on her stump, a strange and maddening connection there not unlike with her birds. It was as if Saturnina might punish me if I sold off all her precious creatures. Not that I necessarily believed all her stuff, but at the same time, I didn’t want to offend. Which, I suppose, is a contradiction of sorts. If I didn’t believe it, I missed it. Like I missed her. And how on God’s earth would I be able to explain that to Louis? At night, in that new, paint-smelling, fabric-fresh house, I wondered about these things.

Each morning after I fed the chickens, I walked back to the house and tossed breadcrumbs and cracked corn beneath the live oak tree, which was quite close to the house now, as the house was so much larger than the cabin. Fewer and fewer birds appeared in the mornings even before I started with the new house. Now I wondered if I scared them away completely.

Yes, birds come around in the morning, a single crow, a few finches, maybe a flicker or two, sometimes a jay. They was quiet, observant not unlike the flocks before, but still I could not tell if that was just their habit, or whether they was that way on account of Saturnina.

I worried now that they was just birds being birds. I tossed the bread, the corn, talked to them in Indian: “Come.” They did drop to the ground and eat, especially the crows and jays. But them is greedy birds. Still, I couldn’t tell if they was obliging me. Saturnina, to my knowledge, never fed the birds. In fact, she chased the crows away when they landed in the yard to steal the chicken’s corn. So, what was I doing?

One morning, while I thought Louis was still asleep, he caught me scattering breadcrumbs for the birds.

“Well,” he said, “you ain’t going to help your front lawn that way,” meaning that even if I kept the chickens locked up, the birds, especially the crows and jay, wreaked havoc on the feeble lawn, eating grass seed and poking for worms. Why encourage them? What was I to say?

“You’re right,” I said.

After that, I didn’t feed the birds the mornings Louis was there, or done my best to hide it.
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If I couldn’t satisfy the birds, never mind make sense of them, I figured I could try with Effie. When she come with half a set of ribs from the hog Heralio finally butchered, I said: “Gee, Effie, you don’t need to do that—all I done was feed the poor thing.”

“That’s why,” she said, shoving the slab of meat wrapped tight in white butcher paper at me.

But I wasn’t going to let her get away that easy. Without taking the meat from her, I stepped aside in the open doorway and insisted she come in and sit down for a cup of coffee. She set the slab on the small breakfast table in the kitchen and sat down.

“And something else, Effie,” I told her, making certain to speak Indian. “You’re gonna store the rest of that pig in my cooler. Look!”

She glanced at the cooler, awkwardly out of place up against the modern electric refrigerator.

“Why is that cool box any better than mine?” she quipped. “What, you planning on getting electricity soon?”

Did I think the city had put up power lines? I hadn’t thought straight.

“I was just trying to help out. I ain’t got much in that cooler.”

“What, so you could eat the rest of my pig?”

“I can’t win with you, Effie.”

“No, ma’am,” she said in English for effect.

The banter broke the ice in a way that made me feel all of a sudden unusually comfortable with Effie. I felt she had let her guard down.

Still, a small voice told me to be cautious; experience had taught me she could pull herself back in just as fast as she had let it out, and she was still an elder. But I had hardly sat down after serving her, when she announced with a small amount of trepidation that she was pregnant.

I must’ve smarted enough for her to see and then say, “It’s true.”

“Then that curse was lifted—or it never worked!”

She looked more taken aback than before.

“You know, you told me that woman from Stewarts Point put a curse on you to make you sterile. Your husband’s—when you had a man up there—his girlfriend, or someone, done that to you.”

I was scrambling for words, attempting to remember what it was exactly she had told me. She was shaking her head no.

“I don’t believe that stuff—I told you that.”

“But you said . . .”

“Ain’t you going to congratulate me, girl?” she interrupted.

“Sorry, I was just . . .”

“Yeah, I couldn’t believe it, either. I’m damn thirty years old.”

“Heralio must be happy, too,” I said, though in my mind swirled the notion that Heralio had a wife and children in Mexico, which wasn’t unusual for these Mexican guys who took up with Indian women. “Do you want a boy or girl?”

She shrugged, then tapped the wrapping paper over the meat. “Ain’t you going to put it in the cooler?”
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In them days, thirty was considered damn late for a woman to start a family. And what about me? Six months, I hadn’t missed a weekend with Louis, little thought for protection, and I was as empty, as hollow as an eggshell. A mere balloon.

Saturnina said I was cursed: Was that what she meant? She often said the Bear Woman was fixed so she couldn’t have children, so enemies couldn’t seek retribution on what’s most dear to a woman. Obviously, my grandmother, Juana Maria, Saturnina’s mentor, had children—children she wasn’t fond of, apparently; but Saturnina never had children, if she ever had the opportunity.

Did Juana Maria fix her? Did Saturnina fix me, slip me some herb, in preparation for what she never would finish—my transformation into a full Human Bear? What was wrong with me? Was I plain sterile, born that way?

I thought of them birds. Maybe I should quit feeding them? Oh, quit thinking such foolishness, I told myself.

Then another thought came to me, a memory of reading about John Benedict, where the newspaper was talking about his life, how he was once blind. The paper said him getting his sight was unusual, despite some medical explanation. Was I already fixed by Saturnina then? Did I open his eyes?

I washed the coffee cup and started dinner.

But the anxiousness wouldn’t leave. I knowed I wouldn’t be able to sleep. I sewed, patched a couple of sweaters; winter had come, after all. I cleaned and split the sedge roots I had gathered days before along Santa Rosa Creek. I still had intentions of weaving again; I was a woman with plenty of time on her hands.

Middle of night, 3:00 a.m., I still wasn’t tired. Putting the finished roots back in the sewing room closet, I come upon my three finished baskets on the top shelf. I picked up each basket, one at a time, turning it in my hand, examining the design and the quality of my weave.

But then I found myself thinking of Saturnina and the Bear Business again. One basket would fit perfectly upside down on my head: Was that supposed to be the “head basket” the Human Bear wore on her head under the bearskin? Them other two baskets was smaller: Was they to carry sharp flint pieces for butchering, inside the bearskin? I thought of burning the baskets. But I couldn’t.

I sat back at the table in the kitchen. Then I remembered Effie asking if I was going to put the pork ribs in the cooler. Had she brought me the meat to see if I would actually use it? Was she testing to see if I was a Human Bear, a person who didn’t eat meat?

When I had confronted her in the camp, she wouldn’t say whether or not she had heard as much about Saturnina and my grandmother, Juana Maria, being Human Bears. Tolik. Did Effie believe like me—believe enough to feed the birds, enough not to insult a person, should such a thing be true?




SEVENTEEN

“WHY YOU KEEP BRINGING UP THIS BEAR BUSINESS and talk?” Effie asked me the next day while we was scrubbing potatoes in my kitchen. “You know I don’t believe in that stuff.”

The more I thought about tolik, the more I needed to know, like if I could see a sign, have a feeling, just anything that might inform my mounting concerns. Saturnina done me that way. I felt haunted. So yes, I was both surprised and scared of what I might find out.

“What, you feel someone put a curse on you?” Effie asked when I didn’t answer.

“You know what people say about Saturnina. I don’t want them thinking that of me.”

Effie looked at me. “Indian talk.”

“How would you know if a person was tolik?”

Effie looked at me like if I was asking how far the moon was from the sun. “I don’t know. I heard if you see two ladies, two or three, traveling about together late at night, that’s a sign.

“Never seen that with Saturnina,” I lied.
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I said before that Louis’s enthusiasm overshadowed mine. In time, it begun to plain annoy me. He brung friends and family, but not his sisters or father, to the house for dinner or for cocktails before dinner elsewhere. Always it was the same thing, what with him giving a tour upstairs and down, as if it wasn’t only him that built and furnished the place but him, and him alone, that lived in it. And folks responded the same, complimenting him on all he done on his house.

Meanwhile, what was I but a piece of furniture: attractive and served drinks. Oh, people did talk to me, but no doubt without intending to, more often than not only making the situation worse, saying for example that I was such a lucky girl. As if chance and nothing else had anything to do with my living in such a nice house. Or if it was anything I done, the implication being that I was a good, and therefore, fortunate mistress. His friends and their dates knowed me and Louis wasn’t married.

This last business I felt I couldn’t say anything about, not to Louis. The idea was that when the time was right, we would get married, though the right time as such was never made really clear to me. Was it when he got his sisters and father used to the idea of me in his life, when they had no choice but to resign themselves to the fact that he wasn’t going to give me up? Was it when his ailing father died? I didn’t know. But I had agreed to wait, and I didn’t protest his building me this nice house to wait in; I couldn’t cry now if folks might see me as Louis Pucciano’s mistress. I should’ve been able to anticipate as much.

The other issue, my feeling like an object pointed out on his house tours, was something else again. But anticipating an argument from him, at least a difference of opinion, I had to make certain that my insecurities weren’t clouding reality. So, I had to provide persuasive examples of his offences and those of his friends.

Which I done: the manner in which he pushed past me with his cousin Frankie, then looked back, asking if I would get Frankie a glass of wine: the time he asked me to get out of the way so his friend Salvatore could see out the bay window and appreciate the full view; the many times not only his friends, but also their dates, asked for a drink before I had a chance to offer them one. Once a woman I had never met before, no sooner was introduced to me when she asked if I would get her a glass of white wine, and, oh, she wanted to know if I would put one cube of ice in it, please. Didn’t she know, mistress or not, that I was the woman of the house and not the maid, never mind the color of my hair and skin?

“Isn’t it my house, too?” I asked Louis.

“It’s all your house,” he answered.

He didn’t fight me in the least. He apologized, for himself and for the others. He gone out of his way to guarantee me, as he put it, all the respect in the world. We sat down at the dining room table and planned how we would do the tours together, right down to who would talk about the china visible in the glass cupboards, and who would talk about the Oriental rug.

“It’s your house: you pick what you want to talk about. It’s best that you do the most talking, actually.”

Then we rehearsed, done two or three practice runs, as if we was actually talking to someone. I thought it was silly. But Louis, who displayed no less enthusiasm for my talking about the house than he did for building it, insisted.

Most all of his friends and relatives had already visited and had his tour. No matter, I didn’t like giving the damn tours anyway. And, yes, if someone showed what seemed disrespect, or little regard for me, say if someone extended an empty glass in my direction and expected me to fill it, Louis, ever watchful, was on his feet in a heartbeat.

“I’ll get it,” he would say, taking the glass.

If anything, I was more annoyed—at him. Again, it was his enthusiasm that bothered me, the enthusiasm that fixed the problems I had with his friends and remained afterward. His compliance suggested he had no backbone. He was naive: if he could fix it—and he made certain that he did—that was all that mattered. Then he was happy, and I was supposedly happy, too. But I wasn’t always happy. Things was on my mind that a new set of dishes—and now talk of a new car for me—wouldn’t make go away.

I’m not certain I understood what it was, something that I could explain to him any better than I could explain it to myself. What, I was going to complain that he was happy, that I thought it made him look weak or stupid? What then, suggest that he get mean and hit me?
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Then I found something I could put my finger on. It didn’t occur at the house, but at an Italian restaurant, where me and Louis was having dinner with two other couples before a movie. A cousin named Ray casually asked Louis how his father was feeling, and before I knowed it, I overheard him ask Louis how he handled—that was the actual word—how Louis handled his father and two sisters not liking me.

What Ray and all the others might have heard from the father, the sisters especially—tramp, Indian, Mexican, field-worker—run through my mind. I shuddered to think they’d been sharing meals with me, talking across the table about whatever, when that family disapproval of me was always just behind their eyes. I couldn’t necessarily get mad at Louis for such; I plainly should have figured it out.

Nor could I get mad at Ray, or any other cousin. Regardless of how they might have felt about me, whether they agreed with Louis’s family’s assessment of me, many of them, including Ray, was nice enough, never asked me to get them a drink or attempted to order me around. I felt a few of them, anyway, truly liked me. No, I only had myself to be upset with for being surprised about what Ray revealed.

What made the lights go on in my head was what Louis answered:

“I got my life here. They have theirs there.”

He was as smug as a cat with a mouse in its mouth.

It wasn’t anything bad, nothing offensive. It was the truth. And this was it: Louis kept his family happy. He kept me happy. He worked hard on the house, perhaps with more enthusiasm than with anything on the ranch. But his victory was that he could keep both camps completely separate, me from his family, all the while being no less a slave to me, doing anything to satisfy me, than he was to them.

That was the weakness I sensed and sought to understand. Hard work and determination in order not to make the decision: me or them? I didn’t doubt he loved me, but so did John Benedict. John Benedict was just stronger.
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I tried to get pregnant. Truth was, I had no interest in having a child, Louis Pucciano’s or anyone else’s. I was plain haunted by the notion Saturnina fixed me. Louis most of the time took precautions, though I know at times he failed. I got him liquored up to the extent he couldn’t control himself and do the right thing even if he wanted to. Oh, I done that time and time again. If he asked me in the morning what happened, I’d tell him nothing, as if because of his drinking I’d been left un-pleasured.

I cursed them few birds that come around, hurled rocks at them. Then, after finding myself menstruating again regular as clockwork, I offered the sons of bitches whole goddamned loaves of bread to come back, as if I might plead with them, not so much for a baby, but to speak for Saturnina and tell me one way or another if I was fixed. I thought at one point of killing the chickens with my bare hands. Come April, six months later, spring—and nothing had changed.

Effie had a boy.

I told Louis I was certain I couldn’t have children. He shrugged and said, “We’ll adopt.”

About this time, I got the car, a new Ford coupe, one of them with the slumped back, black. I felt it was an imposition. Sure, I was thankful—how could I not be?—and that was the problem: I didn’t want to have to be thankful. I didn’t want to feel I owed Louis anything.

Increasingly, I felt like a prisoner. I felt trapped by debt to him. There was nothing that put us on an equal playing field any longer. The utter fulfillment of sex was gone. There was no adventure, no climbing the mountain, exploring unknown forests hand in hand. It was a matter of taking care of business: for Louis, I imagined, something akin to fixing a leaky window frame, filling the car with gas; for me, after months of securing a deposit, forbearance.

The world of our lives then undone itself, broke into pieces of mine and his, debts and accounts receivable. Routine become the coverup of that undone world, shopping, dinner parties. Busyness was key; an old game in times of inner turmoil I knowed how to play well.

Reminds me of them that’s married forty years, and the pillow they sleep on each night is both the extent of their excitement and only comfort. That was us. Sure, there was moments of true fun, a couple trips to San Francisco, just to the docks—on the ferry, seeing the Golden Gate Bridge under construction, workers like ants scaling the as yet steel-colored arches; a fishing expedition outside Bodega Bay, where a barnacle-backed whale twice the length of the trawler followed us nearly to the harbor. But these wondrous distractions evaporated with the first thought of what followed: the house.

I felt guilty—which was of course fed by my sense of debt to Louis. I’d see the dearness of him: that desire to please, unquestionably heartfelt; his stuttering when he was nervous, his vulnerability always transparent. And habits of his: folding the newspaper and leaving it on the counter by the back door, should either one of us want to pick it up again after breakfast; the care with which he added exact amounts of sugar and milk to his coffee. The way one of his ears was slightly larger than the other. His crooked tooth. Oh, there was nothing wrong with the man, I thought, seeing these things. There was nothing wrong with him, and you should be thankful.

If only the joy of a crooked tooth was everything.
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I spent time with Effie, imposed myself on her. She was accommodating. I’d catch her in the yard, planting for her late spring and summer garden while the baby was inside sleeping; I’d catch her when she was heading back up her rickety porch steps, and wave from my side of the fence. Got to be routine.

Her cabin was near identical to mine and Saturnina’s, only difference being a small second room, a bedroom her father built for her. Oh, to sit among wood walls, plain wood. She had a larger table than me and Saturnina, with four chairs, but otherwise everything was the same. Out her front window, I seen how my new place obscured her view, cast a long shadow toward her place as the sun gone down.

“Girl, you must have nothing to do,” she said one day while changing the baby on the table plumb in front of me.

Heralio was away building fences on a ranch near Willits, far north. I never visited her while he was there. I imagined my impulse for visiting her in the first place was for company; at the same time, I imagined we shared a common life of sorts, both of us settled women now.

And yes, I was a woman of leisure, but it seemed she said as much at me as if it was a social disease. It occurred to me that I had been bothering her, occupying her time, and finally, she was dropping a hint. Then, when the baby was changed, she set him in my arms.

“Do you think he looks like me or his father?”

The little thing had a fat face and a thatch of black hair—an Indian baby.

“Heralio,” I said.

“So, the name fits—Junior.”

I continued to hold the baby while she dropped a load of towels and diapers on the table and began to fold, chatting about people she’d seen in town. She said that Alice, surprisingly enough, had stuck with Heralio’s cousin; but apparently, while the cousin was away working with Heralio in Willits, Alice had taken to drinking during the day, forcing Alice’s parents to take in her kid. Effie clicked her tongue, shook her head in a show of disgust. “Seems all ain’t right in paradise.”

I couldn’t help myself: “Effie, you don’t think there might not be another Junior already—in Mexico?”

She laughed. “Crossed my mind, ain’t it.”
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Son of a bitch. Now I done what I could so as not to go to Effie’s; but I had to lay off gradually. Luckily, come May, she was off to the strawberries, the start of the work season.

Then I come apart, all at once.

On a Saturday, when Louis had returned to his ranch for the day, I gone to town. It was a warm day, summer sun announcing itself on shiny car tops, tar bubbles in the center of the street. I finished the week’s shopping, and with all the groceries loaded in the car, decided to have a quick ice cream in the corner fountain.

Plunked at the counter, I could see across the street to the square and courthouse. Men in overalls was dismantling the May Day pole; the rest of the square had been cleared. The May Day celebration took place the previous Sunday, apparently. How had I not heard of it? How had Louis and I missed it?

One year for us. After the fountain clerk set the bowl of ice cream in front of me, I could hardly think to pay her. At such a moment, with the realization of an anniversary of sorts, I was alone—and yet didn’t want it otherwise.

Never mind the groceries, I didn’t go straight home; I took the road north of town to the Benedicts’. I think I told myself I was going to visit my mother’s grave. I parked at the north end of the ranch, adjacent to the cemetery and old rancheria, of which nothing remained but an even cover of oat grass, tall stalks dried a golden color. From there I looked back at the house. It was newly painted, bold white against the hot sun.

A woman, indistinguishable from my perspective, was in the garden, but only for a moment. When she moved, the barn between me and the house obscured her. Mrs. Benedict? Had she seen the car parked across the open field and might she come to investigate? I started the engine and left.

I cut across the old dirt road, past where the shacks once stood, and got myself through vineyards and hop fields to the highway below the hills. I gone north, kept going until I got to Louis’s ranch. But what was I thinking I was going to do—drive up to the house and ask for Louis and expect to be invited inside? It was no different from the Benedicts’. Hadn’t I understood that much before?

I gone home with that on my mind. I was going to tell him, give him an ultimatum. But that night when he come, bouquet of yellow daisies in hand, I had the presence of mind to know that was not what I wanted to do. I was honest. I told him:

“I can’t go on.”

Funny, there was no lead up to what I said. Yet he never asked what I was talking about. He knowed: I didn’t love him.

He stuttered with something he wanted to say. But it surprised me that he seemed to know my feelings, or lack of them, and hadn’t said anything, ever. It both appealed to me and angered me. He was understanding, a gentleman just as I would have expected, and left quietly.

He hadn’t really looked at me before he left, not eye to eye anyways, nor I at him. But if I had, if I seen the light in his black eyes, I might’ve understood why he hadn’t said anything about what he knowed and why he left so quietly: I might’ve seen and understood in them eyes, hope.

He come back a couple of times, and left notes. Must’ve been watching, must’ve knowed I wasn’t home, not because he was interested in spying on me, but because he was thoughtful, didn’t want to put me on the spot. He also give a date and time he would be alone at the Italian restaurant opposite the train station. I done nothing.

Did I love him—had I ever loved him? Don’t know; but I suppose, if indeed I didn’t know, if I must admit as much, the answer must be no. Then again, can a busted-hearted young woman know such a thing? Not any better than a busted-hearted old woman.
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There was never any discussion of the house, and I worried about that. Wouldn’t he at any time be able to come back and claim ownership of it? What about the car? Any day, might I find a bill under the door that I would be forced to pay? And how would I do that, other than sell or trade him the land the house sat on, rendering me completely homeless and penniless? The notion struck the fear of God in me. What was I going to do?

On some level I understood that Louis would never do such a thing. But the fact that he could made me crazy, and I hated him for it. He was gone, but he was more present than ever. I was more in debt, more trapped. I started out to be free, independent, and ended up surrounded. The walls of the house was his hands.
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I thought first of the fields, catching up with Effie wherever she was. The first of June: cherries, maybe. Without acknowledging the utter impossibility of ever completely paying off the house, I imagined setting aside a portion of my earnings, however meager, so that I could offer Louis something even if he never asked, a token each month perhaps, against my debt. Then imagining placing a quarter, even a dollar bill, in his hand, I seen myself humiliated and was once again enraged by my predicament.

I got an outrageous notion and followed it. Where was it on Wilson Street that Joy and Constance attempted to lure me, the corner? “Stop by and visit,” wasn’t that how they put it? Yes, I parked my slump-backed black Ford at the train station, as Wilson Street wasn’t far from there. Did I think I was going to be a prostitute? Hell, no. I had the house: I was going to be the madam.

I was going to find them two jezebels, offer them the upstairs rooms to do their business, and collect the money downstairs. Wouldn’t that be a sweet and safe place to do business, my classy little joint on the hill? I knowed this: with Prohibition over, the sheriff was setting his sights on the houses of ill repute downtown.

Which was what occurred to me as I stood at Wilson and Cleveland, looking back and forth across the street, wondering which house might contain a couple of floozies. I figured the two-story house on my side of the street on account of the house on the opposite corner was one story, half of which was a second-rate tailor shop with an empty cloth-sack mannequin in the window.

But by this time, I worried I might be taken by any number of passersby as a whore. Reason clicked in: my idea was plumb stupid. What, I was going to do something illegal, never mind housing the likes of Joy and Constance, not to mention any and all number of riffraff that would follow them up the hill?

Then I seen Sarah and that other woman from Benedict’s Rancheria, in fact heard them before I seen them. Broad Indian women in raggedy calicos.

“Hello, Mary Hatcher,” Sarah said to me.

I knew lots of Indians went about this part of town, thrift shops, piss-smelling cheap boarding houses and such, but then them two was right next to me. Felt as if they’d been spying on me, caught me weak and lost. I struggled for something I could say to defend myself, but then my vulnerability spoke for me. “Just getting along the best I can, like anyone.”

“Must be hard,” the other woman said.

“Yes, given how you was raised, what things you was taught, which come to no good,” Sarah said.

I couldn’t think fast enough. I couldn’t summon the words to fight. She seen as much, which is why maybe she attempted to make up for what she said before walking off. “It’s all right, do the best you can.”

If I wasn’t so concerned about what I was going to do to survive, I might have shouted back at those women, that or just crumbled on the ground.

My bubble was burst, I was disappointed. And worried again. What in the hell was I going to do? I gone back uptown and stopped at the fountain for an ice cream. It was hot, after all, midday.

Sitting at the counter, letting the vanilla ice cream roll from one side of my mouth to the other, and gazing through the storefront window, a second idea come: legal boarders. The plan for the whores was to use the two upstairs bedrooms. I would convert the sewing room downstairs into a bedroom for myself. So why not stick to that plan, but advertise, posting a notice in the square for a couple of boarders?

Which was what I done, in fact, before I left town that day, drawing a map on the notice with precise directions, on account of the house as yet did not have a registered address of any kind. Once again, I was restored with excitement, more like anticipation, and hope.
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I didn’t have to wait long. Eight o’clock the next morning, a tall gentleman appeared at my door with a ten-year-old girl in hand. He was clean shaven, presentable; but his worn brown suit and scuffed shoes betrayed a man down on his luck, not untypical for the times. The girl, tall and lanky like the father, forced a hopeful smile; poor thing, she had no doubt been doing as much for a week. What surprised me was the fact that a man was there.

I had only expected women to call; and it dawned on me that I hadn’t specified on the notice that only women need inquire. A wave of dread washed over me, as I imagined man after man appearing outside the screen door even before I could get to town and fix the notice.

But what made me adamant about this man, even in the brief moment I stood imagining him and the girl living in the house, was the large, tattered suitcase, held closed by a rope wrapped across its width, on the porch. He had nowhere to go. There was no car; he and the girl had come on foot. If I let him in, he might not ever leave. I was as polite as I could be before closing the door.

As I dressed for town, I was startled by another knock at the front door. Another man! This one, though, was a dandy, smart looking on this warm morning in a fashionable seersucker jacket and open-neck cotton shirt. He lifted his straw Panama hat from his head and held it at his waist with both hands. He told me his name, but then I cut him off so as not to encourage him, telling him flatly that I was only looking for women boarders, and that I was sorry to have inconvenienced him.

“But I’m not here for me,” he said as I began to close the door.

I might have suspected a gimmick to keep my attention, but there was a matter-of-fact quality in his voice that was sincere; and, truth be told, he was attractive. He had thick strawberry-blond hair, oiled back, a mustache that was much deeper red, and even-set blue eyes.

“Yes?”

I held one hand to the doorframe, listening as he described, as he called it, “the situation”: his friend—which I immediately understood by the tone of his voice to be his girlfriend—and her sister, would “appreciate,” again his term, a quiet country cottage. They had been living in “the city,” meaning, I took it, San Francisco, and would truly like to get away. Providing the circumstances proved adequate, they would be willing to pay forty dollars a month.

I was flabbergasted. I was asking, and hoping to get, five dollars a month per boarder—so flabbergasted that I failed to see that he was attempting to look past me, wondering if the house was indeed “adequate.”

“The place looks charming,” he said, gesturing now with his free hand to the yard on either side of the porch. “It’s new.”

“Yes . . . come in.” I stepped aside.

I seen his shoes, new loafers. I showed him quickly around the downstairs, then took him upstairs. My bedroom was lived in with my things: makeup items on the vanity, an open closet full of clothes. I explained that I had not moved downstairs yet.

“But you don’t have a bed there yet,” he remarked, concerned.

My, he was observant. How was I to explain the thoughtlessness of my impulsive behavior the day before?

“I’ll have to get a bed, I know. I just wanted to see if this would work out, you know, if I could find decent tenants.”

“Are you planning to provide meals?”

I hadn’t thought about food; I hadn’t imagined boarders anywhere but confined to their rooms. Suddenly I realized I would actually be sharing the house with people, and I didn’t like the idea at all.

The gentleman and I was standing at the top of the stairs, on the landing, about to go back down.

“Well, I suppose they could cook if they wanted,” I said rather absentmindedly.

At the foot of the stairs, he stopped and looked at me. “I have a confession of sorts to make,” he said. “The woman in question is my mistress.”

“I figured as much,” I said.

“So, you are fine with that arrangement?”

“Yes,” I said. What on God’s earth was I saying?

Then he gave me the story: how the mistress, now referred to fondly as Catherine, was a seamstress who was working to take care of her sister Camille, with whom she lived in San Francisco, and who was, as he put it, “a bit slow, not nervous or damaged, but slow.”

When the bank transferred him, making him president of the new branch in Santa Rosa, he couldn’t bear to leave her behind. So, in addition to moving his wife and four sons to a fine Victorian on McDonald Avenue across the street from the eccentric old biddy after whom the street was named, he wanted to find a place for Catherine and her sister, and figured he might have to rent or even buy a house.

But when he happened upon the notice in the square, he thought he would at least investigate, and as long as I was willing to keep his secret, allowing him “occasional visits,” mostly in the afternoons, the house would be perfect, for it was both remote and “absolutely charming.”

I nodded.

“Fifty dollars,” he said, then, glancing around the room, added, “it’s really worth that for two people. And they’ll supply their own meals.”

“That’s fine.”

He spun his hat once on his knee. What did he say his name was?
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Redmond Burke. I learned it after the girls moved in, waited nearly a week until Catherine, the mistress, happened to mention it, because I was too embarrassed to ask the man himself and to admit to the girls that I didn’t know it. It would be five years or more until, overhearing a conversation, I would learn that the name had nothing to do with the color of the man’s hair, but was instead his mother’s family name.

The girls come, and all I had managed to do was purchase a single bed for my room downstairs, which arrived hardly an hour before they did. They helped me clean out the upstairs bedroom of my things—that was how fast it all happened. I still hadn’t caught up to what was actually happening—two women, total strangers, moving into the house—although I was quite taken aback by the hundred dollars, first and last month’s dues, Redmond placed in my hand the afternoon before the girls moved in, more than twice what was left, after buying the new bed, in Saturnina’s coffee tin.

Catherine stood on the porch, a couple steps in front of her sister, so that when I answered the door, it was only her I seen. A tall woman, pale blond hair; quite attractive but not in a manner that was at all conspicuous. What, with flawless skin, rosy cheeks, wearing a simple white cotton blouse and beige loose-fitting skirt, she looked like a picture of a Swiss milkmaid.

She was soft-spoken, impeccably polite, yet like her appearance, not the least bit overstated in her manner. As she introduced herself, explaining how grateful she was and how lovely the house looked, she allayed, for the moment anyway, whatever fears or second thoughts I’d had about the situation altogether. I was drawn to her, if for no other reason than that she didn’t seem to impose herself on me.

“My sister and I grew up in the country.” She stepped aside and turned to her sister then: “This is my sister, Camille.”

She was but a slightly stouter version of Catherine: if Catherine was a milkmaid, this one hoed the carrots. Her hair was more ashen than Catherine’s and her face paler. There wasn’t a trace of her “slowness.” She come forward and offered her hand, just as her sister had when I opened the door.

“So nice to meet you,” she greeted, before taking a step back, so her sister could once again assume the lead—the only indication the two wasn’t on equal footing. Which didn’t necessarily mean anything, but maybe Catherine was the oldest sister, though both looked equally mid-twenties.

As I opened the door wider and stepped aside, I noticed they had no suitcases, not even purses. Truly, they wasn’t going to impose themselves on me; and the thought crossed my mind that after looking around, they might not want to stay, a notion I hadn’t considered before, worrying instead about how I might get out of the deal if I didn’t like them.

I still wasn’t sure how this all had happened. My only recourse was the word “no,” which I kept reminding myself. It was like a gun in my pocket I could draw to drive them off. But as I took the two ladies from room to room downstairs, and then upstairs to their prospective bedrooms, I found myself giving the tour Louis would give, and with equal enthusiasm, something I hadn’t been able to muster until now.

Redmond told me that he wouldn’t be with them. When he paid me, he said they would come without him; he had work obligations, and why not get to know one another without him there? If I didn’t like them, I could return his money, if that was all right with me.

In the kitchen, at the end of the tour, Catherine asked if I would be so generous as to consider them, assuring me they was both neat and quiet, that they would accommodate themselves to me and the house however I seen fit.

I did.

They must’ve been staying in a hotel nearby, maybe in Petaluma or up in Healdsburg, where Redmond Burke wouldn’t be detected coming and going by the townfolk’s watchful gaze. They was back an hour later with their several suitcases apiece. They drove a dark Ford coupe, not unlike mine, which they parked behind the house, alongside mine, invisible from the road below, where it would be parked for fifteen years, for as long as the house itself stood.
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By the time Redmond showed up the next week, I was so adjusted to the two ladies in the house that the timing of his visits was the only thing uncertain. I can’t say if I truly knowed them two at all. They wasn’t the least bit invasive. Without questioning me or studying my routine and habits, they somehow knowed exactly when I was in the kitchen cooking, or when I sat in the front room reading the paper, and never come around, kept to their rooms upstairs—each in her own room, seemingly rarely visiting one another.

We did bump into one another from time to time. The exchanges was polite but rather formal, “good mornings” that required no salutation in return. Nothing that was said beyond mundane matters of the house. They didn’t seem to eat lunch and prepared their dinners in the late afternoons; so that by the time I started cooking they was gone, the kitchen immaculate, as if they had never been there.

Mostly, it was the mornings I run into them, when we’d find ourselves at the stove together, sometimes seated at the breakfast table, sharing a cup of coffee and a piece of toast. Seemed by the time I got up, the coffee was made; I could smell it from my room just off the kitchen. That made me think of Saturnina.

But more than that, it was the way I come to live with them; folks, albeit not as ornery as Saturnina was at times, but equally distant, people I had no access to, no way of understanding once I was curious about them. That was familiar, and in its way comforting to me.

Catherine did tell me a little about her family, a natural extension of a comment she made one morning at the breakfast table about the good country air, how she had missed it while living in San Francisco. Her and Camille moved to San Francisco from the small central valley town of Modesto after their father lost his dairy and shot himself through the head on the front porch one morning after the mortgage folks loaded his last cow onto a truck. The mother had run off when the girls was young, leaving them to care for the father. How Catherine settled into San Francisco and established herself as a seamstress, quite successful in fact, with a host of society matrons for clients, and how she got entangled with Redmond Burke, she never said. I suspected the wife was a client of Catherine’s, but I didn’t know.

She was, the more I studied her, a true beauty. Subtle, fine featured; deep blue eyes, that when she gazed across the room or out the window, seemed to take in the whole world. And there was a hint of resignation in those eyes that precluded the possibility of any pride or boastfulness. Her voice was soft, reed-like. She never talked about Redmond. Nor did she talk about her sister, not a mention, not a hint, about Camille’s condition, as if their life together was absolutely one of choice, as natural and unencumbered as sunflowers.

I studied Camille, too. She rarely spoke; though with a voice and manner not unlike Catherine’s, she always greeted me with the exact same salutations: “Good morning. A beautiful day, isn’t it?” She was attentive at the breakfast table, often jumping up before Catherine to pour me more coffee. But even then, her gestures, the stately gait over the linoleum, the arched wrist holding the coffeepot, was exactly like her sister’s. It was as if she had absorbed the life of Catherine in a sense.

She dressed like Catherine, stylishly subtle, but never tied a scarf, or arranged bracelets on that arched wrist, as Catherine done. She was pretty enough, too; but her eyes was a little too far set apart, and when she gazed out the window and then back at you, they was the same: flat.

Sometimes Camille had no sense of physical boundaries outside the house. She gone into the chicken coop, unlatching the gate, without asking; but at the time, seeing her come out with a handful of eggs, I figured she was just trying to be helpful, and said nothing.

Then I found her in Effie’s yard, bent over in the midday sun, weeding Effie’s thickly tangled tomato vines. That rickety picket fence marked a border respected over the years between the two households. Though I understood Camille was only attempting to be helpful, I panicked in the face of such a blatant disregard for the boundary, especially since Effie, home from whatever crop, standing on her front porch, had obviously discovered the transgression before I had.

I had explained to Catherine that a relative of mine lived in the cabin farther up the hill. I give her a brief history of this place, letting her surmise that me as well as the lady, whoever she was farther up the hill, was Indians. She mentioned seeing Indians in a circus show once in San Francisco, a naivete I could forgive her, since most white folks, even today, wouldn’t know an Indian if she wasn’t wearing a buckskin dress and riding a pinto horse.

Point is, Camille was sitting there, too, as I explained things; and Camille had heard me on more than one occasion mention that I had to go over and water the neighbor’s garden. I supposed Camille figured she would just go over, too. Problem was, I hadn’t had the opportunity to inform Effie of my boarders, and here she was staring down at a strange woman in her tomatoes; and not just any woman, but a white woman.

Before I could get myself out the back door, Effie come off the porch and, after thanking Camille kindly, asked if she would like a glass of cold lemonade or water. As Camille followed Effie back to the house, I found myself meekly trailing the two of them into Effie’s place like an uninvited guest.

Effie showed off a squirming, happy-faced Junior, and let Camille hold him; she introduced Heralio, who eventually retreated to the other room. I done my best to explain things to Effie, who didn’t seem particularly interested or concerned. Camille listened, too; as if, like Effie, she was hearing about the situation for the first time. It was the damnedest thing.

Them two become chums. Which I seen coming later when I snuck back up to Effie’s to explain what I couldn’t in the presence of Camille, namely Camille’s condition, only to find Effie pull in her chin and say, “No, you’re wrong, she ain’t.” I didn’t argue.

Next thing I knowed, it was Camille watering, as well as weeding, Effie’s garden when Effie returned to the crops, and it was Camille who had informed me of the arrangement. Beans, zucchini, tomatoes showed up in big bowls on the kitchen table. “Effie said, ‘please use them,’” Camille told me.
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When Redmond come next, he seemed to know that Catherine was in her room and gone there, for over an hour. It was late afternoon. I didn’t quite know what to do. Should I have offered him something to drink? Gone after Catherine for him?

But he walked past me, through the kitchen, into the front room and up the stairs so fast I didn’t have to worry about it. He parked in the back, alongside the other two cars, and rapped softly at the back door—which he would continue to do as long as there was a house to come to.

Eventually, he’d knock only as a formality; if me or either of the ladies didn’t get to the door straightaway, he would simply come in. If I was home, I always watched for him, preferring to meet him at the door rather than be startled by his appearance in the house.

Usually he made idle chitchat, however brief, once he was back downstairs, usually something about the weather or a comment about world events. That first day, he come back down with more determination on his face than he had on his way in. He looked at the light fixtures, the lights above the kitchen sink and over the dining room table. Then he opened the new, and empty, refrigerator. Closing the door, with his hand still on the silver handle, he said to me, “I didn’t realize you didn’t have electricity.”

Redmond was amazed there wasn’t service up here, what with the new county hospital just down the road hardly a mile, and the main road below the house not only newly paved, but also connecting to Rincon Valley east over the hill, where certainly all of the houses had electricity by this time in 1937.

Three weeks later, all the lights gone on: Damn magic if I ever seen it. Not just the lights, but the refrigerator also; we plugged it in, and what a difference when it come to storing groceries. And the radio! Music and talk shows filling the front room with the turn of a knob.

And not just the house, but Effie’s cabin, too. Redmond had the workers run a line up there. I watched the flatbed truck unload telephone poles and equipment this side of the hospital, then progress up the hill and past the house, along the main road. I seen the wires stretched. Still, when them fixtures, no more than decoration for months, suddenly gone bright, I couldn’t believe it.

Sometime after that, the telephone. A contemporary black gadget with the round dial top plunk atop the kitchen counter like a strange pot. I used to sit and stare at it for the longest time. No one ever called and no one ever used it. I’d pick up the receiver, listen to the dial tone, then set it back in the cradle again, I suppose just to see if it was indeed working. Who would I call?




EIGHTEEN

THE DEPRESSION, WORLD WAR II. Big events everywhere. But more than ten years of my life, and I can’t tell you exactly what happened here. Electricity. The radio. The telephone. The two ladies; Redmond’s visits. Time is the utmost thief. The end.
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Louis paid a surprise visit sometime early on, within the first few months of Catherine and Camille’s occupancy. The radio was on, hence evidence of electricity. It was a weekday afternoon he come. He claimed he just wanted to leave me a note, thinking that perhaps I’d have been downtown.

“I didn’t realize y-y-you h-h-had a phone,” he said, spying the contraption not half a second after he was in the kitchen. He said he knocked when he seen that “somebody was home”; and I caught his drift straightaway: he seen two cars parked behind the house.

Maybe I should have called and given him the phone number as a courtesy and not an invitation. But in no way was I guilty, if even I needed to feel guilty, about what was going through his mind. So, after I sat him at the kitchen table and offered him something to drink, I informed him of my undertaking with the two boarders. Two sisters, I told him, and said nothing more.

He looked doubtful; but then, as if on cue, Camille blithely passed through the kitchen on her way outside. She acted as if we was invisible, no doubt in her mind a show of respect for my privacy; but it served its purpose.

“So,” I said, tossing the ball back in his lap.

He told me that his father had taken a turn for the worse; in fact, was expected to die shortly. I didn’t think about what I had feared: that he might want payment for the house and the car. I felt rather comfortable, confident, on account of the fact that I had demonstrated my industry. I could survive.

Things gone along pretty much okay until Redmond pulled up outside, and before I could do or say anything, walked in the back door and through the kitchen exactly like Camille, as if me and Louis was invisible.

“The other girl’s friend,” I said.

Louis was paralyzed, bolted upright but unable to move.

Finally, he shook his head, then asked, “Does he live here, too?”

I detected sarcasm in this voice.

“No. And he’s not my boyfriend,” I announced.

Louis changed the subject abruptly, stuttering, and not two minutes later, left.

I felt angry, put on the spot: everything I had felt about Louis them last days of our time together come back to me: a sense of debt, the lack of freedom.

Something else preoccupied me: Redmond wanted a guarantee of discretion. I told him he needn’t worry; the man in question was an old friend, and knowed himself all about the importance of discretion.
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I suppose I wanted to let Redmond know I wasn’t, at the sweet old age of twenty-one, nearly twenty-two, a dried-up, lifeless hag, in case he hadn’t noticed. If I didn’t want to make him jealous, then at least I felt the need to satisfy my womanly vanity.

He was a debonair man, effortlessly so, yet also kind. If I was in the kitchen when he come in, whether I was weaving at the table or standing at the counter chopping vegetables, he ignored me, focused on the bouquet of flowers in his hand or stared straight ahead, not because he had no regard for me or was embarrassed by the nature of his visit, but out of respect for my solitude. That’s the kind of man I should have had, I told myself.

In time, I pushed such thoughts aside. He come and gone a few times a week. His visits guaranteed a level of stability, not to mention a comfort I quickly become accustomed to and didn’t want to forfeit. My God, fifty dollars a month, paid promptly on the first, in cash. As long as Catherine and Camille was there, not one dusty prune would I have to pick. Hell, I was saving money; I could pay Louis back should he ever come around and ask. I was an independent businesswoman. I was free.

Equally important, them ladies was a comfort to me. By Christmas, when the cold weather kept the three of us confined to the house more, I felt as if them two had always been there; I couldn’t imagine my life any other way. There was a settling in.

There come a breach of the formal relations between me and Catherine. We wasn’t all of a sudden best friends, but we discovered a common talent, which allowed us many a rainy afternoon together at the kitchen table: sewing. I knowed Catherine was a seamstress for the rich and powerful; but when, unbeknownst to me, one of them society matrons looked her up and had a Negro maid carry an armful of gowns from San Francisco to Santa Rosa on the train, I couldn’t believe my eyes, seeing the expert work she done on the host of delicious frocks.

No doubt, she seen my enthusiasm. She draped the gowns over her bent arm, and asked, “Do you like sewing?”

I said, “Yes,” not realizing I had answered an invitation.

After that, more of her former clients found her. She showed me beaded dresses, European jackets, silk blouses, and told me what she had to do: take in a hem, replace a button that required tricky work. Initially she had worked upstairs: Now things was spread out on the dining room table.

“Go ahead, see if you can repair that cuff,” she offered, more than asked, as she pushed a jacket across the table to me. Two days later, after she returned from delivering the clothes at the station, she dropped a few coins in my hand and told me if I refused the money, she wouldn’t let me help her. “And I’ll quit, too,” she said.

It wasn’t as if she needed to work, as she had before she met Redmond. And I didn’t need to work, either. The money was just enough to keep the work this side of a hobby, something to do two or three afternoons a week, like cards.

I learned a lot from her. Much of the work was challenging, and she taught me tricks for this and that; before long, wasn’t a stitch I couldn’t make. She said I had natural talent. I told her how my stepmother had taught me the basics.

“She taught you well,” she said.

What I didn’t say was that what was natural for me, what my stepmother had taught me, was the silence two women could keep between them, for hours. We did chat about small things—the weather, new fashions, the condition of the clothes we worked on—and now and then Camille would join us, though she never said a word.
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I continued to gather sedge roots and cut willow branches for my basketmaking, even though after a few years and maybe half a dozen new baskets, I had to quit weaving. I run out of the redbud bark I needed for the colored design after I lost contact in the work camps with a woman from Lake County, where redbud growed. Maybe she died. Saturnina traded herbs for the many tight rolls of bark the woman give her; after Saturnina died, I plain put money in her hands.

I thought too of Mrs. Greenfield and Leticia from Lake County, no doubt long gone. Remembering how they come to see Saturnina at night, I thought of what Effie told me: tolik women moving about, two or three together, at night. And the lie I told Effie.

I didn’t know where else in Lake County to gather it. I knowed about bulrush, to gather it along the lagoon and by Salmon Creek out on the coast, but didn’t feel welcome in those parts, and felt no desire to travel alone. Saturnina, nobody bothered; I would go with her to these aforementioned places and then, with juices made from smashed black walnut husks, dye the bulrush—sometimes used for color design, a darker color than redbud.

Catherine never asked me about my baskets. One day I held out a finished basket to her and asked what she thought. She said it was beautiful. She turned it carefully in her hands and asked how I come up with the design, with an anthill. I told her it was a traditional basket pattern for Pomo Indians.

Then she asked, “What does the design mean?”

I shrugged. “Nothing, really, except that the design resembled the hills ants make along a stretch of flat earth.”

“Well,” she said, squinting at the tight stitching, “now I know where you learned to sew so good.”

She never asked to learn, and I never offered to teach her. Basket weaving was connected in my mind to the Bear Business and to Saturnina herself, the way she tricked me into weaving the three small ones. The half dozen or so baskets I completed was quite good if I may say so. Two canoe baskets, which is difficult to make: the others, fair-sized round baskets. I could have sold them. In fact, I had told myself that that was what I was going to do.

Yet I never sold a one, never wrote the dealer whose address I had kept. As I filled my closet shelves, each basket become a comfort; sometimes thinking of Saturnina and the old days, I’d open the closet door, sit back on my single bed, and gaze up at the baskets and coiled roots and willow sticks, imagining it wasn’t a shelf they sat on, but a small wooden table heaped with old clothes and whatever else. Then I knowed, truly, why it was I wove baskets, and why I would keep gathering roots and willow each season.

Sometimes, quietly at night in the privacy of my small downstairs room, looking at my baskets in the open closet, I would burn a candle and sing. And when I gone to gather basket materials and herbs, I sang, too; singing them songs Saturnina taught me to calm the earth and make the going easy.

Twice a year, spring and fall, I called out the names of all the plants and things. I wasn’t meaning no Bear Business, but only to remember, as if Saturnina was still there, and would get mad if I done otherwise.

I collected acorns each fall, too; hiked into the hills and drug them nuts back to the house in gunnysacks, like always. And I dried then husked the nuts, ground the nut meat into flour. Bleached the flour in the new sink; cooked the mush on the new stove.

In the beginning, Catherine watched all of this with curiosity; and after telling her what I was cooking, I offered her a hot spoonful, warning her of the unusual bitter under taste. She took it then barely contained a grimace, swallowing the food. She called the taste “interesting”; I knowed not to offer her more. She sat across from me as I continued to eat the mush I had made.

I knowed something then. Her and Camille sat with me, kept the lonesome and distant company that resonated with what I knowed from Saturnina; but they wasn’t her. Her outlines become clear. She was the acorn mush in my mouth. She was the Indian. She was these hills. The plants. Animals. The secrets the two ladies didn’t see or hear.
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Thought of Louis. About a year after we split up, his father died; I seen it in the paper. Six months later he married an Irish girl, Mary Callagy, who I seen in the paper, too. She was short, with a pale-looking featureless face, but then again, a small newspaper picture don’t do justice to a person. I wasn’t jealous or threatened in the least.

I believed he would have married me if I had waited, and I was confident that even if I couldn’t bust up the marriage, I could, with a single phone call or chance meeting, have a fling. It would be no different, after all, from when he was married to the old man and two sisters. No, I didn’t want him around. But I thought of him when I needed to.

So, yes, I guess the sewing room that I transformed into a bedroom with its single bed, become a spinster’s room. I missed the comforts of my upstairs room: the roominess and the view from the window; the queen-sized bed and vanity. No matter what piece of furniture or item of decoration I added to the downstairs room, no matter how I rearranged things, it remained a quarters more fitting a schoolmarm than a lady of the house.

And the bathroom, between the kitchen and the room itself, lacked privacy, as anyone in the kitchen not only could see me coming and going, but also hear me once I was inside. I thought of suggesting that I take Camille’s room and that she come downstairs. But that made no sense: the two sisters wanted to be together; furthermore, Catherine—and Redmond!—didn’t want to share a bathroom, much less a wall, with a stranger, certainly not the landlady. In the end, I contented myself with the huge quantities of money I put away each month.

One of my reasons to support that short-lived notion to trade rooms with Camille was that she liked being outside. Plus, she was forever tending Effie’s garden, and when Effie was home, visiting with her. God knowed what they talked about; for, as long as I lived with Camille, about fifteen years, I never witnessed her carry on a conversation with anyone. Camille and Effie was close, much closer than me and Effie ever would be.

Effie had a second child, a girl she named Carolina. A doctor was called to the cabin and, after two days of labor and then several stitches, he informed Effie that she wouldn’t be able to have children again. It was Camille who kept to Effie’s side, tending to Junior, helping however she could, washing clothes—on a washboard!—and get this, pounding dough for frybread.

Camille become the babysitter when Effie and Heralio gone to town on errands, then on trips when they was gone half a day or more. Later, when the kids was four and six years old, Effie left them with Camille sometimes for two or three days at a time while she worked the crops. Camille stayed overnight: Was there any other time in her life she wasn’t under the same roof as her sister? Sleeping on Effie’s tattered mothball couch, apparently she was happy as a lark.

One day I told Effie about the arrangement. I didn’t state Redmond’s position or even his name, just the general outline of things. Effie looked at me as if I’d just smashed a snail to her forehead, and said, “Gee, you’re nosy.” Then she plumb got ornery.

“What happened to your man?” she asked.

That got me thinking about John: how I couldn’t remember the details of what we done. The general form of him, pale skin in the moonlight, but nothing more, not his touch. After his eyes turned cold with his spurning words, I looked down and seen the golden hair on his arms. And I always come back to that, which I suppose had something to do with my inability to find pleasure in the memory of him.

An article in the newspaper announced that John had been made city attorney. I looked him up in the telephone directory, which listed his address. I found the place on Spring Street, one street over from McDonald Avenue. It was a quaint Victorian cottage with a line of winter daffodils below the white picket fence—a perfect spot for him and the Mrs. to build their life.

I was curious to get a look at him, even her; but, after sitting across the street a couple of times, I didn’t go back. What if he seen me? Or, worse yet, what if I got arrested for loitering and he learned about me that way? Either way, what was I doing outside his house? How would I be seen? As lowering myself?

No.




NINETEEN

AFTER THE WAR ENDED, FOLKS GOT RELAXED. PROSPERITY, or the hope of it, filled the air. Optimism, something I never knowed, was everywhere, though I don’t know about the Indians. I doubt it. White folks was coming here by the score, building houses; the town was spreading in every direction; but the Indians, poor sons of bitches, was still in the crops.

Redmond had a couple of good friends that could be trusted with his secret and could come to the house: Richard Reilly and Tom Farrell. When he asked with that effortlessly smooth manner of his if I would consider allowing him to entertain a couple of his friends in the house one night a week for cards, perhaps just use the dining room, I said yes. When did I ever use the dining room? Never, not since Louis left. Me and the girls took our meals at the breakfast table in the kitchen. And did I mention that Redmond offered me an additional twenty-five dollars a month for use of the room?

Later, I worried that his friends, who I hadn’t met, might think of the place as a juke joint, what with cards and booze and women. And would there be some further hanky-panky? Might these fellows bring their mistresses and want use of the upstairs rooms?

The dining room became the men’s cardroom, Wednesday nights, and snazzy if I may say so. Redmond suited the room with a gorgeous cherrywood armoire. Its doors concealed a bar setup containing numerous fancy liquors lined up on two upper shelves, and, below, a pullout counter with glassware, crystal decanters, and a silver ice bucket. He also purchased glass ashtrays for the table, and a new radio on an upright stand next to the armoire. Not to mention a one-armed bandit, an antique slot machine with a chrome-plated lever handle, situated in the corner of the room as much for decoration as for anything else, since I never seen a person use it.

Richard Reilly was a pompous sort with whiskey-red cheeks who used his height, six feet four inches, as a measure over others, standing on tiptoes whenever he pontificated on this or that. He would have been intolerable save his deference to Redmond. He was Redmond’s attorney.

Tom Farrell was plumpish and bald. He was older than the others, mid-fifties at least. His thick eyebrows was completely white and flared out like wings. He was polite, much the same as Redmond, careful to mind his business coming and going. He had something to do with Redmond’s bank.

Early on, I had nothing to do with the men. They gone into the dining room and closed the door behind them, coming out only to use the bathroom—my bathroom, which was something I hadn’t considered, forcing me on Wednesday afternoons to take out my personals and provide fresh soap and clean towels.

We smelled them, the girls and me: smelled the cigar smoke seep below the door or waft into the kitchen, sometimes in a cloud when one come out for the bathroom. If there was sewing to catch up on, me and Catherine set up shop in my bedroom, pulling a couple chairs up next to the bed where we spread out the clothes, and closing the door tightly behind us.

Then it was Redmond’s birthday and Catherine got the idea to surprise him with a cake and us three girls singing “Happy Birthday,” which meant we had to bust into the room. Each of us knowed to dress up—we was putting on a show, after all—and not just in fine frocks and the complementary accessories, jewelry, and whatnot, but also with done-up hair. After we gone in there, me and Camille flanking Catherine holding the cake, and finished the song, them men was so excited, standing on their feet clapping and whistling, that they wouldn’t let us get out of there without a toast to Redmond. And then another toast.

Well, after that, we gone with fresh-baked goodies, cakes and cookies, sometimes hors d’oeuvres: it become a regular thing with us barging in around seven thirty, partway through their card playing, every Wednesday night. Did I tell you that Catherine and Camille cleaned up the room after the men left? Catherine wouldn’t let me pick up even an ashtray.

Sometimes, if the radio show played big band music, we danced, albeit in rather cramped quarters. Even Camille. Yes, we traded partners, laughed, for all of what, twenty minutes? Clean fun, nothing more, I swear to you.

Once Richard Reilly showed up with a blond-haired hussy, reminiscent of that camp tramp Constance, and while I never said anything, I was certain everyone sensed my concern, and the girl was never seen again, nor her one appearance mentioned. All in all, the Wednesday night affair, which lasted nearly four years without incident, brought me and Catherine closer, not in the sense that we crossed into the territories of our personal lives, but, as with the sewing, we found ourselves with more to talk about around a common interest.
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Until I spied Redmond naked.

On a fall day in early October of 1952, I had been in the hills all morning picking acorns. About noon, I decided to come back. Usually, I gathered acorns and herbs behind the house, and if I had done so on this day, I would have seen Redmond’s car and knowed he had made an untimely visit to Catherine, which, granted, he done on occasion. Instead, I had walked down the driveway and then up the hill in front of the house; I’d been working under a couple of trees just below the flat hilltop where Saturnina done her ceremonies. Hauling a gunnysack loaded with nuts back to the house, I needed to use the bathroom. I plowed up the steps and into the front room. The sound of the upstairs bathroom door handle turning caught my attention. I happened to look up the stairs.

He was there, stopped on the landing for a brief moment before he registered not only that he was naked, but also that he was aroused. My eyes had fallen there and had seen as much.

He turned full around; I don’t remember what expression his face bore. With his backside to me, he stepped into Catherine’s room, slamming the door so loudly behind him that it literally took my breath away. I didn’t need to see his face: the affront told me everything, spoke the depth of his indignation. I took hold of the balustrade to steady myself, then left.

After using the bathroom, I went into my bedroom and locked the door. When I heard Redmond’s car door slam about a half hour later, I quickly pulled down the window shade. If he was looking, he would have seen an embarrassed acknowledgment that I had done something wrong and was trying to hide. I had only dug myself in deeper.

Why on God’s earth hadn’t I just kept walking or covered my eyes and yelled out, “Excuse me!” and then kept walking? But I was stunned. Did he think I was waiting to see him, that I’d caught him going into the john and wanted to get another view? Worse, did he think I wanted him?

I didn’t leave my bedroom that night, not until I heard Catherine and Camille settle upstairs, and then only to go as far as the bathroom. I felt if I stepped into the unlighted kitchen, someone or something would catch me, guilty for all to see: a woman so desperate for so long, that she couldn’t help herself but gaze wantonly at a man, and hope that the object of his desire would be her.
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The next morning, I done the nothing-had-happened routine. So did they. Well, Catherine did: I truly doubted she would have mentioned the incident to Camille. She sensed my unease.

Redmond walked through the kitchen as he had for over a decade, looking down at the flowers clenched in his fist or peering straight ahead. As the days wore on, I no longer seen his or Catherine’s actions as routine, but as a way to avoid me. I worried that they secretly planned to move out, about what I would do for money; but, even more so, the thought of living alone, suddenly changing, struck terror in me. At night unable to sleep, I found myself, against my will, reliving the event over and over again.

Then I got mad. How could Redmond—and Catherine, for that matter—dare think that I was spying? How dare either of them think I was making myself available for Redmond? Did it occur to Redmond that I might be offended, that it was him exposing himself to me? After all, he was in my house in a place where others might see him without clothes, and it was his responsibility to cover himself. Yes, he owed me an apology. I would get ready with any number of rehearsed scenarios, to ask for this apology. Then I would back down, wondering again if I would be perceived as only attempting to cover my depravity.

I gone back and forth like this; I gone crazy. Most of all, I felt like a prisoner in the house. I had to get out.
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The moment come just before the Wednesday night card club. Nearly a week had gone by, and I couldn’t imagine walking into that dining room with a tray of hors d’oeuvres and finding myself face-to-face with Redmond, let alone dancing with him. All of which was likely to happen since at this point, 4:00 p.m., me and Catherine was finishing with a cheese spread.

“I’ve got to get something off my chest,” I said.

Catherine looked out the window, then back at me, expectant. It occurred to me that she was anticipating a complaint from me about Camille and the chickens. The day before, piping hot with the rage I was carrying, I snapped at Camille for letting the chickens out of the pen—something either me or her done every morning. My uncharacteristically harsh tone alarmed her. She looked up at me with all the innocence of a confused child.

“No,” I said to Catherine, as if she had actually mentioned as much, “it is about what happened last week—Mr. Burke standing without a stitch of clothing at the top of the stairs, for all the world to see!”

I feigned shock, and she reeled with disbelief. “I’m sorry,” she said.

She offered no explanation, no excuse, but only apologized yet again. I wasn’t sure whether it was for herself or Redmond. She shook her head back and forth, as if she had no prior knowledge of the matter and was still attempting to make sense of it.

I was fully aware that my bringing up the topic to her had done nothing to settle my nerves. No questions was answered. For all I knowed, she was bluffing. Regardless, she would now talk to Redmond about it, and if he didn’t think a second thought about it, he would now. I sensed an unappeased pang in my gut, though I wouldn’t think it through until later. I was but an hour away from Redmond’s arrival and had to buck up.

The men come, all three of them, just after 5:00 p.m. They was particularly jubilant, what with talk of a booming economy and good fortune all around. Seemed a man named Codding, described as a diamond in the rough with a vision, had purchased numerous large plots of land to build houses, sprawling neighborhoods that would reach south of town, including the strawberry fields and back this way to include the walnut orchards adjacent the dairy, just below the house.

Good, I gathered, because not only had Mr. Codding borrowed money from the bank for his enterprise, but the countless World War II vets and other prospective homeowners would do likewise. A hallelujah mood: the men enjoyed an extra round or two of Redmond’s fine scotch, got giddy. Which made the going that evening a little easier for me.

Redmond didn’t seem to notice that I avoided a turn to dance with him: There was a platter of deviled eggs to retrieve from the kitchen, an ashtray brimming over, disgusting, that just had to be emptied. My fakery was of a high order; lying under pressure was by now second nature.

That night, when I shut my eyes at last, I dreamed of fire. The valley was on fire, the town and all the fields. I was someplace south of town, in the vicinity of the strawberries. Branches was piled up here and there across the smoky landscape; piles of clippings from the trees, burning the way they do in the orchards each fall after the workers set fire to them.

A man whose face I couldn’t discern, a stocky silhouette in the hazy light, tended a fire nearby, jabbing a pitchfork into a flaming pile of the branches. He was agitated, his movements jerky. He was looking toward me then back at the fire, and then he began frantically waving an arm at me, hollering for me to get away, run. Which was when I glanced about and seen the earth was charred and smoking as far as I could see.

I tried to figure out where exactly I was, and that was when, as is typical in dreams, I found myself not where I thought I had been. The earth was burning still, pile after pile of branches aflame, but I was in the walnut orchards, looking back this way across the dairy to the hills. Miraculously, the fields was green, the cows still there.

The next morning, I walked down the hill and gone to the dairy, stood by the fence. It was an unseasonably bright day, the fall colors and the shapes of the barn and trees in clear relief against a blue sky. The orchard stood across the expanse of field, a good distance from me.

Still, I could see the ground below the trees littered with walnuts, balls of rotting black husks. The orchard had been abandoned. No one would pick the fruit, nor later in the season prune the trees. I thought of rushing back to the house in order to fetch the car and half a dozen gunnysacks and then pick all of them nuts nobody wanted. But I was paralyzed by a vague fear.

Catherine’s—and Camille’s!—formal politeness, what I had always understood as their house manners, I now seen as a wall to hide their fear or pity for me. But confronting them would only confirm their worst suspicions, not to mention leave me without an income.

My nerves gone from bad to worse. I didn’t know nothing anymore, and become a stranger in the house, a ghost unable to reach the living.
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We gone through the winter and past spring. Warm again, the golden poppies on the roadside. A deer come through with healthy fawns. There was lots of birds. Codding or someone ripped out the walnut orchards, and from what Effie said, the same with the strawberry fields.

“Where we gonna grow things, where we gonna work?” she said.

I kept on with the fakery and sewed two and three afternoons a week with Catherine. We carried on about this or that client, side by side we looked at The Saturday Evening Post, commenting on the latest fashions displayed in the advertisements, some of which I found and purchased in the new dress shop on Fourth Street. She said I should start my own business, that, at this point, I could sew rings around her. I wondered if she was imagining how I might take care of myself when she and Camille left, whenever that might be.

It was during that time, too, that I got a new car, traded in the Ford, and paid cash for a DeSoto coupe, gray. I was buying lots of things then: clothes, the car, gadgets for the house. An attempt to distract myself, as if somehow them things would make me feel at peace, more at home in the house. Certainly, the clothes and the car got me and two ladies talking.

I took both ladies and Redmond, too, for a spin. We had to stick to the hills, lest Redmond get discovered in a car with three strange women. Effie, too; I took her and Heralio driving with Junior and Carolina. But when I seen them two putting their dirty mitts on my clean windows, I decided to loop a ways north along the main road, then beat it back up the hill as fast as possible.

Effie was happy these days on account of her and Heralio got married—by a priest in Saint Rose’s Church, as she would always add—before Christmas, what a couple of days before he gone back to Mexico for three months. When she come down to the house, it was to see Camille. She would sit at the kitchen table, her kids playing around at her feet. I offered her lemonade or whatever and give them kids each a cookie or crackers, but she never stayed long, heading back up to her house or her car with Camille right behind her.

One afternoon, after Effie refused a glass of lemonade while waiting to take Camille shopping, she mentioned that Heralio was in town with his cousin that same day, looking for a new car. The Model T, after all, was an antique, on its last leg. I told her that if I had knowed they wanted a new car, I would’ve sold them my Ford instead of trading it in when I got the DeSoto.

Effie shrugged then said, “Well, I wasn’t going to ask.”

I felt accused and was infuriated. “I’m not a mind reader, Effie.”

“I’m not saying nothing. How would I know what you was up to? One day I look over the fence and there’s a new car there, that’s all.”

Camille stepped into the room, sparkling fresh for town with a new patent leather purse tucked at her side. When Effie spotted Camille, she got up from the table.

“See you later,” she said in a conciliatory tone and in English, I gathered for Camille’s benefit. She’d had the last word and was going to walk out that door with me feeling punished.

“I thought you didn’t like white people,” I said to her in English.

“I don’t,” she said, in English. Her and Camille exchanged a quick glance, a show of their collusion I was certain.

I could have busted out the windows with my bare hands. I wanted to scream; but what could I do but listen as the Model T sputtered below the hill.
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Weeks passed and the tensions seemed to dissipate. Catherine and me got our hair done once a week in town, Thursday mornings, then had lunch at the fountain afterward. It was the thing to do if you was a lady of means.

Me and Catherine could sit in the salon, listening to the town gossip and whatnot. I was then thirty-six and Catherine was near forty if she wasn’t forty already. In them days, despite our well-kept appearances, neither of our figures compromised by having children, we wasn’t what you might call prime suspects in other women’s eyes.

What happened next was on a Thursday morning that started off nothing spectacular, nothing unusual. We gone in separate cars on account of each of us had errands to do after our hair appointments and lunch. I guess I was in a bad mood, not to start with, but later, due to the fact that my hairdresser, a plump girl with greasy skin, suggested that I might want to consider dying my hair, or, as she put it, “just let it go.” She was referring to the gray.

What, two strands? I figured she was plucking at my vanity to make more money off of me. To make matters worse, no sooner had I left the shop than the drizzling-dense fog turned my newly coifed hair into a bird’s nest in the two minutes before I could reach the car. I looked into the rearview mirror and seen the unruly natural curl of my hair decorated with a thousand tiny pearl drops of water.

I was a strong woman. The feedstore man wheeled the sacks of feed I’d purchased for the chickens to the car, and then plopped them into the open trunk as always, then hurried back to the store office. The extra sack of feed wouldn’t let me close the trunk completely. I’m sure the young fellow would’ve come back to help me rearrange the sacks, but I took the matter into my own hands.

I was lifting them fifty-pound feed bags in and out of the trunk, when I fully sensed and half-seen a couple of figures behind me. I dropped a sack back into the trunk and turned to see the two big Benedict’s Rancheria ladies, the old dough-faced Maru and her younger sidekick spinning away from me. They had turned back to a stack of wire cages filled with rabbits and chickens, as if they had been preoccupied; but I seen them watching.

It had been fifteen years or thereabouts, but they was unmistakable even with their backs making a wall: them ratty old calicos that reached to the ground, the scarves. I finished rearranging the feed sacks and closed the car trunk. I was going to get in the car; but then I was a foot behind them. They had to know it, and still, they didn’t budge. Like before, seemed they appeared out of nowhere.

The tips of their scarves reached to the center of their backs. I reached and give them a good tug, causing the younger one to reach out and glance over her shoulder at me.

By this time, the older one had turned full around and was staring at me disdainfully, a clear indication not only that she had been watching me, but also that she had anticipated some kind of encounter. She had really aged since the last time I seen her, for though she hadn’t yet begun to shrink as the very old or infirm often do, her broad face was collapsed, a mass of flesh draped from her cheekbones and collected in heavy swirling folds beneath her neck.

Still, her colorless skin looked incredibly soft, like a baby’s, lending her a kind of gentle appearance. But the eyes had a life of their own, fueled, it seemed, from whatever reserve of spirit was left within her. Then she clicked her tongue, dismissing me as easy as that. I wasn’t going to let her get me this time.

I grabbed the folds of skin beneath her neck and yanked her face-to-face with me.

“You’re cursed,” she rasped.

“And you’re a dead woman,” I said.

At which point her partner reached for my arm, prompting me to let go; but as I done so, I coldcocked the younger one. Instead of falling backwards from my blow, she gone sideways toward her friend. Then as if in some kind of dance, each attempting to hold up the other, they lost their footing and toppled in a single motion into the cages. In a pile, the two women folded atop crushed wire and the shrill cackles of panicked chickens.

Then the young fellow was running across the parking lot toward the commotion. “What’s going on?” he said.

“Them Indians is trying to steal,” I said, clutching the door handle of my car.
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To this day I don’t know whether or not Sarah, the old Maru, was passing out, fainting just then, or whether one or both of the two women simply lost their footing and then gone down. The old lady gone into a coma and died five days later. Shock? No. They said I poisoned her.

In them days an Indian’s passing wasn’t noted in the papers. Trust me, if Sarah’s death was noted, I would’ve seen it. But Indian talk rides on the wind.

I was unsettled after the incident. But over the course of the next month, I pretty much put it out of my mind. When I gone back to the feedstore and no one said a word to me, the feedstore hand helping politely as always, I figured the incident was poof, gone with the wind. I never did think of what I had actually said.

Until Effie reminded me.

“You told her you was going to kill her,” Effie said.

“I said she was a dead woman.”

“Same difference, ain’t it.”

Effie had been in my kitchen with Camille, stuffing zucchinis with ground beef. She had asked Camille if she could keep her zucchini in the refrigerator “for a few minutes.” I sensed she wanted to talk to me alone. Now it was just the two of us at the kitchen table.

Over the years our bond seemed to have eroded, particularly since Camille and Catherine entered the picture, eroded with insignificant but testy spats, the extent to which I was only now seeing on account of the sudden chattiness on her part. There was no easy way to broach what was on her mind. Folks said I killed Sarah. Much talk of it.

I told Effie exactly what had happened at the feedstore, then asked, “How could I have poisoned the old cow? You don’t believe that, do you?”

“Five days,” she said. “Bertha”—whom I took to be the dead woman’s former sidekick—“claimed it was five days to the second after you cursed Sarah that she died; gone into a coma shortly after what happened, and then never come out of it. Sarah was the last Indian doctor we got.”

Five days was typical in cases of poisoning: four days of coma, then death on the fifth day, that is, if the poisoner didn’t handle the victim in a more immediate way.

“You don’t believe that, do you?” I repeated verbatim.

“No,” she answered. “That’s Indian talk.”

I didn’t like the fact that she had said “we” when referring to the Indians, obviously the Benedict’s Rancheria clan. I never felt I was a part of the tribe. It was as if she was reminding me.

“Gee, so now my mother got them kicked off the rancheria and now I killed their last Indian doctor. I guess now they really got more reason to hate me.” I was attempting a playfully sarcastic tone, trying to make light of the news. “Oh, and of course, why wouldn’t I poison someone—look who raised me! Ain’t that what they’re all saying, Effie?”

She put her head down slightly. Then she answered, “Just thought you should know. While we’re on the topic, there’s something else. This is kind of funny. They say you curse people—you curse men—with ‘love sickness.’ Your own sister’s husband!”

She seen my baffled expression, no doubt; and must’ve knowed I was wondering who she meant.

“Nellie—over at the lagoon. Yes, her husband! They say he was wandering away from her and the kids—heck, she’s got nearly half a dozen already—wandering at night, not knowing where he was going.

“Some Indian doctor someplace sung over him, they say, then from the center of his chest pulled up a tiny woman. She was in the palm of the doctor’s hand, singing the love song still. It was you, they say, wearing a red dress.”

She run her plump fingers though her hair, then chuckled as she started to get up from the table. “They come up with the damnedest things, don’t they?”

“Yes.”
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How could people think such a thing—that a miniature me in a red dress stood singing on someone’s hand—much less think they seen it? The billowy red flannel nightgown and the young man from the lagoon who seen me in it, the kid who came asking for love medicine and then taken with me in the warm moonlight of an unseasonably sweet early spring night, believed I had turned the medicine on him.

I seen a story: the big-handed young man wide-eyed and helpless, his family gathered about him, whatever tensions among them now erased by awe and fear over the matter of the young man’s sudden obsession with that woman on the hill, a woman raised by none other than the dreaded and feared Saturnina.

Whose idea was it to ask Saturnina’s stepdaughter for love medicine?

Which prompted the family and friends to think next that it may not be love medicine, or love medicine alone, that the hapless kid was afflicted with, but poison that would take his life. So, someone called an Indian doctor. And lo and behold, the Indian doctor saved the boy, the ceremony reaffirming everyone’s fears.

Was my sister Nellie the doctor? I would learn, much closer to the end of the larger story here, that Nellie become a singing doctor at some point among the lagoon people. Was she the one that lifted the tiny woman out of her husband’s chest?

The young man’s story lived, in that people believed they seen it—whether they was there or not, whether they seen the tiny woman or not. From that point on, whenever anyone had such an affliction, whenever an Indian doctor was called in, that tiny woman appeared. Who else but the woman on the hill? What other poisoners was there? Who else to blame but the last Human Bear?

I laughed out loud, until I was caught out by the awareness that I was trapped once again: There was a story, beyond me, with a life of its own, that had me hex and kill someone.
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Later that night in bed, I thought of one of the last things Saturnina said to me: that I was cursed. What bothered me wasn’t the fact that the stories positioned me in certain ways among Indians, something I was well used to: I didn’t care. I had no intention of going back to the fields. It didn’t bother me that in folks’ eyes I had become Saturnina. What bothered me was that if I was able to see one sliver of reflected light from the prism, wouldn’t there be more?

Did I kill old Sarah? I had no intention of doing so. Never even thought of it.

And then something else occurred to me: if my stories had such an effect on people, might not theirs, in turn, on me? Might them Benedict’s Rancheria folks hire someone to poison me, retaliate somehow? Might not someone find me downtown and grab my throat, or simply sing a song from a dark cabin someplace? I become more frightened.

I sat up in bed and in the dark room sung Saturnina’s songs for the first time with a clear-cut purpose: to protect myself. And that give being cursed a new dimension.




TWENTY

I KEPT TELLING MYSELF I DIDN’T INTEND TO KILL ANYONE. Ha! Just what I would say over fifty-five years later when it come to the death of John Benedict. The circumstances was different then, however; different from the situation with the old Maru, Sarah, if for no other reason than that my feelings was different. But that is getting far ahead of the story.

More than ever, I suspected everything I seen, the chickens, a tiny fence lizard perched upon a rock. I wondered about the birds before, and though they hadn’t returned in large numbers, nothing similar to when Saturnina was alive, they was nonetheless all the more vexing for me, not only reminding me of their connection to Saturnina and the business of Human Bears, but, as such, the notion that like the stories, they had a life of their own, and that I was in collusion with them through no choice of mine. At the same time, I needed them should someone be plotting, perhaps already waiting someplace, to hex me in retaliation for what I done.

I growed suspect of any person with brown skin. For ten years or more I paid no attention to Indians in town; now I kept a lookout. No matter where I was, I needed eyes in the back of my head.

I parked as close as I could to my destination, no longer enjoyed browsing in store windows. I walked wide arcs around aisles and street corners, lest someone be waiting to touch me; yes, a mere poke of the finger, the procurement of a loose strand of hair; that was all it took for someone to finish you. Saturnina taught me that much.

Then again, these days if an Indian could stab or shoot you and get away with it, they would. They believed their Catholic religion would protect them from retaliatory poisoning; and with reputed poisoners increasingly something of the past, the likelihood of one belonging to a coven, that is, having friends, was nil. And wasn’t I a loner? Why not just put a knife into my evil heart?

My protection was white people. They were the law. It was no doubt in the minds of most Indians that I was surrounded by them. I took Catherine and Camille to town with me as often as possible, found excuses for why I thought they might want to ride along. And I took solace in the company we kept, particularly doing seamstress work with Catherine, forgetting as much as possible the uncomfortable incident with Redmond. I looked forward to the men’s Wednesday night get togethers.

The other thing that offered me solace was change, taking note of the way the growing town was burying the landscape I knowed my entire life: the housing tracts that covered the land, the bridges that crossed the creeks, something new each time I looked. Not a single walnut tree remained on the land adjacent to the dairy. There was paved streets, curbs, and sidewalks in front of concrete foundations; wood skeletons rising as far as the eye could see. Rock formations, old oak trees completely disappeared.

A sense of sadness at the loss tugged at me. But there was comfort, albeit a kind of resigned comfort, knowing that the changes was unstoppable. The newspaper was full of new names, so that even with the old pillars popping up, I often had the feeling, reading the paper, that I was living in a strange town. One article featured a story about the Jersey dairy, specifically about the late dairyman’s widow and how she vowed with her sons not to sell the land for development, despite the city’s efforts to force her out by imposing ever-increased taxes.

One afternoon, with my eye peeled for Indians, I thought I found my sister. I was alone and had stopped in a tailor shop for supplies. The shop was located a block from the train station; in fact, it was the tailor shop I spied the day I was looking for them two hookers, Constance and Joy, as prospective roommates.

As I sat in my car, I forgot about the Indians and marveled at how stupid I had been to consider a life as a madam. How lucky I’d been to end up with Catherine and Camille instead. Whatever problems I was facing would pass, whether about my extreme embarrassment over the episode with Redmond, or the more recent encounter with old Sarah. I should never have let my emotions get the better of me in both cases.

When I come out of the shop, I was still watchful, but with a softer spirit. I hadn’t seen the young woman a few feet from the door looking at a dress draped over a headless mannequin. I stopped, the heavy door slamming behind me. She looked at me wide-eyed and then reached for one of the three or four small kids collected below her. No doubt she was Indian. Darker than me, she had a subtle nose and soft mouth, and her hair was straight, partially covered by the telltale gingham scarf. She was tall, shapely in what looked like a fitted summer dress. Her entire expression spoke a pardon for alarming me, something I imagined remembering from my mother at a distance in the fields.

She didn’t recognize me; or if she did, she was an expert actress. By the time I got home, it occurred to me that her demure demeanor might have been nothing more than a show for a white woman.
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Time passed. The golden and purple of fall in the fields and hills. But I was buried beneath the passage of time. If Redmond and Catherine got on with things, and the Indians, finishing the grape harvest, got on with things, somehow put aside death of their last big shot Maru, I was stuck. The more I tried to forget things, the more they boiled up.

I made a truce with myself: I would acknowledge the craziness as if it was a disease or a part of my body, an arm or leg, that I must keep, and hope that in turn, I could at least maintain a semblance of peace, the status quo for which I understood I needed to be thankful. But there was no such truce.

Around this time, I found Mrs. Benedict. Good God, I would’ve tripped over her if she wasn’t seated in a booth. I recognized her the moment I stepped into the fountain. It was the hair, that same perfectly parted cap of hair, never mind the thorough blend of gray, no mistake.

She was older, dowdy in a low-collared frock. Yet she sat erect, evidence of her grand bearing and perfect manners, as if the old dame she was so bent on becoming had fully arrived and emboldened her with immutable ease and comfort even as she sat at a Formica table licking a vanilla ice cream cone.

She must have sensed me staring—truly, my heart stopped. She give a quaint smile, the sort she might offer a passing schoolgirl. She didn’t recognize me.

I continued to the counter, where I had planned to sit and enjoy a piece of cake and a cup of coffee before beginning my list of rounds about town. But instead of sitting, I found myself at the cash register facing the freckle-faced hostess who said, “May I help you?” Unthinking, I ordered a vanilla ice cream cone to go.

After the girl turned to fetch my order, I looked toward Mrs. Benedict, who sat opposite a woman much like herself: a puffy-faced matron who was a noble relic of an earlier era. Fancy shopping bags, announcing the stores they had visited, sat prominently displayed next to each woman on the seats.

With ice cream cone in hand, I walked for the swinging glass doors. But I happened to look back and found Mrs. Benedict looking at me with the same quaint grin. At the same time, because she was holding my glance, she seemed to be asking if she knowed me. It was as if I was pulled to her then.

Yet when I found myself opposite her, she looked confused, uncomfortable, and indignant. She looked to her friends as if for an answer, and her friend returned the same look. Finally, leaning back as she looked up at me, she said, “Excuse me, Miss, but do I know you?”

“Mrs. Benedict?”

She blinked as if she might open her eyes and then know who I was.

“It’s me . . .”

She blinked again.

“I’m Mary—Angelina, the girl that used to work for you.”

“Oh, yes,” she said, polite, if not still uncertain. Then she gestured to her friend, as if to spread the awkward moment like a saltshaker across the table. “Do you know Mrs. Reilly? Mary, is it? Mary . . . Angelina?”

The other coot offered the same smile.

I shot back at Mrs. Benedict, “Did your son ever tell you why I left? Ask him, why don’t you?” My throat stopped then. I couldn’t go any farther.

Then I looked at Mrs. Reilly, if only to avoid Mrs. Benedict’s gaze. “Oh, Mrs. Reilly, I know your son.”

The poor bitch brightened as if I was going to tell her I sat behind him in English class at high school. “I’ll say hello to him next time I see him.”

Without looking back at either of them, I made for the door. I didn’t get into my car, but continued on until I was around the corner, out of sight. Then I leaned against a brick wall in the shade and caught my breath. I felt somehow that I had survived.

I looked at the dripping ice cream cone in my clenched hand, and just then the wet ball of vanilla plopped on the ground. I thought to myself with assurance and relief, that I hadn’t jabbed the cone into Mrs. Benedict’s face—and now I couldn’t.
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One week later, early on a Monday morning, Redmond appeared at the house and come into the kitchen, where he asked me to sit down. I was alone and hadn’t seen either of the ladies yet.

He said he was taking Catherine and Camille at noon—that was how he put it, that he was taking them. He said the district attorney, working with the sheriff, had issued a warrant to raid my house. Luckily, the district attorney was a friend of his and had informed him of the impending raid.

“I trust you understand,” he said.

But what exactly was I supposed to understand?

“Reilly’s girl—I guess they got a testimony from her—you know, the blond, and now the sheriff’s got the notion that this is a house,” Redmond explained, his eyes glancing from wall to wall.

A picture, more like a story, opened before me. Remembering the cheap tart Reilly brought to the house, picturing her before the sheriff, I could see how he might get the idea.

“We’ve just got to get their clothes, all their belongings, out of here, too. You know, no evidence of girls living here,” he said.

I still couldn’t believe it.

“You’ll be fine. There will be nothing incriminating here. Sure, they might arrest you. But, trust me, you’ll go scot-free.”

He paused, then looked at me in order to hold my attention.

“Listen, I trust that you’ll be discreet.”

“Yes,” I said.

“I’ll make it worth your while, Mary. I’ll cover whatever legal fees you incur. I’ll open an account in your name at my bank. I’ll deposit the money there after a few weeks when the air clears.” He must have seen I wasn’t consoled, for he repeated, “You’ll be covered, Mary. Things will be all right.”

Then, after a breath, he said, “Who knows, maybe someday the girls will be able to come back. It’s been a good situation, really.” On some level, I knowed he was lying about the girls coming back, though I still hadn’t absorbed the reality of it. “I don’t know. Reilly’s trouble. It’s not smart to have a mistress friendly with your wife. Somehow, I guess the wife got wind of things up here, and her and the girl ganged up on him.”

The thought crossed my mind that the dowager with Mrs. Benedict at the fountain might be Bill Reilly’s mother, or an aunt. I hadn’t thought much about what I had said, and when I did, I was thankful: I believed I hadn’t crossed the line totally. But it wasn’t Mrs. Reilly or even what I said that caused a thud in my chest.

“This district attorney, is that John Benedict?”

“He’s one of them. Why?”

“He doesn’t like me.”

“You know him?” Redmond lifted his brow.

“No . . . It was over the taxes here. I had an argument with the city.”

Which wasn’t true, though with the county scrutinizing every piece of property these days, I anticipated a fight when it was discovered that the church no longer held the deed to the property, but instead that it was held in private ownership, making it subject to taxation. I was prepared to say the property, both mine and Effie’s, was designated Indian land, which wasn’t true, either.

“Well, I don’t understand that. You’re in the county. He works for the city. I’m surprised the county tried to tax you.”

“New zoning.”

“In any event, there’s more than one district attorney. I’ll take care of that.”

Then he was gone, out the back door without a word to the ladies or a polite goodbye. I was relieved, thinking only that John Benedict wasn’t going to be involved in any way with my court case. As if the sudden turn of events was itself a near miss.
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A short nondescript fellow, obviously employed by Redmond, appeared just before noon and helped Catherine and Camille load their belongings into Catherine’s car. An hour later, not a trace remained of them. Camille had said “good afternoon” to me when she left, as if she was merely going to town.

Catherine said nothing. Amazingly, both upstairs bedrooms, neither of which I had seen for over fifteen years, was exactly as I had left them, right down to the bedcovers and sheets, which the girls must have folded and put in the closet the day they arrived and put back on the beds this morning.

It was then that I understood their absence was just the beginning of something much greater.

I panicked. I stood in Catherine’s restored bedroom and knowed she was safe—and that I was not. The house was a trap I could not escape. I rushed down the stairs, thinking I must destroy every piece of evidence that a man—any man—had ever been there. I emptied the liquor into the sink, then smashed the crystal decanters and ashtray—as if women didn’t drink or smoke. But that didn’t seem to scratch the surface. I raced from room to room, upstairs and downstairs, looking for anything that might incriminate me.

Yet when I found nothing, not a sock left in an upstairs closet, no suggestion of debauchery anywhere, not a sign even that anyone had lived in the house but me for the last fifteen years, instead of feeling relieved, I become all the more undone, as if the incriminating evidence, whatever it might be, however large or small, had a life of its own and was hiding from me. The walls was closing in.

My worst fear was coming true: Men’s hands would be on me; I’d be taken to jail. I was blind, as in a dream, when all of a sudden, I couldn’t see the world around me. How long had I been this way? Was that why I couldn’t find all of the evidence I needed to get rid of?

I thought of running up to Effie’s place, why, I was not sure. But then I remembered Effie was in the crops, the kids with her and Heralio, or in school downtown, and I become even more frightened.

I was sitting in the kitchen, frozen at the breakfast table. The smashed crystal and glass was in four thick-papered shopping bags in the middle of the floor. I thought of Saturnina and started singing. First, them clearing-the-way songs she taught me to sing before going into the hills. Then I gone to them Bear songs, a couple of them that seemed clear to me. But I was distracted, and I found myself absentmindedly dropping lines, halting in the middle of a song, then starting over again.

Still, after a while, I was able to focus and get out of my chair. I had planned to bury the four bags someplace in the hills close by, far enough away only so that the officers, when they come, wouldn’t find them. On my way out the kitchen door with two bags in each hand, I noticed my car keys on the sink, only because I usually kept them in my purse, and I wondered how they got there. Had I planned to go someplace and then forgotten? I wasn’t thinking straight after all.

Outside, I was surprised to find that it was near dark. How had several hours passed? I was going to get a shovel and then hike into the hills, but it was too dark now. I watched a pair of headlights approach on the main road below the house. I froze and become absent-minded with fear again, even for some time after the car had passed. Then I remembered the keys, and the way was clear.

I gone back into the house and set the paper bags in the middle of the floor, right where I had kept them before. First things first: I took my coffee tin crammed with five thousand dollars’ worth of hundred-dollar bills and put it in the front seat of my car. I thought of clothes next; I stuffed an extra pair of shoes and some underwear into a paper bag, only to think better of it. If I was going to dinner, what did I need but my purse?

Next I gone outside and detached the short rubber garden hose from its spigot. I siphoned gas from the car into the tin can I kept on the back porch for chicken scraps. I spread one can along the perimeter of the front of the house and the sides. With a second can, I doused the back of the house. I put the hose and empty can in the trunk of the car. Finally, I found a rope, a fuse of the sort I’d seen in a picture show once. Then I got in the car and made my way down the hill to the main road.

I turned left, not right toward town, and traveled up the hill. Toward the top, I took a new road called Montecito to where I knowed it followed the meadow past a host of pine trees. Where the hill become steep again, I parked under the canopy of a large oak.

I grabbed the coffee tin and got out of the car. It was completely dark by this point, yet I made my way, crawling through a barbed wire fence. Though I was coming in from the opposite direction, I found a path that led to the top of the hill, to the clearing. Once there, I knowed where to turn and follow a smaller trail to the large rocks. I knelt down, reached through the opening, plenty wide for the coffee tin, and left it in the cave.

I could have cut down the hill, directly back to the car, but instead I walked back to the clearing, where I could see the city lights, sprawling like tentacles from the town’s square center. A lone cow bawled below in the fields. East the hills was dark. No cars was on the road. I walked back to the car, feeling my way. Then I gone back to the house and lit the fuse, waited only until a cloud of fire burst at the back door.

West of town, making my way toward Sebastopol, I heard fire engines, but I doubted they was the ones for my place. I wouldn’t’ve been able to have heard them so well. That was all I thought about it. I crossed the bridge over the lagoon and then seen past some trees the yellow squares of light coming here and there from the scattered shacks below the road. Effie had mentioned something about the government trying to move the lagoon people, the few that remained there. I thought of my sister with half a dozen kids cramped in a one-room shack.

I crossed the one light in Sebastopol, then followed the newly paved two-lane highway to Bodega Bay. For a while, I followed a pokey truck overloaded with bales of hay. Then the truck turned off the highway and the road was all mine again.

When I reached the bay and seen the lights of the harbor, I was confused, as if I had all of sudden forgotten what I was up to. I pulled up to the wharf and then stepped out of the car, though never letting go of the car door. Large fishing vessels bobbed against the dock in the strong flow tide, their masts clanking. The water was high. I got back into the car then and headed north on the windy coast highway until I hit the bridge over the wide mouth of the Russian River.

I stopped the car. The small town of Jenner perched atop a cliff on the other side of the river was a good ways in the distance. There was no cars from either direction on the highway. I got out with the car still running and opened the trunk and tossed the hose and tin can over the bridge.

I thought of gas. The one station in Jenner wasn’t open. I had to take my chances and make it back to Bodega Bay and hope that the station there was still open. Luckily, I arrived alongside the single upright pump in the nick of time. The overhead sign was off, but from the road I seen a light in the office, and as I pulled up to the pump, the attendant was backing out of the door to leave.

“You saved my life,” I said as he stood outside my window putting his office key back into his pants pocket. He was a tiny man, an Italian with a thick accent and narrow face. He looked like an old fish. In them days a lady got excellent service at the gas pump, and this fellow proved he would be no exception.

“Excuse me,” he said, starting away from the car, “I got to turn on the light to check the oil.”

I told him thank you, but not to worry. Gas was what I had needed. I paid him then and left.
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I got to the Union Hotel in Occidental about 8:00 p.m., just under the gun there, too; when I sat down, the only other customers, a grayhaired farm couple, was paying their bill. The hostess, who would also be the waitress at this late hour, showed me to a small table in the corner of the room. She lit a candle in a red vase and said she would be back to take my order after she give the couple their change.

I’d been to the restaurant a few times with Louis and his friends. I ordered chicken cacciatore and a glass of red wine. The hostess, nice as she could be, told me to take my time as she had plenty to do closing the restaurant. The restaurant bar was busy, too, the sound of craps cups slamming atop the bar and raucous laughter spilling into the dining hall.

I imagined Louis at home on his ranch with his Irish Mary, no doubt at this hour reading by the fireplace, or perhaps collected in front of that new contraption called the television. The ranch was his: I knowed his father had died and that he had gotten married, but that was all many years ago. I watched the newspaper but seen nothing about him. I wondered if he still had the same phone number, and what he would say if I called him. Would he tell me not to call again? I remembered the sex. Oh, I was worlds away. I made no sense.

Why did I go home, and not run? No doubt, plain didn’t care at this point what happened.

When I got home, there was no house, only two sheriffs waiting to arrest me.
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They took me to the station. I sat alone for the longest time at a table in a small room off the high-ceilinged lobby where the sheriffs, one on each side of me, had escorted me to a desk when we first arrived, and watched as a plainclothes man booked me for arson and operating a house of prostitution.

“What evidence?” I protested; but none of the men responded to me.

When I pulled up to the dark hill, the only thing I seen was the white doors of the patrol car. I had gone to the doors, and immediately the officers, who clearly had been waiting for some time, jumped out.

“What happened?” I asked. When I looked over to the vacant spot where the house had been, I wasn’t shocked or unnerved as I might have been, but that was because it was completely dark, and I couldn’t see anything.

“You tell us,” one of the officers responded, a hundred pounds of accusation in his voice. “You’re under arrest,” the other then informed me, getting down to business.

I must say they was polite, gentlemanly. I wasn’t handcuffed, and I didn’t resist or put up a fight. I was still in that altered state of mind, the whole experience now not feeling much different from when an hour before I was eating cacciatore in Occidental and thinking of sex with Louis. Which the officers must have taken as shock—or calloused guilt. Somehow, I wasn’t worried: my worst fear—of being arrested—had come true.

When the plainclothes man finally come into the room where I was waiting, he acted as though I was shocked. He sat down opposite me and chose his words carefully, as if to make certain that I understood him.

“I didn’t realize that was church property,” he said first.

“Yes,” I told him, “but the priest gave it to the Indians—to my father.”

“And Mary Hatcher—you are Salvador Hatcher’s daughter, I presume?”

He had done his homework. “That’s right.”

“The church has a copy of the deeds, and I’m sure you do, too. Right?”

I shrugged. “I did.”

Which brought the man immediately to the issue at hand.

“Miss Hatcher, why did you burn down your house?”

“I didn’t.”

He sat back, unclasping his hands. “Do you have a lawyer?”

“No.”

He looked at the clock on the wall then back at me. “It’s late. If you don’t mind, I can let you wait in here until morning . . .”

Then, for my benefit because I no doubt looked confused, he clarified: “You know you are under arrest—I should put you in a cell until the public defender gets here.”

“I see,” I said.

“Of course, you could post bail: a thousand dollars.”

“No, I’ll wait, thank you.”

It was midnight when he left. He was a nice enough man, though he was the big cheese, I found out later, who set the whopping bail. I can’t remember what he looked like. So much of that time remains a blur.

I know that eventually I got tired, folding my arms on the table, and falling asleep. I dreamt of Saturnina, me and her when I was a kid. We was on a bench in the square—probably because I was now inside the courthouse—and she was singing, and we was watching the people go by. A crazy, mixed-up dream. There was new automobiles and horses pulling wagons.
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The public defender was a man named Gary Rodgers. When I woke up, the first thing I thought of was “the public defender,” and a shot of panic raced through me. Half asleep, I was confusing the public defender with the city attorney; in my dazed state, I thought John Benedict was coming in to see me. I was still on the edge of my seat when Mr. Rodgers walked in.

He was a young man, not yet thirty, with ambition all over his face. He put me at ease immediately. “Don’t worry,” he said, “they don’t have a thing on you.”

I trusted his confidence. With what he said next, I better understood why. He leaned to within six inches of my face: “I just don’t know why you burned the house.”

“I didn’t,” I said.

I was free, the bail paid by Mr. Rodgers, or should I say Redmond Burke. Ha! Mr. Rodgers said he knowed I had an account at Bank of America—as if it was something I’d possessed at birth—though he didn’t think it would be enough to build a new house. “Room and board at a hotel until you decide what to do,” he said.

He gave me a list of available hotels, as if I was a stranger in town, then he reminded me that I must appear in court on such and such a date.

“There’s only one glitch,” he said.

“That hussy—Reilly’s woman.”

“No. In the rubble, they found a slot machine.”

The worst of all of this was that the story hit the newspaper. The next morning, the day after I was released, I was sipping coffee in my hotel room when I opened the paper to the headline: “SR Woman Accused of Arson, Pandering.” It wasn’t the lead story or prominently featured, but it was on the front page.

Until then, things felt effortless. I’d gone to the bank, withdrawed a hundred dollars for the two weeks until my court date, leaving me a whopping $900. Then I found myself a room in a hotel on Fourth Street, not far from the courthouse. I wasn’t really thinking about what might happen to me in court; I wanted to rebuild the house, get past this detour. I was worried that I might not have enough money. After I secured the hotel room, I visited Mr. Codding’s office, where a gentleman told me that based on what I described, the new house would cost anywhere between $5,000 and $10,000. I had what, $5,900.

When I first spotted the headline, and even after I seen my name, it was as if I was reading about someone else. I found myself in utter panic. In the days ahead, I seldom ventured out of my room, then only to grab something to eat in the hotel’s cafe. I needed clothes, but I couldn’t leave the hotel, instead washing my undergarments in the bathroom sink. I kept telling myself nobody in town knowed who I was or cared. And John Benedict, he was the city attorney; he would have nothing to do with a county case.

But wouldn’t he come just to poke his nose? Wouldn’t his mother have said something to him about the uncanny encounter with me in the fountain, if not then, perhaps after reading this tidbit in the paper?
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So, they was going to get me on the one-armed bandit. Mr. Rodgers said I would have to pay a fine; and the day before we gone to court, while talking in my room, he asked that I be prepared for the prosecutor’s questions regarding the device. “Just say it was an antique,” he said.

“It was,” I said.

“True,” he said, “and there wasn’t a cent in it, anyways.” Then he assured me that there would be no material witnesses—meaning that Reilly’s blonde was certainly out of the picture; and of course, neither Redmond nor either the other two men would say a thing, much less show their faces within a mile of the courthouse.

Then I told him what I hadn’t mentioned before, what got me in trouble in the first place—my encounter with Mrs. Benedict and the woman I presumed was Richard Reilly’s mother. He confirmed my suspicions: I had set my own trap. The other old biddy with Mrs. Benedict was indeed Reilly’s mother, who had gone directly to both the wife and the mistress. It wasn’t just these latter two that ganged up on him, as Redmond had first characterized, but the mother also, forcing him not only to agree not to come to the house anymore, but as a guarantee of such a promise, to go to the law.

The whole thing was a show. I was the circus clown caught in the ring. Oh well, I wouldn’t go to jail.

Then I thought of asking him why Redmond and the two ladies didn’t just wait it out, that was, before I burned down my house. But I knowed the answer to my question. If I opened my mouth once, what would stop me a second time?

“What about my neighbor—the Indian?”

“She hasn’t returned. Besides, she wasn’t there. Forget about her.”

“Okay.”

But I wasn’t okay. I was terrified. While I was confident that things the next day would proceed just as Mr. Rodgers said, I felt as if I was getting away with nothing. Them old dowagers wouldn’t get up and testify—they didn’t have to—but certainly they would be there gawking.

I was caught: Mary Hatcher. Angelina. A perfect story. An untrustworthy young girl. A vile woman. And never mind that John Benedict was the city attorney and not a county attorney; certainly he would be in the courtroom, if not in a seat with his mother and her friend, then lurking about the back of the room, long enough to get a peek at me, to see me, knowing that the worst of what he thought about me then was true, absolutely true.

And again, I could not utter a word in my defense. Bottom line: guilty of nothing or everything in the courtroom, I was not to be trusted. I was a liar.
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I couldn’t go to the courthouse in a plain dress. If the world was going to gawk at me, I would look good. I forced myself to hit the streets for what seemed like the first time in forever. The late autumn day was bright; I felt conspicuous, a two-headed monster that everyone looked at. This was particularly true in the White House, where I had to deal with salesclerks and the like who knowed my story. They read about Mary Hatcher in the papers. Who else was Mary Hatcher but me?

I thought of ways of running away to San Francisco, for instance. I plotted all sorts of schemes to get free. Then it was morning.

I had purchased two outfits from the White House: a silver-gray wool suit with a fitted bodice and high round neckline, and a dark mustard-yellow taffeta that was flashy, though not inappropriate. I seen myself in both; and at the time, wasn’t sure which I wanted to wear. How did I want to be seen in front of a firing squad?

When I met Mr. Rodgers in the hotel lobby, I looked attractive, if not stunning, in the gray suit. A sinner that looked ready for a luncheon at the ladies’ Saturday Afternoon Club. Hell, I even wore gloves.

I imagined a packed courthouse, every shape and manner of town folk, all of them dressed as if for church. But the courtroom wasn’t full. Walking to the defendant’s table with Mr. Rodgers, I attempted to spy the sparse crowd, the clumps of folks planted here and there around the courthouse like bushes. There was well-dressed old ladies, nosy old hens whoever they was. But I could not stop and stare. While the robed judge took his seat and the charges was read, even during much of the prosecutor’s case, I contained myself.

But by the time that Mr. Rodgers was standing, reeling off the shortcomings of the charges against me, the lack of evidence and whatnot, I had begun to turn in my seat and look about the audience. The prosecutor’s argument and Mr. Rodgers̕s response was verbatim what Mr. Rodgers described the first time we talked. Mrs. Benedict was not in the room. Or Mrs. Reilly, for that matter, if I could even remember what she looked like. And where was John? Had he at least peeked in the door, seen the back of my head?

No matter, for the judge decided in a matter of moments, and without my being questioned, even about the one-armed bandit, that I was innocent of all charges, save the happenstance possession of an illegal antique, for which I was fined a token ten dollars. I discovered what for me was a horror worse than if I was convicted, a horror I had been unable to imagine until I stood up to leave: being exonerated, with John not there to see.

Mr. Rodgers was pleased with the outcome, never mind it was more or less crafted by him and the court in advance. Standing in the foyer outside the courtroom, he was surprised I wasn’t asked at least about the slot machine.

“Of course, Miss Hatcher, we made it clear that you acknowledged possession of it.”

I must have looked visibly shaken, for he then said, “I imagine this has been quite a strain on you.”

“Yes,” I said.
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I gone back to the hotel. Sat the longest time. Then I did it again, gone up that hill alone.

Nothing was left but the foundation; the house itself was a rough square of black soot. The charred appliances—the stove and refrigerator, bedsprings—insignificant. There was a naked openness; the hills seemed so close and the long view of the valley.

Effie’s house, rather than standing out, as one might expect, seems to have shrunk or disguised itself against the hill. Its unpainted batten-board walls was the color of the dry autumn earth. A line of blackened grass trailed toward the house and stopped, luckily, at a patch of singed picket fence.

Effie’s garden was dry and unkept. I immediately thought of my chickens then, and to my dismay, found the pen’s gate open and feathers scattered about the yard. Raccoons or a coyote, I thought; no doubt Effie or someone else let out the chickens as there was no one around to feed them any longer; a good deed, only to leave the helpless things prey.

Then, from the back of Effie’s garden, below her porch, a rooster crowed, and I turned to find the rooster, a handsome red specimen, and two mottled hens come out from under the steps and begin preening themselves in the late afternoon sun. I searched around for others, and after finding none, herded the three survivors back into the pen and locked the gate. I would start over. I done it before.

Gone to Mr. Rodgers with help what to do, but he was done with me, that is, done with his favor to Redmond Burke. He wasn’t much interested in my problems, the first and most pressing being not how to build a new house, but how to pay a whopping $3,000 of taxes the county tax assessor now wanted in back payment on my private property.

“Do a partial payment from the money in your account,” he said, careful not to mention Redmond’s name as he showed me out of his Fourth Street Office.

I fretted for two weeks in my hotel room. I had $5,000 hidden in the cave and $900 left in “my account,” hardly enough to pay the taxes and rebuild the house. I imagined all kinds of solutions, none of which was to my liking. No matter how I paid the taxes, in partial increments or all at once, I would not have enough for a new house. And I would have to go to work, hit the fields as soon as possible. When I finally gone to the bank, I discovered a sweet surprise.

When Mr. Rodgers advised me that money was in the bank for my present living expenses, I forgot that Redmond had mentioned money “after a few weeks when the air clears.” I stood in awe at the teller’s window, listening to a featureless woman advise me on the prorated interest regarding the $15,000 deposit.

So, I paid my taxes and rebuilt the house. Codding’s men done it just in time before the rains. They was able to use the same foundation: It was the same house, only without the second floor. I seen no need for the upstairs, besides which, the first floor alone cost me nearly $5,000, plus the $3,000 in taxes, leaving me with hardly $7,000 in the bank. What was different? The house was mine, no contingencies.

Add furnishings to that and I was below $6,000 left. The busyness kept my mind off things. When I was finally able to leave the hotel and move back to the house, I envisioned a new life for myself, and while I wasn’t exactly sure what that was, the freshly painted walls was assurance I could survive.

I was older; seemed I had no more wild notions to go here or there, prove this or that. There was a sadness in that, a kind of resignation to the here and now, even if I was thankful, well aware that I was in fact lucky, better off than most.

Then I noticed the cars at night, during the day, too. At night, I noticed how the cars slowed, sometimes even parked to get a look at the house and maybe to snatch a peek at me. It wasn’t exactly the same house, but I was the very same lady. Whites, jealous housewives and the like, curious teenagers, gawked from rolled-down windows, a million sordid pictures in their wide, unblinking eyes. And the Indians, emboldened by my arrest, wasn’t afraid now as long as they kept safe on the country road, no matter what the witch was up to behind the walls of that house: concocting poisons, singing love songs.

I often thought of standing on my front porch and staring back at them; especially the Indians, who would fear my direct gaze. They seldom parked, which was why one day, coming back from Rincon Valley where I’d visited a plant nursery, after I found a car parked on the crest of the country road, I figured it was yet another nosy biddy. The car was no Indian jalopy, with rusted fenders and missing headlight; it was a late model Ford but in good condition. And the driver, clearly a woman, was alone, unheard of for an Indian out in enemy territory.

Staring back at me was none other than the woman from outside the tailor shop, the woman I figured for my sister. She was neat-looking, attractive, exactly as I remembered her; only her expression now was not at all modest. She looked concerned; yet almost defiantly unshaken. I forgot myself. I was about to ask her if her name was Nellie when she looked ahead and pulled away, leaving me parked in the middle of the road.

When I got home, I felt certain she was my sister. Hadn’t she seen my name in the paper? Even if she didn’t know who I was before, she knowed where to look and now seen for herself. Maybe she’d made several trips before this one. Then a disquieting thought: If she was my sister, she knowed for certain, but I did not. She knowed everything and I knowed nothing.
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Effie never showed up; I had no idea what happened to her after the house burned. She had abandoned her beloved garden. Once, sometime close to Christmas after I was more or less settled into the new house, I couldn’t contain my curiosity and looked into her house. Standing on tiptoes, I peered through the windows. The house was bare, completely empty. She took everything with her.

Then in spring Heralio showed up at the back door. I heard the car come up the hill. He asked if he could talk to me for a moment and I sat him at the kitchen table. He’d been wearing a straw sombrero and he took it off and set it in his lap. I immediately asked for Effie.

“She’s fine,” he said.

He told me they found a house in Fulton close to the prune orchards there. I assumed “found” meant they was renting the place. He looked tired, dark circles under his eyes, his hair tousled. He seemed older, with a kind of resignation in his manner.

“Well, when you coming home, you and Effie? Everything’s settled here now.”

“We—Effie wants to sell the land. We got to pay the taxes.”

Immediately I felt guilty: when the tax assessor discovered my plot, there was Effie’s right next door.

I told him how they could pay in increments, just as I had been advised. When he seemed not at all consoled, I offered to help with the payments.

“You nearly killed my son.”

“What in the hell are you talking about?”

He launched into how on that fateful day, Junior had played hooky from school, something he often did while his parents worked and camped in the fields. Effie left before sunup to join Heralio, who had stayed in the camp with Carolina. Not only did Junior hide in the house all day and watch Catherine and Camille move out, but he was still watching when I had come back to the house after leaving once and setting it on fire.

“I thought you was all in the fields.”

He listened, but then said, “Wasn’t no lights on?”

I honestly didn’t think so, but I couldn’t remember.

“The fire, it was an evil curse.” He was looking directly at me. “It gone up to the house. When Junior run out, the fire, it chased after him, all the way up the hill.” He lifted both arms demonstrating.

How could I explain the wind? Didn’t matter: Effie always believed I was a witch. Even if I hadn’t set my sights on Junior at first, the very fact that he witnessed my mischief meant I had to turn it on him. Wasn’t that how it was with poisoners?

“I’m not a witch. I didn’t mean anything. That’s the truth.”

He sat unmoving. I understood; they wasn’t coming back. And now they was stuck with the taxes, which were probably more than the land and the lousy shack.

“So, you want me to buy Effie’s land?”

He shrugged his shoulders, looked toward the door. Three thousand dollars was no doubt what I would have to come up with.

“No,” he said, looking back at me, “just so you know when folks come up here.”

I presumed he meant real estate people. Just then, Heralio’s head snapped back to the door, and there was Effie in the doorway.

“Why are you in here so long?” she asked him in Spanish. Then she looked at me.

“I ain’t afraid of you. You ain’t no witch. Go ahead try to do whatever you want to me, I’ll wring your goddamned neck.”

Heralio stood up, made for the door, but Effie wasn’t moving.

“There’s only one thing that you is, girl, and that’s selfish. And there’s no end to that, is there?”

She stood a moment longer, as if to prove she truly wasn’t afraid of me. Then both of them was gone.

I rushed to the front-room window, pulled the shade back and watched the car make its way deliberately down the hill, until the taillights, like a pair of red eyes, faded on the county road.




PART IV
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The Story
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TWENTY-ONE

I WONDER THESE DAYS ABOUT THE WRETCHED HEART, where it goes after it is abandoned by its owner. That is, if indeed it is ever truly abandoned: Does it rest someplace waiting to be picked up, like a tin can on the side of the road? Or is it like a sack of seeds scattered in a field, come up again, thistles and berry briar, the next season?

Does it go on forever? I wonder, too, if the Bear Business will go on. This is, if indeed it has life in a poor hag’s tale. Does it need the wretched heart, or just the memory of it?

Another thing: Saturnina said the Human Bear lived alone, separate from the people. She lived secretly. If this is the case, if I am tolik, a Human Bear, then I have lived alone a long time.
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After the fire, months passed; then months turned into years. I didn’t settle into a routine as much as I accepted it. I didn’t want any more excitement. I didn’t want to dream. Maybe then I become an old woman.

In time, the cars stopped circling below the house. People died or lost interest in the stories. I liked it that way. I accepted, even preferred, that I was forgotten.

I become Miss Mary Hatcher, seamstress. Which, given the folks I worked for, them ladies with eyes for nothing much else than one another’s houses and clothes, meant I was merely a pair of good hands able with needle and thread. But not right away: that’s jumping just a bit ahead of myself here. First things first.

I bought Effie’s house. Folks come, just as Heralio said, and started nosing around; two white men, real-estate agents. Even if I had to sell my shoes to pay for the property, I would’ve done it rather than have someone build a house up there and be forever looking into my kitchen window.

So, I ended up paying the taxes and then some for a worthless cabin and a couple acres that buffered me so that I could sleep at night and remain truly alone on this hill. It left me with a little over two thousand dollars in the bank, enough to last me a couple years on taxes on both parcels, food, and utilities. I had $5,000 tucked under a rock inside the cave, but I pretended that I didn’t.

Plants and grasses growed up around the house spring and summer. The vegetable garden gone wild, seeded itself each year and come up different every time, a new mosaic of wild carrots and cabbage, pumpkin vines, and unruly tomatoes. I watered it, out of memory and respect—and, lest I forget, shame.

Increasingly, I seen myself as Effie seen me: selfish. Though I truly had no way of knowing Junior was in the house when I burned it, maybe I should have informed Effie of my intentions so that she could have made certain her family was safe. But it all happened so fast, and I didn’t have time to think. It wasn’t the near accident with Junior that bothered me in particular, but what the incident suggested about my whole life. I was purposeful to a fault: I would chop down an apple tree to get the fruit.

I expected Effie to be a pillar of support after Saturnina’s death; yet I offered nothing in return, except when I felt guilty. I seen that much. And never mind the excuses—that I was raised alone; that my heart flipped once over the death of my mother, then broke altogether after the jilting by John Benedict. Nothing changed the fact of who I was. I felt ashamed.

Sometimes, sitting in my backyard on a warm summer evening after I watered Effie’s garden, I imagined her coming up the road and finding the garden luxuriant and abundant with red tomatoes and big orange squash.

Saturnina said I was selfish, too, never mind that I was trying to accommodate her needs at the end of her life. But with Saturnina there was still the possibility that my condition and temperament, regardless of whether or not it was of my own making, was suitable for her purposes: to pass on the Bear Business or be trapped on earth for all eternity. Ha! Once she realized she couldn’t get the man, did she figure that at least she got the child? Had she seen things lined up all along?

And then the birds and the rocks and hills. The trees. The owls at night and coyotes. The occasional deer come close to the house. Rabbits. Them everlasting chickens. And the questions about what Saturnina may or may not have planted in me with song and story: Did I kill old Sarah? Them questions not only made me think of the birds and what-have-you, but how them things shot the stories and songs back to me clear and precise as the sun reflected in a crow’s eye.

So I made offerings, fed Creation if not with breadcrumbs alone, then with the songs. Them cars might have stopped circling, but not a day when a crow didn’t land on the fence, never a breeze that didn’t move the leaves. Night: a moon, and then none at all.

My baskets, the materials—bundles of sedge and willow—whatever I had left, was all gone in the fire. I could no longer get to the trees where I picked willows. The developers had leveled the fields where the trees stood; what trees was left was in someone’s backyard. And while I could still hike down to the creek for sedge, albeit with some difficulty on account of the stretch of creek in question was now bordered on one side by a Catholic school and on the other by a highway, the plants was gone.

Saturnina said the plants and animals would disappear when we forgot them. I wondered if the sedge was gone because I hadn’t dug the roots for a couple years. I felt guilty about that, too, which was maybe why I stopped weaving: I didn’t feel worthy. So, I sung them plants’ song, called out its name, ihqho, sedge plant, once again each spring and each fall, if only to remember it.

I didn’t forget my baskets. I figured they had some purpose associated with the Bear Cape, which I would never see nor wear. The Human Bear traveled with baskets, especially made to carry water to sound like the gurgling belly of the animal itself, and to pack flint blades for killing, ripping enemies to shreds.

If not for use with a cape, then for some other related Bear Business: storing fresh bay leaves to deodorize the human body before wearing the skin; or maybe just to possess like a song, that itself provides protection and strength. If so, what happens to the baskets after they are destroyed? Once the Bear Woman’s tongue has been silenced and the weaver’s hands stilled, might the baskets have a life of their own, like the wretched heart, under the soil, not yet warmed by spring sun? I sang them basket songs also.
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A couple years gone by; the coffers was on the wane. I’m a thrifty person, yet I knowed no way I could stretch $2,000 forever. Evidence of that fact was becoming all the more apparent; I had to do something.

With Effie gone, I had no news on available work in the fields—as if there was no other way for me to find out when it was time to pick apples or grapes. I thought of placing an ad in the newspaper to do housework, but then figured, who would hire an Indian domestic? As if I couldn’t lie and say I was one of half-a-dozen different nationalities.

I had purchased a sewing machine, an extravagance given my limited means, partly on the notion that having such a handy contraption would force me to search out some of Catherine’s clients and resume the work I had mastered. But then I might find myself face-toface with Catherine, never mind that I would be stealing her clients. I didn’t want the drama, and that’s God’s truth.

Though I seldom purchased a new article of clothing, I still looked. I liked clothes. I liked understanding the new cuts, collars and hems, knowing how to mend them, even to put together a garment from scratch. The fashions was changing as fast as the town itself: out with them chunky heels and in with stilettos, the slimmest heels possible; gray flannel dresses and pale blue linens for the day, and saucy, black-lace cocktail dresses for the evening, or them black silk-taffeta dresses with strapless underbodices and flared underskirts, showy indeed; and the sportswear that liberated ladies no end before they even knowed even the word, them straight-cut, cavalry-twill trousers with side hip pockets, all the rage.

Rosenberg’s and the White House carried it all, making use of inventive window displays. But Badgett’s was the dress shop for the fashionable dame. Badgett’s had a saleswoman with a French accent, a Parisian married to an American insurance broker. She’d look you up and down to see if you might have the means to purchase one of the high-end frocks. You were a dried prune if you didn’t make the cut.

She liked me, small wonder, since I hadn’t ever purchased a dress. The first time I ventured inside the shop, she immediately noticed me and asked if I was French. She told me her name, Mrs. Henry, and offered her hand, the wrist tinkling with clunky gold baubles. Her stretched lips was glossy orange. She must have thought I was “different” somehow, but acceptable as evidenced by her wide grin and outstretched hand.

“Spanish,” I offered.

“Oh, I see. Where, what part?”

Common sense told me not to go too far out on a limb.

“Oh, I was born here. My father, he was from Spain.”

“And where was that, Madam?”

“The South, I believe.” Europe and such was hardly my specialty.

“Well, you have a wonderful look,” she said, now grabbing my hand.

My clothes, at that point, was a couple years old—God forbid, I still had them boxy heels, and a dress with an outdated collar and padded shoulders; but clearly, I was acceptable to Mrs. Henry.

Later, after another visit to the shop, I would learn that she was a war bride, and that she felt lucky to have a husband, and she was sorry for the mothers and wives who lost men in the terrible war. She referenced a few of her patrons whose names I didn’t recognize.

“It was so awful,” she said, as if her emphasis would enable me to see the sights in her eyes.

“Yes,” I said, feigning appropriate sorrow.

I had entrée to the shop. I even met Mrs. Badgett, an older, thin woman in a perfectly tailored navy suit, who took as much pride in having a French saleswoman in the place as she did the latest Christian Dior on the mannequin in her window.

One day, on a summer morning a few months after my first visit, I was fingering the collar of yet another Dior frock, this one hanging on a rack, when a customer who had suddenly come up behind me, said, “Are you having trouble with that collar, too?”

I turned and found a rather short buxom woman peering at the collar still between my fingers. She was pleasant enough, her dress and matching jacket fitted tastefully to her contours.

As if she hadn’t made herself clear, she added, “I have that dress and my collar is torn. I can’t figure it out.” She made a rolling gesture with her hands, an indication of her frustration.

“It’s double stitched,” I said, lifting the collar flap so she could see what she had no doubt already seen and understood. “Tricky, but you can mend it.”

Her mouth made an “O,” and her brow furrowed.

I interrupted her: “I can fix it.”

Before she asked if I was a tailor, if I could possibly mend her collar, I seen her lean forward suddenly like a fish out of the water falling into my net. I was momentarily taken aback.

“Well, yes, I suppose,” I finally answered, at which point, Mrs. Henry appeared alongside the woman, and said, “But, my goodness, can you tailor?”

I said something to the effect that I once had a business as such, and that no doubt it would be a good idea for me to start up again, if even on a small scale. At which point Mrs. Henry nearly burst into tears, her round eyes glistening, her cheeks red, as if she had not only discovered me in a burning house but had also saved me.

The woman’s name was Mrs. Rattigan. Her husband was an upand-coming lawyer in town, part of the new breed planting themselves here from elsewhere and making a go of it. And Mrs. Rattigan had friends, an entire bevy of them. They gathered at a new enterprise called what else, the Santa Rosa Golf and Country Club, where every spring and fall they hosted a show where yours truly had to fit a dozen or more of them ladies into the latest fashions that they paraded back and forth on a mock runway as if they was twenty and never had children. By the time I was asked to help with the first show, more than a dozen ladies, my loyal clients, knowed I could work miracles.

At first, I worried, as I had in the past, that my story might get out, that one of these foreign imports might bump into an established pillar of the old town and hear the dirt on me. But from what I could gather from the tidbits of gossip Mrs. Rattigan and her friends shared, these women mingled more or less with one another, and no one else.

The first time Mrs. Rattigan sat in my kitchen—I later converted the dining room into my workroom complete with four mannequins and a full-length mirror where I took measurements and fitted the ladies—she asked if I “had family.” She was none too subtle as she gazed about the room for signs of a husband or children.

Lowering my head with a show of sorrow, then clicking my tongue with the faintest annoyance, I said, “My . . . the war.”

She immediately apologized, and never again did she or any of her friends bring up my personal business. I was a good pair of hands with needle and thread: What else mattered?
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I socked away money: Once again, I done good for myself, though hardly to the extent as before. For one thing, the cost of living was higher; for another, there was the matter of taxes on two parcels of land owned by one Miss Mary Hatcher. But I was able to afford a new car, a Chevrolet that was a nondescript gold color, and some clothes. Regarding the latter, it was enough to hear a client’s compliment. Otherwise, it was enough to get dressed up for a dinner alone at my kitchen table.

Clothes, once a way to call attention to myself, was now, if a nything, a disguise, a way of fitting in on the street so that I was just another lady in a town of more and more ladies. And after a woman turned forty in them days, that was easy enough. I was still on the lookout for a happenstance meeting that might expose me. I was happy in the shadows. Miss Mary Hatcher: seamstress and war widow.

And that was how I watched the years pass, decades, as if from behind a tree. The old lady lost her dairy, no doubt secured a good price, but what was money when she wanted the green pastures and cows? Housing tracts found their way to the bottom of the hill here; and like spores cast off from the large tract, more houses planted themselves in the hills, sprouted up everywhere you looked. No more the rocks, no more the trees.

What of the mountain’s curved back, its ribs, and hollows? Saturnina’s cave was on a square of private property owned by a wealthy family on the hilltop. The flat ceremonial grounds with their extensive views—the Human Bears’ launching place—was surrounded by barbwire: the family’s children kept horses there. More people, and then more. The cemeteries growed; green lawns rolled out in the sun.

Keeping well hidden, certain I wasn’t noticed, I looked for Indians, drove past the remaining orchards in the country where I found only Mexicans, mostly young men. There wasn’t camps anymore; workers lived in town or on farms someplace. Maybe Indians was indistinguishable now from Mexicans. But gone was the women in old calicos and scarves, the dirty-faced children, and the broad-faced, dark men with their black or gray handlebar mustaches. Not an old woman anywhere sitting against a tree trunk.

In town, I spied an occasional Indian, but not a one appeared familiar to me. There was an old couple, very dark, Lake County–looking, who often sat in the square on the bench me and Saturnina sat on. And there was Indians still around the train station and along lower Fourth Street, drunks mostly; I didn’t recognize any of them. Then again, I didn’t go up close. Parked for a minute and looking from the car window, it was as if the past was a dream, the place somewhat familiar, but none of the people. I was a stranger, indeed.

I thought I might find Effie—I actually thought I would see her, on account of she was big—which was beyond foolish on my part.

The Benedict’s Rancheria folks, like the lagoon folks and Graton folks, lost their land through a government swindle. The third time for my poor people, and now from what I gathered in newspapers—a leader from Benedict’s folks tried unsuccessfully to sue the Department of Interior—the tribe was scattered, living on the Kashaya Reservation up north or up in Dry Creek, or like me, alone someplace.

Point was, where would I go if I had the nerve to ask for Effie, or from what location might I follow someone to an orchard? I did drive back and forth through the one-street town of Fulton, thinking she and Heralio might be there. Instead, I saw lots of Filipinos; I never seed a big woman on the street. I understood, too, that lots of Indian women took up work in the canneries. I thought I might find her coming out of the huge, corrugated metal building there; but again, no luck. If we met face-to-face, I had no idea what I would have said to her. I really didn’t have it in mind to talk to her. If I seen her, if she was alive, then I would be, too.

Someplace in the 1960s, I tore down her cabin. One winter, the place become infested with rats. Next thing I knowed, they was in the henhouse. Bright and early one morning I discovered one of them unsavory creations of God sitting on the windowsill surveying my kitchen from outside; I declared enough.

I found a handyman who dismantled the cabin in one day and set the pile of split and otherwise ruined timber ablaze, which could be done safely on account of it was winter. A large fire and then a column of black smoke rose against the cold blue sky. After he left, I sat alone: all of it a horrible reminder of my sin, at least as Effie seen it, as if the fire and black smoke, visible for miles, was at last Effie’s vindication.

I prayed with my songs. I made promises to Effie that I would take care of her garden, plant her favorite flowers, nasturtiums and morning glories, commemorating her cabin. Next spring, nothing growed up from that ugly square of blackened earth.

I hoped I had some special connection with the birds: I sang the songs associated with them and with the Bear Business, so that they might protect me, alleviate my discomfort. Unfortunately, there was fewer and fewer birds. All of the construction might have had something to do with it, but I doubted it. I worried that their absence had something to do with me, as if I hadn’t sung enough, thus forgetting them and causing them to disappear, as Saturnina always warned.

At other times, I wondered if there had been certain songs, perhaps specific rituals, that Saturnina didn’t have time to teach me, that the birds’ presence required. Maybe, after all these years, the animals was tired of waiting, and give up on me. Should I fast, abstain from meat? Saturnina hadn’t fasted from meat, not until she had resolved to kill my so-called father and pass on the Bear Business to me; and yet before that, the birds apparently hadn’t forgotten her. Could I bring them back with broken strands of the story? Could a coil of sedge root hold water like a basket?

Did I yet believe in them things? I didn’t quite ask that question then. If I didn’t have the stories, I had nothing. I hoped for the stories and the birds. I prayed and I sung to the sliver of light. Every bird that landed in the tree, I said, “Hu.” Yes. A clump of poppies by the fence was a sheer miracle—and like the bird, a hundred stories.

In time grass growed up where the cabin had been, though never enough to completely camouflage its imprint. Instead of further concealing the square of earth or appeasing my guilt, the flowers I planted growed stunted, pale in color, and the vines short. Still, even that much, if a reminder of the past, was nonetheless an indication of my effort to atone and honor the memory of Effie, a small comfort I kept alive.

The ladies kept coming with their clothes and tidbits of gossip, rarely subtle remarks regarding a particular evening gown that didn’t flatter another woman’s appearance at this or that social affair, or a gown that was inappropriate. The entire lot was young when they first come to me. I watched them have kids. I listened to one talk about the first of them to get a divorce, only to have her inform me a few years later of her own, as she put it, unhappy disengagement. I seen their kids grow, the first of them to go to college, the first to get married.

Often, particularly when the kids was young, the ladies would bring them to the house. In my opinion, they was a fretful lot, content to sit patiently and wait for their mothers only if they was licking an ice cream cone or promised one after the visit. But there was one young boy who caught my fancy, if only in the brief period of time his mother come here. At the mere age of five, he seemed to be an angel, and at the same time a very old man. His hair was black, heightening the intense blue of his eyes. His brother, but a year younger, was blond. Seeing me notice as much, the mother offered that the dark-haired child was adopted. I thought then that I understood something about the boy, that is, if he, too, didn’t understand something about me. I wept. Sadness, it seemed, was eternal.

From the ladies, I got no insider gossip on the likes of Redmond Burke, or any of the Benedicts. From the newspaper, I learned that one of Redmond’s sons had been arrested and then convicted in a hit-and-run near fatal car accident involving alcohol—ha! A case, unlike my own, where Redmond was unable to engineer a not-guilty verdict.

Then, in the early seventies, amid news of protests and the Vietnam War, I found Mrs. Benedict’s obituary. There was a picture of her and a rather lengthy write-up about her civic charities and memberships in numerous organizations, which she would have been pleased with, I’m sure. Of course, her survivors was listed: among the living was her three children, Westin, Meredith, and John, and four grandchildren, all of whom carried the name Benedict, leading me to believe they was John’s offspring.

Two of the grandchildren was married girls, but as is the custom nowadays, the article printed their maiden names. Meredith, if the university scholar ever married, never had children; and, frankly, remembering Westin going to the barn at night, I couldn’t imagine him married, at least not happily so, not with children and all.

Mrs. Benedict was ninety years old. There was six great-grandchildren; John Benedict was a grandfather. And me? I was nearly sixty.

I couldn’t help myself. I had to get a glimpse of him—of all of them. The funeral was held at the Presbyterian church near the Town and Country Shopping Center just below the hill here. Mr. Codding built it to serve the families whose houses sit atop the walnut orchards and the dairy—a shopping center lately under siege from Mr. Codding’s most recent development, the Coddingtown Mall, itself atop a prune orchard where I worked alongside my stepmother.

Directly across from the Presbyterian church was an old-fashioned ice cream shop with a counter, where I could sit eating an ice cream cone and spy the procession of mourners following the coffin out of the stained-glass doors to the waiting shiny hearse. That is, if I timed things right.

I waited about forty minutes after the congregation filed into the church, then ordered a single peppermint cone and plopped myself on a stool, waiting until the first person come out: the undertaker, wearing a white carnation in his lapel like the six pallbearers behind him, three on each side of the polished hardwood coffin containing the shriveled, cold Mrs. Benedict.

Then a throng of people immediately covering their pale and somber faces from the sun. Suits and dresses; church wear. Quite sure I spied John: the tall man who lingered a moment next to the hearse before the pallbearers loaded in the coffin. A bald-headed man, slightly stooped—if I hadn’t been looking so hard, I wouldn’t have recognized him, not from that distance; and because I wasn’t one hundred percent convinced it was him, my blood boiled hotter. It was everything I could do to keep from tearing out of the shop and right up to his face if I had to, to make sure it was him before he got away.

A woman was with John, but even she vanished from my view in the instant—his wife? They was going to bury Mrs. Benedict just up the street in Memorial Park, an expanse of manicured lawn adjacent to the old and unkempt cemetery, where Saturnina rested in an unmarked pauper’s plot. I could have hiked into the old cemetery and watched from behind a tall gravestone, but better sense kicked in—or maybe just the lesson I had learned the last time I tempted fate in the presence of Mrs. Benedict. I decided to let well enough alone.

Because the old cemetery had just crossed my mind, I thought of Saturnina. I had never visited the grave, but she seemed so present in my life, more so as the years passed.

Then, too, I suppose I felt some guilt as to whether or not I done the right thing, burying her there among white people and God knows who else. It wasn’t that she become anonymous in her resting place—that was good, for a Bear Woman never wanted anyone, particularly her enemies, to have access to her bones. But wondered if I should have taken her to Tomales Bay, her home. Would she still have considered the town of Marshall and Tomales Bay home? Never had she traveled there as long as I could remember.

I got in my car and drove north, below the hills, along the road now called Old Redwood Highway. I seen where the creek met the road, then disappeared underneath in a concrete culvert. So, guessing where the hop fields once was, and then the Benedicts̕ pastures and the rancheria, I come to the black walnut trees on either side of a parking lot for a corner 7-Eleven.

I figured my mother was buried under a wood-paneled Mercury station wagon parked in front of the store and adjacent laundromat. Rows of new apartment buildings and condominiums lined the streets as far as I could see. Nothing was left, not the Benedicts’ grand old house, certainly not the barn, and not a trace of the Indians. Buried: not a sign.

I was alive, wasn’t I? And yet I felt like a ghost, haunting people and places I couldn’t leave, this earth a home that wasn’t any longer home.
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I cherished then the things I could see and remember: the oak tree next to the house, the birds, a clump of poppies alongside the road, chickens. In the spring I picked berries along the unkept portions of Santa Rosa Creek, and in the fall, I gathered acorns under my tree, then drove the coastal roads looking for tan oak trees where I might scoop up more nuts. I cut willows in the open marshes, then cleaned and bundled the rods as if to start baskets the next season.

I read the papers and kept up with the deaths. Westin Benedict left a wife, which surprised me. I wondered if Westin thought about my mother, if his love for her, and no doubt the guilt associated with her death, was a curse he was ever able to escape.

Another obituary: Redmond Burke. What organization didn’t he belong to? Who of import was not his friend? Certainly, the funeral was huge, hundreds of people. Yes, the same wife and four sons, of course no mention of one son’s bout with the law in years past, or of a woman named Catherine. Was Catherine still alive someplace? And Camille?

And there was Indians now in the papers, in the obituaries, with names I recognized. Hatcher, my own name, for instance: folks originally from the lagoon, but now from God knows where. My sister’s father was supposedly the nephew of my supposed father, both men Hatchers.

Remember that Effie had informed me that Nellie, my sister, had married a man named Alfred Copaz, from Tomales Bay, a Coast Miwok. But I didn’t find any such name in the paper.

There was some other names I remembered from Benedict’s Rancheria, and other names from the work camps, but none that meant anything in particular to me. Of the three girls who was my chums, one, Pearl, was purportedly poisoned by a jealous suitor; Vivian was no doubt long dead, a tragic death on the streets, and Alice? Who knowed what last name she gone by? No Effie, either; no Effie Gonzalez, her married name.
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One day I had to acknowledge that my eyes wasn’t what they used to be. Oh, yes, I could thread a needle pulling it close to my nose, but damn if I could read street signs, an inconvenience worse at night. And when I stood back to inspect a piece of clothing on a mannequin, I could no longer discern whether or not a hem was straight, or a button placed right.

So, I broke down and got glasses, the first nod to age, that was, besides the ever-whiter hair and the effects of gravity well concealed under my smart clothes. My client base dwindled to a small number. My ladies was getting old, and old gals generally don’t fuss about clothes and whatnot like the young. As the young was concerned, they figured why make an extra trip, using an independent tailor when a big department store will fit and tailor the dress you buy right there? I understood that I couldn’t compete.

I had money socked away, but what I was bringing in barely matched what I was putting out. Taxes was up, on two parcels, mind you. I understood this: if I would sell Effie’s parcel, no doubt I would be fixed for life, have enough with my minimal Social Security to get by.

And that was what I done: sold the 2.4 acres that was hers, knowing full well that I would have neighbors, which turned out to be two big houses, one with a handful of noisy kids looking down on me, straight into my kitchen and bedroom windows if I didn’t keep the curtains completely closed.

Ha! Each morning, until about nine, them houses cast a long shadow over my place, like Effie herself come back not only to greet me, but to laugh. And something else: them people complained first about the chickens getting into their gardens, then about too many roosters crowing.

I got rid of all the roosters but one.




TWENTY-TWO

I GROWED LONESOME. ALL I HAD LEFT THEN WAS TIME. I tried different things, like going to the new library, a modern glass-and-post box of a place that is about as comforting as the inside of the Department of Motor Vehicles, and not a tad more welcoming. I looked up Hamlet. Why not really see what John Benedict was studying when I met him? Well, if you ain’t readerly, don’t start with Hamlet.

Of course, the English is different from what we speak, something like the difference between the old formal Spanish Saturnina and her cousins spoke, and the Spanish Mexicans speak today. I labored through the play, truly studied it, and figured out about the murderous uncle and Hamlet’s mother and all that; yet could not make hide nor tail how it might have affected John’s feelings toward me then, but only after the fact, after he learned who I was and seen himself, like Hamlet, in a tragedy. I knowed from reading the play that if you could get out of a mess, then do so.

I read books, too, titles I picked up from reviews in the local paper and from a bi-monthly “Suggested Reading” list posted at the front desk of the new library. They was for the most part easier than Shakespeare, but I found more and more that the stories got me thinking about my own life, which was what I had sought to escape: sort of like watching at the front door for the devil while she was getting in the back door.

Soon I’d just be sitting, gazing out the window, and then an old crow on a limb, a titmouse on the windowsill.

It was at the library that I seen the notice about a basket display at the college museum, and it was at the museum I seen the announcement for the class, 11:00 Saturday mornings, lunch to be provided by the museum benefactors in honor of the weavers. Here I was shocked and amazed, looking at all them fine-crafted baskets under glass, that there was so many Indian women weaving, and weaving with such skill.

The baskets was beautiful, expert specimens of feather baskets, miniatures the size of a pinhead, a storage basket with a quail-top design a grown woman could’ve hid in. I come to appreciate Saturnina’s craftsmanship again; her baskets could have stood up to any of these. But who was weaving these baskets today? In all my days in the fields, I didn’t remember seeing Indians with such well-made work.

I tempted fate, challenged the world to prove to me that I was, in fact, still in it. I knowed going to that class I’d find myself face-to-face with Indians, no doubt some of them old enough to remember me, if not some version of whatever stories my presence might dredge up. It was likely, after all, that whoever was weaving them good baskets was old.

I had no problem finding the building after I parked, on account of the fact I had scoped out the place before. The trouble was that, as it turned out, I was an hour late: when they had first assembled, the group decided to start at 10:00 a.m. There was a good lot of them, a circle of ten ladies at least, each with a small worktable in front of them. The tables was littered with strands of willow and sedge and rolls of redbud. My eyes feasted on the latter. Given the way I come in, I found myself the center of attention, anyone and everyone not only giving me the once over but also learning my name without me being able to gauge their reaction when the curator introduced me.

The curator was a thin blonde woman with stringy hair out of which sprouted a pair of big ears hung with beaded Indian-style earrings. She served more or less in the capacity of social hostess, reciting each of the ladies’ names as if she were proud of her ability to do so. She pulled up a chair, then slid a table to me complete with bundles of roots and a coil of redbud, reminding me that next time I would have to bring my own bowl to soak my roots, and that I could pay the fee for the materials at the end of that day’s class.

“So, any questions, Mary?”

I opened my purse and shoved the appropriate number of bills at her.

To my surprise, when I was finally able to ascertain my company, most of the ladies was not Indian, but white ladies, mid-forties and up, beginners learning the craft, which informed me, before the curator would mention as much later, that the wonderful baskets in the museum wasn’t made by these ladies, but as I should have suspected, by Pomo and Coast Miwok women long dead. Ha! Might one of more of these be Saturnina’s, ended up somehow in this particular museum?

The teacher was an Indian, but she wasn’t familiar to me in the least. And for good reason, for though she was of Pomo heritage, I believe she said Stewarts Point Pomo, so she had been raised in another state. She looked the part: a Pomo woman I might have found in the fields when I was a kid, dressed in an old-fashioned calico topped with a full-length apron. Her unkempt, gray hair was covered by a gingham scarf. All Indian, with her dark, broad-nosed face, but the poor bitch couldn’t stitch a decent basket to save her life.

They thought I was white until I got an awl and them roots in my mitts. My fingers was good. I gone to town.

“You’ve had experience,” the teacher said, standing over my desk.

“My stepmother taught me when I was a youngster,” I said, staying focused on my work.

“Oh, you’re Indian, then.”

“Yes,” I said still not looking up, showing her that a grand dame in a tailored knit suit don’t need to look like a poor old Indian from the turn of the last century to stitch a mighty fine basket.

“What did you say your name was?”

Now she was not only paying attention but also wanting to see if I had basket weaving credentials in my own right. Now the circle of women was all eyes and ears, too.

“Mary Hatcher,” I enunciated nice and slow for her and the room. “I’m from here, Santa Rosa. I’m Pomo. My stepmother, who raised me and taught me to weave, was Saturnina, a Coast Miwok from Tomales Bay.”

There, it was out: Like I piled the logs in the center of the room and poured the gasoline over them. Now who would toss in the lit match? To my surprise, nothing. The teacher nodded appreciatively, but blankly and started back to her desk.

“And I have a sister, Nellie Copaz, who growed up with her father’s people, the Lagoon Pomo. I had—have—a friend, my cousin Effie Gonzalez, who I growed up with right on the hill behind us.”

I felt my words dropping and disappearing like heavy mist, until there was only the silence of the room and the bare hardwood floor. I felt silly, a prattling old bag whose sole intention was to legitimize herself. As if the perfect knot and trimmed sedge in my hands wasn’t enough.
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There was a couple of Indians in the room, dark-skinned sisters, about twenty years younger than me. I guessed they might have been from Lake County. Their faces showed no trace of recognition when I talked, as blank and unknowing as the white women. A month later, by which time it was quietly understood that I was a superior weaver, I made a connection with the past, though not of the kind I had so anxiously anticipated.

An Indian woman joined the group. Tall and stately, she did not strike me as an Indian. But even when we was first introduced, there was a glimmer of recognition in her focused eyes. Like me, she introduced the fact that she was Indian by mentioning a relative, in this case a grandmother, who taught her to weave. I didn’t catch her first name, as it was her last name that might have helped me locate her someplace.

“I think I know you,” she said.

During a bathroom break, she come to my desk. She was indeed attractive, well-kept for her years, with close-cropped hair that was fuss free. Rather than make a statement with her appearance, she designed it in a manner that would enable her to be in any situation appropriate; she was a lady. Her voice matched her clothes.

No doubt she seen the confusion on my face, for next she said in the most discreet way possible that her husband had been a good friend of Louis Pucciano, reminding me that she was the Indian girl I had met fifty years before when I was involved with Louis, her discretion an indication that she understood that whatever it was between me and Louis, it had not lasted. Then, so as not to make it seem she had been the lucky one, marrying her Italian boyfriend, or bragging in any fashion, she quickly informed me that her husband had died years before. Seeing me nod with recognition, she really wanted to know how I was.

“Fine,” I said.

“You look very well,” she said.

Which was something you would say out of kindness to a woman whose efforts to look well was most evident. But I decided to trust her and assume she meant what she said in a positive light, as honest as her inquiry into my well-being.

Her name was Rose. I remembered then that she was Coast Miwok from Bodega Bay, and that the Italian boy she had been dating, the one that had become her husband, was the son of a dairyman. She was a Smith, from the Indian family with a fishing business.

After that first class, we sat together. Whatever her grandmother had taught her, it wasn’t much, or she had forgotten; she was a lousy weaver. We never talked about the past, hers or mine. I was curious, of course, about Louis, curious whether or not she kept up with him, and whether or not she knowed how he was, but I didn’t ask, mostly because I was afraid of what Louis’s friends might think of me.

But it seemed that Rose was content enough sitting next to me. I helped her with her basket, showed her how to give more care to trimming the roots so her coiling might be tighter and less uneven. She said she had wanted to learn more about “her culture,” and that she hadn’t been around Indians much lately. Me either, I thought to myself—only I hadn’t been around anybody.

She did inform me that my sister was alive. Over and over, she complimented my weaving, prompting me at some point to recite the litany of associations I give the class on my first day. This made her recall a lecture she had attended a year earlier here at the college where Nellie and some other old-timers had discussed traditional things. Besides finding out that Nellie was alive, I learned that what Effie had told me was true: Nellie was some sort of singing doctor.

“I didn’t know she was from Santa Rosa, too,” Rose said. “I recall her saying she was from Sebastopol, from the lagoon folks.”

I never said more or inquired further.

Rose was nice enough. So was them others; even them two dark sisters, who, as it turned out wasn’t from Lake County, but somewheres north of Ukiah. They was quiet, typically old-style Indian; if they had any goods on me, I would be the last to know.

To be able to weave was the good thing. I gone to class to get the materials I couldn’t get elsewhere, principally the redbud; the class took a few trips to a place near Cloverdale along the Russian River, central Pomo territory where me and Saturnina never gone, except to work the crops.

At home at night, I wove baskets. No TV, no radio, no memories, just the baskets. Weaving was an answered prayer. If I could not hold to a person or place any longer in this world, I could hold a basket. With an awl, a willow rod, and sedge roots, I could weave; with the redbud bark I stitched the old designs: anthill, quail top, butterfly, star.

I could not remember what Saturnina said about these old patterns, if there was a song or certain prayer that gone with them; and she didn’t last long enough to tell me what kind of baskets and particular designs gone with the Bear Cape. The more I thought about it, the more I begun to think that it didn’t matter, that she knowed I would never wear the Bear Cape anyways, that I would be no more than the last link, a mere house for memory—and that would be enough to allow her to die, at last.

In any event, the weaving give me a modicum of peace. Some spirit was pleased.

I finished one basket and then another. A year gone by. The class recessed the month of December and the first two weeks of January; poor fools, didn’t they know that the dead of winter was the best time for weaving, at least according to what I was taught? I wove half a dozen fine specimens, each one better than the one before in terms of its craft. Even other students with their untrained eyes could see the teacher’s work couldn’t hold a candle to mine.

Aside from compliments, no one made a big deal about my expertise, luckily, for I neither wanted to raise the ire of the teacher nor teach the class myself. My modesty cast me as a nice old lady, a quiet sort. I liked wearing humility, no doubt because I knowed full well that I didn’t have to. They made a fuss over me as much because I was old and seemingly harmless as because I was a good weaver. But I did catch the attention of more than one benefactor.

The curator, a blond fellow about thirty with the pizzazz of a piece of bread, had introduced to me two moneyed ladies and one man who had expressed an interest in purchasing a basket from me for their private collections, if not for the museum itself. Unfortunately, the teacher witnessed this exchange, so I gone to lengths to feign modesty as well as a general disinterest.

“Maybe I can give them your number,” the curator queried.

But I merely nodded, as if he’d said the sun was out. All eyes was on me at that point. But a month later when the same group of folks come through the museum again, and again a few times after that, and nothing more was said, I imagined they figured I wasn’t interested in selling my baskets.
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Funny, them folks did plant a seed. Or should I say, they watered a seed Saturnina planted years before: I could make money weaving baskets. But it wasn’t so much the money that appealed to me as it was the indication, no matter how small, that I was doing something right—as if reaching out, I felt a hand in the dark.

The ends of a circle was bending toward each other, ain’t it; I weaved like mad. I hid baskets from the class, keeping them on my sewing table in the dining room, all the while hoping that one of them wealthy benefactors, or the curator himself, might approach me again, hopefully in a manner that would not draw the full attention of the teacher and the other students. I thought of calling the curator on the sly, telling him that he could definitely give my number to any one of them who would want it. But then what would I do: tell him not to tell the others?

So, I done nothing. Still, getting the attention of one of them museum folks was very much on my mind. When I opened my back door in the late afternoon one Friday, I found an old man I figured might be a benefactor of the college museum. He wore a gray flannel suit and stared at me through a pair of round tortoiseshell glasses. When he didn’t identify himself right away, I wondered if he was one of those who had passed through the anteroom where us ladies was having our basket weaving class a week earlier. He come in and sat at my table with a glass of cold lemonade, God Almighty. Did this well-presented geezer forget my name?

And it got worse. I brung out my baskets, set them on the table, describing each one. Granted, he was quiet, hadn’t said a word before or after I invited him into the house and asked him to sit down; but I figured he was focused on the baskets. Which was why, after I brought them out from the dining room, I talked on and on.

“Glad to see you keep busy,” he said finally.

I must’ve detected something familiar about his voice, but his comment done nothing more than prompt me into the story about how I learned to weave from my stepmother, a woman called Saturnina, an excellent basket weaver from the coast.

“Mary, it’s me, Louis,” he said, suddenly troubled.

When I looked and found Louis in the old man across from me my insides clenched, balled up in a knot. My heart gone inside out.

Yet there was something of the old girl left in me, for when I come to my senses, I was embarrassed that I hadn’t recognized him, but even more so by the way I looked, an old, old lady, as if he had given me warning I could have done something about it, changed into a young face and body and looked decent. As if he wasn’t an old, old man.

“Are you all right?” he asked, leaning forward as if to determine as much for himself.

“Yes,” I said, still trying to fully grasp my senses. “I was just so nervous seeing you after so long, I grabbed my baskets—it’s my hobby, you know—and started babbling on.”

“Yeah.”

“Would you like more lemonade?” He had more than half a glass left.

He shook his head, then rested back in his chair, looking at me again. Indeed, he was Louis, an old man, but certainly Louis. What throwed me off was that he had shrunk. My goodness, he was over six feet as a young man. Now he seemed at least six inches shorter. He had had broad shoulders, too, and now he seemed so very thin and narrow. His sport coat with its slightly padded shoulders done nothing to hide his deteriorated condition, or, I should say, his age. His already prominent nose was bigger, and his ears was bigger, too. His lips was but a wet line. Only his eyes was the same; never mind the heavy lids, the eyes was black and sharp through them old man’s glasses.

And though I seen nothing over the years about him in the newspapers, I seen his family name on wine bottles. He had become a distinctive man, wealthy, on the same rung in society as any established Protestant of old. A grand patriarch, no doubt.

“Are you all right?” he asked again. “You have someone to take care of you?”

With some firmness I reiterated that I had been nervous upon seeing him, then launched into how I was currently not only fully taking care of myself, driving to the market, cooking and cleaning and whatnot, but that in fact, I was still a working woman, with a handful of clients. I explained that I had become a seamstress, and I was about to go into how I got into the business; but all at once, I cut the story short.

“So, you married.”

“Yes,” he said.

I didn’t want to admit that I had knowed as much out of the paper; I meant only to indicate an assumption on my part.

“Kids?”

“No,” he answered and reached for his glass, then raising it to me, said, “Just like the old days.”

He sipped the lemonade and put the glass on the table. Still leaning back in his chair, he glanced around the room.

“You done all right. You built what you wanted here.”

How could I tell him about the fire? Obviously, this house was not the one he had built for me. Had he read about my transgressions in the newspaper? Again, that was too close, too related to our past, and when his eyes settled on me once more, it occurred to me that he might very well have come back after all these years to settle the score on the house. There was something fixed, resolute in his gaze.

“Did you want children?” I asked.

“Of course, but you can’t always have what you want. You—you didn’t have children.”

An assumption, just like mine earlier. Which, once more, brought up the past: I never got pregnant. But now what made him think it was on account of me, and not him?

“My wife—Mary was her name, too—she lost our first, then wasn’t able again,” he answered, as if he had read my mind.

Then he launched into how Mary, the Irish girl, whose name I remembered from the paper, had been sickly much of her life, yet lived until nearly a year ago when complications from the disease that had plagued her for so long, diabetes, finally overwhelmed—the word he used—her.

He run his hand through a head of thick silver hair—he hadn’t lost a strand, never mind that it wasn’t black.

No use waiting. I broached the question then: “So why, Louis: Why after all these years did you come to see me? You know you was always welcome.” I teased, “You probably didn’t want your wife finding out you come to visit me.”

He tensed, coughed nervously as if to clear his throat. “No, she didn’t have to worry about that. I watched the house all these years. I drove by when I was in town, noticing all the development in these parts and wondering if you might still be here.” He looked out the window to the chicken coop again and then back at me. “Should’ve known with the chickens, but I couldn’t see them from the road.”

Maybe my joke about his wife was no joke; with his wife gone, perhaps he come to rekindle an old flame. He had been a good Catholic boy, committed to his wife just as he had been committed to his father and sisters, honoring their wishes not to marry me.

I panicked quietly. I’ll be honest, for a brief moment I considered a relationship with him. Despite the old man in front of me, memories of our youth come to mind. I figured, too, that I must not have looked half-bad to him. Then reason kicked in: If I was involved with him again, would the issue of my debt to him come up or linger at least, like a fly trapped in the room?

“So, how is your sisters, Louis?”

“Sophia passed away,” was all he said. He still appeared tense, though he was as yet not uneasy, resolute still. I thought of offering more lemonade, but he’d had only a sip or two since I last offered.

“You’re still a nervous sort, Mary. You haven’t changed; I can see that.”

Oh, I did not want to be in this position.

I went ahead: “I see all of your wines in the market.”

He took my cue and talked for a good while about his business, complete with a brief history of his progress from the early days, which I took to be the time I knowed him, and which I was thankful for him not lingering in any uncomfortable way. He went all the way to the present, where there was beginning to be a glut in the market, and grape growing itself was more difficult on account of a bug called a sharpshooter or some such.

“Sorry, you asked,” he apologized, as if he had rambled.

He seemed finished then, satisfied somehow, and I wasn’t surprised when he took a last drink of his lemonade and then stood up to leave.

“Well,” he said, “better get going.” He extended his hand, which I took uncomfortably, and started for the door. From behind, he was an old man; yes, stooped, and his once long, graceful step now short and measured, as if his ankles was in chains. Suddenly, it was me feeling that I needed to say something. At the door, he turned and looked back at me.

“Louis,” I said, “it was good to see you. Please, come back any time.”

I don’t know why, perhaps because we was both old and could drop dead any minute and never see each other again, my words all at once had meaning. I was glad I told him.

“You got the money okay, did you? The fifteen thousand.”

My first thought was that his mind had got unmoored for a moment. Of course, it was my own mind that wasn’t working. I understood then, but perhaps nothing yet registered in my face.

He added: “You know, after your fiasco, I wanted to make sure you had something to get started again.”

Next, he said, “You know, I always loved you, Mary.”

With that, his same black eyes not lying in the least, I become helpless like a child. I reached for him, wrapping him in my arms. I felt then that I loved him. Yes, I would have moved him in. I had been so stupid, so selfish.

I kissed him on the cheek. “Stay, Louis,” I said. “Stay.”

His arms hung idly at his side. Then he took my hand and patted it gently the way he might a sleeping child, until I was able to collect myself. I had been short of breath, disoriented, half-sobbing with what air I could take in.

Then he was gone.
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Point is, he had let go of me a long time ago. He loved me and he had never stopped loving me. I seen that, and in the same moment, seen how blind and selfish I had been, putting up a wall I could not see past, and that he could not cross. Again, no excuses for the beast, my insecurities, my broken heart; none of it mattered.

Nor did it matter what he had thought of me—whether or not after my run-in with the law he felt certain of any predilection for an unsavory life. What he believed or didn’t believe had nothing to do with whether or not he loved me—not ever.

Such was unimaginable to me, I suppose because I was incapable of anything of the sort, which no doubt had something to do with the utter shock I felt at hearing—and believing—his words, never mind the surprise about the money.

All of what he done for me, the person he had been, was in his words and reflected back to me in his eyes. It all added up so perfectly, so miserably.

But he knowed a long time ago to let go, knowed what he couldn’t have, and that he had to move on. And I understood that, too, no sooner than I seen the power of his love. What strength he must have had, or found, what resolve. And here I had always thought he was a weak man.

After he left, I knowed it was hopeless between us. In that moment of weakness, had I really wanted him back? Silly old fool that I was, yes.

Looking at his glass and the empty chair at the table, as I sat in shame and self-pity, I begun to truly understand that indeed I was not only alone now, and that I had been for a long, long time, but also that I would be alone forever; and that my wanting him might just then have been the desire to end my life otherwise, or at least not allow my last option, no doubt, to slip through my fingers.

But, oh, once again, that wasn’t love, not for him. And I didn’t have the option, anyway.
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I couldn’t help but curse the cheap bastard Redmond Burke. He had put money in the bank as he had promised, but hardly enough for me to build a house again. All these years I had been thankful to him believing he had been such a generous sport. He had paid me handsomely to keep the ladies. Yes, I had to admit that.

Once again, Louis wasn’t appreciated. I tried not to beat up on myself; after all, I had not been informed by the bank clerk or anyone regarding the identity of the depositor—that was, if Louis identified himself, which he surely must have with that large a sum of money. Or maybe he didn’t want the bank to identify him. Still, I could not stop thinking, with a thorn in my heart, of Louis. To think how he done that not expecting or wanting anything in return.

And the punctured heart, it didn’t let up on pain. I thought, too, of Effie. She done slammed it in my face—how I had been selfish, an imp she had watched over the fence until she couldn’t stand it anymore, until I become plumb dangerous.

Poor Effie, ten years older than me, she was probably no longer alive. Pushing ninety, she would be. I wanted to speak to her; yes, I was sorry. Oh, to have her in my kitchen, the sound of her voice speaking Indian. She was adamant in her resolve, like Louis. But, unlike Louis, she didn’t give me a second thought. Good riddance, ain’t it, Effie. You didn’t have to speak Indian to yourself for the last forty or whatever years. What punishments did you have besides what I afforded you?
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Over time, I didn’t get to the class as much, partly on account of my eyes, which was weakening, and I didn’t want the ever-younger crowd watching this old bat holding the stitching next to my nose so I could see. Also, of late my friend Rose had quit coming, and I was afraid to ask the reason.

What, with old folks, it’s death, disability, or disease. And it pleased me and sufficed that a couple of the younger women enjoyed bringing me the weaving materials I needed when I hadn’t attended class for a while. I served them lemonade and showed them my extensive collection of baskets. Yes, I had quite a few baskets; must’ve scared the curator and her benefactor friends so they would never approach me again. If folks wanted so-called real Indian baskets, they would have to go to her.

In any event, it was the teacher who informed me that my sister Nellie Copaz had died.

“I’m sorry to hear about her.”

I never asked how she knowed. I sat wondering about the lady I seen in front of the store again, spying on my place after the house burned down. Then I thought, if there was an obituary, whether or not it said Nellie Copaz had a sister. Probably not. She died, no doubt, surrounded by a tribe. I would surely die alone.

What we did share was a life separate from our mother, though she knowed the woman Juana Isidra while she was a child. And before that there was our grandmother, Juana Maria, who neither of us knowed, and who, by Saturnina’s account, was a most hateful cuss, detesting even her own children. Juana Maria was also a Human Bear, and if I knowed something of her, it was only through Saturnina, in whatever teachings and songs she had managed to leave with me, teachings certainly Nellie never knowed, songs she neither heard nor sung, for she was “a good doctor,” a healer.

My life, unlike hers, was suited for another kind of medicine. I would live alone with a broken heart, grist for the Bear Business.

Sometimes I think: undo the Indian history, undo the pain, strip it from the story, and then all of us fit back together again like pieces of a busted-apart puzzle, backwards from Nellie’s grandchildren to her children, Nellie and me, Juana Isidra to Juana Maria, Effie too, and Saturnina, the tribes, birds, bears, air, and water. I’m not sure what it looks like.
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So much of my loneliness fed off selfishness and pride. But Saturnina’s loneliness was not, it seemed to me now, at all selfish. She had continued to care for me, even as I growed thankless and more and more self-preoccupied. She seen how I operated, compromised better judgment, to get what I wanted.

Perhaps that was why, when she knowed she had to pass on the Bear Business, she didn’t have to think twice, for she knowed that the brat in front of her, regardless of how much she might or might not learn, would end up alone with nothing but these things to remember. It all lined up just so.

Enough.

Louis come back a few times, God bless him. Never called, caught me unawares, but that was okay. He never asked for my phone number; I never asked for his. Oh, I wanted to apologize profusely; hell, let him have the house, the land. But I knowed he had forgived me, if ever he took offense at the manner of person I was once, he knowed and accepted there was nothing he could do about it.

Even now I want to scream to the sun and stars, say what a wonderful man he was, and me not the least deserving of him. I said nothing, however; as he sat across from me, sipping his lemonade and talking about the wine business, I knowed that while spilling my guts might give me peace and satisfaction, it would do nothing for him but make him uncomfortable.

He was always quite dapper; yet as well presented as Louis was, I seen signs of his failing, even in the relatively short time I had been reacquainted with him.

Once, perhaps the last time I seen him, I noticed that one of his shoes was untied. We sat the longest time talking all the while me wondering how I might tell him before he got up to leave. Then I remembered something about him I had found somewhat curious.

“Louis,” I said, “You don’t stutter anymore.”

“Was a nervous habit,” he replied.

“Yeah,” I said, waiting a long half minute before mentioning his shoelaces.

At which point he laughed and said, “You got one on me.”

“No,” I said. “Not at all.”

Louis Pucciano cropped up one last time, in the form of a headline that jumped out at me about one year later: “Famed Winemaker,” it read. I was coming out of the market, a bag of groceries in my arms, when I happened to glace at the magazine rack and see the paper.

When I got to the car, I took a moment to catch my breath. Then I thought of Louis, how he would have liked the notice. I hoped that in our last meetings, he found something in me he liked.




TWENTY-THREE

SO, THEY WAS ALL DYING BUT ME. I ENJOYED MY TIME; I enjoyed my peace. But getting old—real old—ain’t just time and peace.

Yes, I got old and older, but that ain’t all the reason I quit going to basketmaking class altogether. The first teacher, the dressed-up Indian, quit teaching and was replaced by that big-eared curator who wouldn’t stop making a fuss over me whenever I showed up. I couldn’t concentrate. Besides, if someone will bring me the materials I need, who needs the hoopla? My baskets was my peace. So that’s what it become: my baskets and myself. A bird and a song.

I become retired complete; my customers died off or got old and didn’t care about fitted clothes and missing buttons. You become dependent on folks, too: I had a neighbor kid lift the chicken feed out of the car for me. Another kid done yard work, mowed the grass and whatever else that needed doing outside. In the supermarket, box boys reached this or that off tall shelves for me and loaded bags into my car; some of them was true gentlemen, taking my elbow to help me into the car and then closing the door, which I appreciated when I could put aside what was left of my pride.

I did enjoy life. It was the small things: morning light and a butterfly atop a purple thistle flower; a striped-face junco on my windowsill; the discovery of a lone raven in the oak, still as the branch it’s perched on; water collected in the upturned shells of dried oak leaves after the rain, thousands of tiny mirror ponds reflecting the sky; the perfect brown egg in a chicken nest.

I sung for these things. I sung for all the animals and plants I no longer seen but could only faintly remember. I sung as if I was going out to pick acorns in the hills, or going to dig sedge along the creek, or going to pick herbs and dig bulbs. I sung as if the plants was still there, the hills, too, and an open creek, the water.

And when I seen that butterfly or that raven, it felt like a miracle left in this world. But the miracle wasn’t free, a mere blessing for attentive eyes; it was always tied to that immeasurable world of stories. It was tied to the landscape of the old Indian world, which for me meant responsibility. It meant what Saturnina taught.

It meant the Bear Business, which, for Saturnina, was her link to that old Indian world. “Got to sing, or them things will forget us, run away, dry up,” she said. So, the butterflies and the birds: miracles that is memory.

But something plagued me: fear, that what I know wouldn’t let me die, unless I passed it on. Maybe not that I wouldn’t die in the literal sense, but that I would be trapped here unable to speak. That was the curse Saturnina promised, the first order of business for the Human Bear. And I didn’t know that what she said might not be true. I knowed well enough what it was like already to roam this earth like a ghost; the only difference was that I still had the option to talk.

Oh, and I’ve had my way, slick and powerful as the Bear herself. I lived a life sculpted for this business. When I thought about it, Saturnina’s curse, if you will, seemed bigger than me, beyond what my mind could take in. What scared me was how Saturnina still had her way. She fixed me—more like tethered.

So, I kept weaving baskets, which was about the only thing I could do that felt right. I mean, I couldn’t sing songs or gaze upon a sweet warbling bird on the fence post forever. The songs is only to be sung at certain times, for this or that occasion, and the bird takes off. But I could weave; with some difficulty, and not nearly as tight a stitch as when I was younger, but weave, nonetheless. It kept me busy at night. I could sleep once my eyes give out.
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The woman come with Dumbo ears, the curator. Though my plan originally was to sell my baskets, I never did. I had enough money to squeak by. But this woman with the curator wanted to see them. She was Indian, which I understood straightaway by her appearance: a square frame, long dark hair, though rather light skinned, about my color; and by the fact that she didn’t have a trace of a Spanish accent. Her name was Darlene.

I pulled out the baskets I had stored on shelves and set them on the dining room table with my recent, less impressive samples, reminding both this Darlene and the curator that I could not see as well as I used to.

“My stitch ain’t as tight,” I said, gesturing from the older to the newer baskets.

It was a late fall afternoon, and Darlene was dressed appropriately for what promised to be one of the season’s last uncomfortably warm days: a simple sleeveless pullover and a pair of khaki shorts, very clean navy espadrilles. Not a fashion statement but presentable, a younger version of Rose from Bodega Bay, which was perhaps why it occurred to me that like Rose, this woman might be a Smith, maybe even a granddaughter of Rose’s. She was about forty—far too young, I imagined, to be a daughter.

The two of them stood for the longest time, inspecting and complimenting the baskets. Finally, I excused myself and sat down. Each pulled up a chair across from me at the long table. I give my spiel about how Saturnina, my stepmother, taught me to weave, and mentioned that my mother was from here, a Benedict’s Rancheria Pomo.

“I guess they call it something else now,” I said. The curator had informed me of as much: the splintered tribe was attempting to reorganize itself. “Aca•cha. Waterplace, ain’t it?”

Darlene shot forward before the curator could answer and said, “Yes,” which, naturally, I took only to be an answer to my question. But her sad eyes was wide, and her face was flushed with excitement.

“It’s true,” she said then and promptly told me what she meant: “I think you and my grandmother were sisters. I’m Darlene Copaz—well, that’s my maiden name, Copaz. My grandmother was Nellie,” she said, waiting my confirmation of her discovery. “Nellie Copaz.”

To say my heart skipped a beat is an understatement. But I had the wherewithal to say yes. Then she preempted an explanation from me about why me and Nellie didn’t know each other with a story of her own. While she was raised hereabouts, she didn’t really know her grandmother well. It was her father who informed her that this fine basketmaker the curator mentioned after Darlene enrolled in the class might be the half-sister Nellie had mentioned when he was growing up at the lagoon. “I think she’s a rich woman,” Darlene’s father had told her.

Ha! The poor thing was all of sudden glancing about the room and into the kitchen, as if to determine whether or not I was indeed rich.

“Well, I ain’t rich,” I said, causing a good chuckle all around.

I told her and the curator about my so-called father, without mentioning Nellie’s father, and how I ended up on the hill with Saturnina, on land given by a priest to his Indian workers, in my case to a Lagoon Pomo, and in a house with a Tomales Bay Coast Miwok. I was completely honest, saying how and why I not only didn’t know my sister, but not even my own mother.

“That makes sense,” Darlene said, but I couldn’t tell what exactly in my story she was referring to. Indeed, she seemed not to know much about her grandmother, not to mention me.

We continued with some idle chitchat Darlene and the curator considered important—about how Indians is attempting to piece together their culture and history, learning things such as basketmaking and the Indian languages, which, according to Darlene, none of the young folks speak.

I nodded. If I focused on anything, it was Nellie. I invited Darlene to visit me again.

“Bring a picture of your grandmother,” I suggested.
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Darlene stopped by with a picture from her father’s scrapbook. It was disappointing: it wasn’t of the woman I believed was my sister. Nellie showed little resemblance to me or to my mother, what I could remember of her. Nellie looked rather plain, none of my distinct wavy hair, but straight hair, Indian hair, the same hair I remembered her having as a young girl in the camps the last time I seen her. Only now, instead of bangs and straight cut below the ears, it was long, held off of her face with a cheap-looking clip on each side of her head. Her face was cheerless. The photo was the sort she might have used for identification, perfunctory black and white. In it she appeared to be about forty, though it was hard to tell.

I turned the picture of Nellie in my hand, as if further studying it, and lied. “Pretty,” I said.

“I see a resemblance,” she said.

She was either lying or plumb stupid. I’d fixed her my drink of choice, a pitcher of lemonade. I set it on the small kitchen table with a plate of cookies.

She brung her started first basket, a stitch so loose, a person with buckteeth could eat grass through it. I lied there, too: “Good work.”

She donned more Indian getup, beaded earrings, and an abalone shell necklace, plus the turquoise wristwatch she wore before, for my benefit, I imagined. I set the picture down between us on the table.

“I don’t think she—how can I say this?—thought well of me,” I said, not to inform her, but to test her.

She cocked her head the way a dog might, then said, “But I thought you didn’t know one another?”

“They say all kinds of bad things about me.”

Again, she cocked her head, only this time I seen a curiosity in her that led me to believe that she really hadn’t heard much about me, not the “bad things,” anyway.

“I know a lot about herbs . . . and people talk, Indians talk.” And with that I gone into the whole bit about Saturnina and how old time Indians, especially them mixed up with the churches and whatnot, suspected herb people of being poisoners. “People say such things about me.”

She then give me her two cents’ worth, reiterating that she didn’t know her grandmother well, because her father didn’t care to have his children around the family, not only because the grandfather was a cranky drunk with an abusive mouth—no wonder my sister’s cheerless face!—but that the majority of his many brothers and sisters, Darlene’s uncles and aunts, wasn’t nothing to crow about, either. Her father “got out,” as she put it, and become a sheriff. He was giving someone a speeding ticket when he had a heart attack a year ago, one day before his retirement after forty years’ service.

Her mother was a white woman. What she knowed of her grandmother was that she spoke the lagoon language well and sang songs in Indian, songs that Darlene assumed was Christian on account of the fact that both her grandparents and their children was Catholics. I wondered if the songs Effie told me Nellie sung to heal people, was Christian or Indian, though I kept my thoughts to myself. I supposed anything was possible.

“So, I have no culture. My sisters and I attended Catholic school, all through high school.”

“Your grandmother must’ve spoke my language, too, though maybe she forgot it.”

“The Santa Rosa Pomo, Aca•cha.”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“See, I never even heard what you told me, that she lived on Benedict’s Rancheria. I studied the genealogy my father gave me, and I understood her—your—mother was Aca•cha. But here I didn’t even know she had a sister until I told my father about the class, and that the curator spoke highly of this Aca•cha woman.”

Was that all? At that point, I truly believed so. And I got more of the picture: She had joined a group of mostly younger folks, descendants of local Indian tribes, who was interested in, as she put it, culture. They was learning about baskets and such, seeking out old folks tucked away here and there who might teach them traditional skills. She worked for a lawyer, as a clerk or something, and, after a divorce many years before from a lawyer, had raised a daughter, who had just left the house for the first time to go to college. I wanted to mention that she was alone, but my manners got the best of me.

“You could teach the language, or basket weaving. Why aren’t you, a real Indian, teaching basket weaving?”

There was an innocent quality about her, an honesty, too, that I sensed made her vulnerable. I imagined a man—say, her ex-husband—lying to her. She held her glass with both hands the way a child would, and as she sipped the lemonade, her curved top lip rested on the rim of the glass like an exposed tiny sea animal stripped of its shell.

“I can’t work that long anymore,” I told her. “My eyes ain’t that good.”
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When she come back a week later to the day, she had a book with her called Native Plants and Their Uses. I figured “Native” to mean Indian, which immediately aroused my curiosity, only to be disappointed moments later after we sat down. Darlene opened the book to page after page of colored pictures accompanied with a Latin name and a so-called common name.

She was at that desperate midlife point, bad enough that when she looked into the mirror, she seen she wasn’t youthful, made worse by the fact that she was single. She was a good girl; while she would do her damnedest to look well, she was not the type to compromise common sense. She wasn’t going to sit in a bar someplace to gauge what remained of her appeal. She would keep herself busy, look inward for satisfaction. Some women take up gardening; me, it was sewing.

Her, her Indian heritage. As I occasionally glanced at her, somewhat surreptitiously I admit, I seen my analysis was correct. The tension that I found in her eyes when I first met her was gone; those eyes was wide with excitement as she looked from picture to picture, much as when she learned for certain I was her grandmother’s sister.

“Angelica,” she said, her finger on a very poor representation of the stalky plant. “My cousin said that Indians used the dried root to keep bad spirits away. And an Indian lady in the weaving class heard that the Indian doctors used to smoke it in pipes.”

Her long, thick hair was held off her face by two silver clasps, which made me think of the picture of her grandmother. But this woman, much lighter, finer featured, looked nothing like Nellie. More so, she resembled me. The thought crossed my mind again that she might have been sent on a mission: that she was not only sneaking a peek at the old poisoner, but also attempting to snatch whatever information she could get. Then, just as I remembered I had told her I knowed a lot about herbs, she said, “I thought you would enjoy this book,” and I felt plain stupid. She had been thinking that I shared her enthusiasm, nothing else.

“Yes—Saturnina, she taught me the same thing about angelica,” I said. “I seen her smoke it to keep bad spirits away,” I added, though Saturnina had never told me why she smoked it. When I thought about it after she died, it seemed to have had something to do with the Bear Business; but I didn’t know what.

“How do you say it in Indian?” she asked.

I was caught completely off guard. Seeing as much, Darlene reminded me that her and the curator discussed the fact that I was no doubt one of the last fluent speakers of Santa Rosa Pomo. “Don’t you remember, when I first met you?”

I didn’t remember, but then given the surprise of meeting Darlene and learning who she was, so many other things was on my mind that a discussion about something seemingly as ordinary as language wouldn’t have stuck with me. Apparently, it should have. I looked back at the picture of angelica.

“Bah•chowi,” I said. “Angelica.” She looked at me.

“Bah•chowi,” I repeated so that she could say the word, and she did.
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Which was how it started, innocently enough, me teaching Darlene the Bear Business. I sensed in that moment what was happening or might be happening. Then, telling myself that it wasn’t so, that I had only uttered a word and nothing else, that I was only teaching her language, I gone through a few more pictures: shima•yu, horsetail; ootholo qh•ale, thimbleberry; ohso, clover; sitabá•tuyem, elk clover; oay•qh•ale, manzanita; bah•hem qh•ale, bay laurel or pepperwood tree.

I was amazed that I remembered the names so well. It was as if seeing each picture awakened the word in me, something itself that drawed me in, so that when she left, taking the book with her, I felt panicked the way a drunk would be seeing someone go out the door with the last bottle of whiskey.

I worried that it was me who had been deceptive, not telling her what I sensed was happening, or might be happening, and that I should’ve questioned as much out loud with her. Bah•chowi. Say it. Bah•chowi. Call it.

What was the difference? Shouldn’t I have mentioned what Saturnina had been up to? All the while, as I gone over and over these thoughts in my head, a fear come upon me, vague at first then overwhelming, as if the weight of an enormous rock was crushing me.

It seemed as if a lifetime of wonder and doubt about this business had caught up with me complete. I had been tricked once again. No longer plagued by the burden of wonder: Now a mere agent for its survival. If that was so, did that mean that I was going to die?

I picked up my weaving. For a moment, I wanted to toss the small, half-made basket across the room, put the awl and my store of willow, sedge, and redbud in the garbage, better yet in the fireplace and burn it.

But then what I seen, what I both feared and resisted seeing, give me calm: a vision of the circle closing, a kind of basket woven of destiny; my weaving, just as I had been told to do, and now this woman Darlene, who would listen to what I had to say.

Bear Business or no Bear Business, it was the blessing of peace. Magic or no magic, this opportunity was a gift. Fate? So be it. It was a way out.

I put my awl down, rested the basket on the table between my hands. Tears flooded my eyes; truth and what was happening or not happening didn’t matter. It was far behind me; at the same time, I felt I never knowed something so well in my life, knowed what to do with certainty.

And as if Creation heard my thoughts, I heard its answer on the roof: rain, pounding rain. It was winter, the time to talk. Weave, I told myself; I picked up the awl but then set it down again. A song come and I started:


Na•wey hey Na•wey hey

Na•wey

Na•wey hey Na•wey hey

Na•wey



The angelica song. Yes, it must always be sung for angelica, four times.
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And that was the way it happened: things just come, seeing a picture of manzanita, for instance, that red-branched bush like a magnificent crown left by a giant on the hillside. I hadn’t seen such a wonderful plant for what, near forty years, and here it come alive again as if me and Saturnina was alongside it, peeling its curly bark with our fingers for tea, good for the blood and indigestion, but only if you sung the bush song:


Oh, walli hay yo

Oh, walli hay ho

Walli hay yo, hay yo

Oh, walli hay yo



Four times; and oh, you got to sing the song to let the hills know we are coming, to open the doors to us, so to speak, that song must be sung first, four times and finishing each time with a rise, and loud:


Woho a•wo a•ho

Woho a•wo a•ho

Woho a•wo a•ho

Woho woho a•wo a•ho



When Darlene came next, we gone through all the plants, her writing everything down, not just the names, spelling them out the best she could, but also the songs. When she asked me to translate, I told her most of them was made of words that didn’t translate, words only the plants and hills understood, which in fact was what Saturnina had told me. That puzzled her and I watched her make a note to that effect. She truly approached this business like a zealous schoolgirl, careful to catch every word, as if there was an enormous puzzle she was putting together, and every word, every lesson, was essential for its completion. She come dutifully Thursday evenings and stayed late.

“But qhale, I thought you said it meant bush or tree, and here I see the word in a song.”

She was looking down at her notebook. She often checked her spelling with me, though I truly had no special gift for spelling Indian words and such. I sounded them out just like her. If something didn’t make sense to her, she would always question; and while her questioning felt bothersome at times, I tolerated it, knowing full well that she wasn’t trying to demonstrate her earnestness to gain points with me, but only wanted an answer.

“Yes, some songs have a word—some even have an entire phrase—that you can translate, but that won’t help you with the full meaning of the song. You just got to sing it.”

She called our enterprise “learning culture.” I told her that songs gone with picking the herbs, even naming them, and that was culture. I told her the rule regarding her moon, how that was culture, too.

“And don’t bring me no roots or redbud when you’re like that, either,” I added.

She had read as much in a book, she said.

I had told myself that what Saturnina was leaving me was a trade, one I would learn out of the gratitude I felt I owed her, and the guilt I felt for never having expressed that gratitude while she was well. But on some level, I had to have knowed that what she was leaving me was connected some way or other to poisoning. After all, right after my mother died, Saturnina offered to teach me to kill. And how else might she do that, but with the herbs I watched her gather in the hills, and then pass on to a pained man or woman outside our cabin in the middle of the night? Belief crept up on me, a tiny worm that found its way past the skin, then fed on blood and marrow until it filled the veins, one never-ending monster tied head to heart.

What did Darlene believe? She was plumb gung ho, which scared me somewhat. The fact that she wasn’t reticent in the least, that she never questioned why I was teaching her, made me feel all the more compelled to let her know what I thought was happening here. She seemed to have no idea.

I’m still not certain if Saturnina seen my usefulness to her early on and cultivated me accordingly, or whether things just lined up for her, fell into her hands at the end, the way this woman had into mine, ha! But times was different; Saturnina seemed to live with an understanding I didn’t have. Was this need to pass the Bear Business on, just in my mind? What did I know, anyway? Fear was what I knowed, doubt. How would I pass that on?

Mostly, I kept weaving, watching the miracle of memory unfold. I didn’t know what to do about talking openly with Darlene. I needed to keep teaching her, if for no other reason than the fact that the things I needed to teach her kept presenting themselves for me to do so. Ducan qh•ale. Mountain balm. Call it. Ka•eh•ba qh•ale. Scrub oak. Call it.

Yet, now it felt as if they was plain remembering me. The songs was waking up the hills and creeks, as if they was shouting through the streets and houses and pretty backyards. The stars even and the moon: songs rising up.
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Darlene wanted to go on a field trip to see the plants. It had been a month now that we was working together, and the cold weather had set in, making any kind of hiking difficult, especially for an old woman who couldn’t do much more than point from the car.

Besides, where would we go? We ended up mostly driving from here to there, me pointing past the 7-Eleven and laundromat to where the old rancheria and graveyard had been, and over by Saint Eugene’s Catholic Church and the Flamingo Hotel where the creek, now overrun by unkempt willows, traveled unseen below a concrete bridge. “Willows, sedge, and angelica there,” I told her. “Call them.”

Same way we parked up here in the hills. “Oak. Manzanita. Mountain balm. Call them.”

She asked if we might find a place to gather these things, and I told her that I doubted as much on account of what was left was on private property, in someone’s backyard or fenced field. She said she would check into parks and such where we might go, and I told her, good, but this wasn’t the season to harvest most things. She wanted to pick acorns, but the time for that was past, too, disappointing her yet again.

Then one Thursday afternoon she brought me a paper bag of acorns, not husked or dried. I got the impression she thought we could whip up a bowl of piping hot mush then and there. She truly didn’t know anything.

Furthermore, she didn’t know that Indians—well, this old Indian at least—was cautious about nuts, the same as herbs; someone might dump something in your lap to hoodoo you. But she wouldn’t know any more about that than she did about preparing acorn mush.

I pulled a mason jar of ground meal from my cupboard and started leaching it in a bowl in my sink, explaining that the acorns not only had to be husked and dried before they was leached, but also that they had to be ground into a fine enough meal to let the water get the tannic acid out of them.

“Oh,” she said, then asked, “Where did you get the meal?”

“Acorns from my tree there,” I said, nodding out the window.

She stayed late; waited for the meal to finish leaching and for me to boil it on the stove. It must’ve been close to midnight by then.

“I’m free, no kid anymore,” she said. “Only work in the morning.”

She presumed I had nothing else to do, and I suppose that was what annoyed me. I’m a very old woman and it was later, after all. But what all of a sudden irked me was her cavalier attitude about all that I was teaching her, about our time together; and while it was true that her free, open spirit, her sheer enthusiasm, was what I counted on, I was now angered by it. Here I had been so plagued by this business, burdened to the point that I felt I’d be stuck on this earth forever, a wandering spirit, whereas she sat a perky schoolgirl, content as if she had given me an apple, in this case a bag of wormy acorns, assuming then that she would forever be in my graces.

Son of a bitch, it ain’t that easy, I thought. Another factor contributing to my ill temper was that late at night, I worked on my baskets for the very reason to avoid troubling thoughts regarding this business.

She was eating the mush with some trepidation because she so disliked the taste. She was forcing herself to eat as if she enjoyed it. If you ain’t raised on acorn mush, it’s doubtful you will acquire a taste for it.

“There’s rules to all this,” I said gesturing around the table to the pot of mush between us and her open herb book. “It’s not just what you think.”

I reminded her of what I told her when we first met, about the things people said about me and about Saturnina. Then I gone into why people might say such things. I told her how Saturnina possessed secret knowledge about the herbs, passed down from my grandmother and her great-grandmother. Some of the herbs could stop a pregnancy, even kill an enemy, I told her.

“Is that what you’re teaching me?” she asked, graver than I’d seen her before.

“It’s not all about poison,” I quickly said to alleviate her concern. “The things I’m teaching you have rules. It’s just not like picking an apple off a tree. It’s not just the plants—it’s the rules and the songs. That’s culture.”

She nodded; seemingly waiting for more. Or perhaps I was just on a roll.

“It’s connected to something. It’s connected to the Human Bear Business, which was what Saturnina left me, yes, passed down from your great-grandmother. That’s where it comes from, you need to know.

“But I only know bits and pieces, a few songs, some rules, not the whole business, and that is all I can pass on. I don’t possess a cape—I cannot travel about like a Human Bear,” and with that I talked on, elaborating for her wide, unknowing eyes, how in the very old days Human Bears could help people, travel great distances for food or stop enemies, but that they possessed power to kill people; and that each Bear Person usually possessed knowledge, yet not just of herbs for health, but also of herbs for death and destruction, which was why folks today associate this business with evil.

I reminded her again of what I told her the first day we met and hoped that now she understood better. She said she thought she understood, and I liked that response. We talked a bit more mostly with me responding to her questions about the songs’ relationship to the herb picking. I explained how certain songs—Bear songs—can help with the picking. What come to me just then was a song I had all but forgot. Just as Saturnina sung to me, I sung to her:


Yo hemma yo hemma

Yo hemma yo hemma

Yo walli butaqa yo hemma,

Yo hemma yo hemma

Yo hemma yo hemma

Yo walli utaqa yo hemma.

And finish, after four times, with:

Hey! Hey! Hey! Hey!



“That song will help you move light as a feather,” I said.

“Easy to hike far.”

“Yes.”

She seemed to understand; but I wasn’t through.

“Something else: You must not tell anyone this. I mean, you can tell you’re learning about herbs, but not the songs and these other things. You been picked, so to speak.”

The poor thing lit up and her eyes filled with tears. Dear reader, if I was a full evil person, I seen then how I might have owned this woman forever.

“Promise me,” I said.

She nodded. “Yes, Mary.”

“Something else, girl.”

I could have fed her a burning coal.

“You don’t have to eat that mush.”

Three o’clock when she left. As I cleaned up the kitchen, I begun to worry. I felt as if I just blabbed everything out to Darlene too easily: How could she make sense of all I told her? And how did I know that she wasn’t going to run from pillar to post telling everyone she met? I didn’t even really know this woman.

I couldn’t sleep, so I picked up my weaving. In a matter of seconds, I calmed down. I seen things different. My displeasure with what I had perceived as her carefree attitude had served me well, enabling me to empty myself of all that I needed to get out. I didn’t want to trick or deceive the woman, didn’t want to spring it on her somewhere down the road, what I had been up to all along. And if she discovered later on what I had been teaching her, wouldn’t she leave instantly if for no other reason than that I had been dishonest?

I kept weaving, then that moving-along-light-as-a-feather song come back to me:


Yo hemma yo hemma

Yo hemma yo hemma

Yo walli butaqq yo hemma

Yo hemma yo hemma

Yo hemma yo hemma

Yo walli butaqq yo hemma

Hey! Hey! Hey! Hey!

Then something else: I must stop eating meat.






TWENTY-FOUR

“WHAT DO YOU CALL IT?”

“Bishe.” Deer.

“The little one, the baby.”

“Nuhwa.” Fawn.

“That.”

“Juma.” Squirrel.

“Call it.”

“Duwi.” Coyote.

“That.”

“Hiyu.” Dog.

“That.”

“Amala.” Rabbit.

“These ones then, these creatures.”

“Tohokoy.” Cricket. “Wala.” Frog. “Hayem.” Ants. “Pha•ala.” Slug. “Muthu•hu.” Blue-belly lizard. “To•lem.” Snake.

This is how we done it, using the pictures in a kid’s book. Same with the birds; that is, after I told her how they was most significant to the Human Bear. I told her the story of Titmouse and his cousin Blue Jay; how Titmouse, after killing the bear and packing its carcass, learned the Bear Business, dreaming about a secret cave and many songs, songs that was passed down; how Blue Jay become his helper; but then the two of them got greedy and gone on a killing spree only to be punished, after they got caught, by kabanasik. Of course, after that, the Bear Business continued, but secretly on account of people would suspect anyone possessing such great power.

Say it, kabanasik, pileated woodpecker, chief of the Bird Village, Sibu•ta cha, Pepper Grass Place, which was just down the hill here north of the creek, a beautiful spot alongside a pond of clear water that gone to the center of the earth. Darlene never asked how the birds was human beings. I said, “That was when all the birds and animals was people,” and with that I told the story about Old Man Coyote, wanting to eat Deer Woman, causing all the people to flee him, growing wings and claws and whatnot to get away. “There’s an important song for all of the birds that goes like this:


Oh oham butca calli
butca calli oh ohama a calli
Oh oham butca calli

“Four times and after the fourth time you add:

Olam a•calli Olam a•calli
Oho a•calli



“Do you understand?”

I never knowed whether or not she understood. I pointed out the reasons for secrecy, that is, because of the Human Bear’s immense power. And I reminded her again that she must not repeat what I was teaching her to anyone. At the same time, I qualified any notion she might have had regarding my being a full-fledged Human Bear, by stating yet again that what I knowed was fragments of the business, a song, a few stories.

“It’s the spirit of it we must honor,” I told her.

Sometimes she would surprise me with an observation that showed real insight. For instance, after I mentioned how I talked to the birds, she chimed in: “It’s how you know things—how the birds, they’re connected to what your stepmother left you.” Simple, yet so true: It showed me she wasn’t a sieve my words was poured through. She was so concerned with pronouncing the Indian name of each plant and animal correctly, having each episode in a story exactly in its place, that I often got plain annoyed with her, perhaps because the obsession was itself a wall I could not see past or over, to what was behind it.

One evening, seeing how her dedication wasn’t helping her weaving none, I recalled a basket weaving song that Saturnina had taught me to make the fingers agile, the eyes keen:


O-sinu whelem heya

Oho whelem heya

O-sinu whelem heya

Oho whelem heya



I should have sung it ten times a day if not for my tired fingers, then for my near-enough blind eyes. Didn’t do nothing for me; but son of a bitch if her weaving don’t pick up. First, she done a better job trimming the roots and redbud bark, which was necessary for a tighter stitch, then the tighter stitch itself. Not after we first sung it together, but in the days and weeks ahead, most definitely. Where she displayed little progress over the three-plus months we’d been together, now her success seemed to have come overnight.

Here I’d sung Bear songs with Saturnina, walked for distances with her; when I think about how sick and feeble she was toward the end, I have to believe she was indeed possessed of something carrying her along magically. I never felt such lightness, not walking with her or on my own.

But then I never believed, wasn’t earnest like Darlene. It occurred to me then that her earnestness made me jealous. If not that, then a sad reminder of what a poor pupil I had been for Saturnina.
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I thought not eating meat might do something special for me. When I thought about Darlene’s dedication, I thought that perhaps I was finally making a sacrifice that might be rewarded. And, true enough, after a few weeks of fasting, when my fingers remained sluggish, my eyesight bad, surprisingly I found I wasn’t disappointed with myself, not as I had been. Things continued to fall into place so that I might finally find peace with my promise to Saturnina: I had a good student, after all.

It rained. Frost set in. In time, it seemed my mind woke up, too, as if closets and windows in a stuffy room was all of a sudden opened, and I could see outside for miles. Fresh air. Each thing that Saturnina had told me, presented itself without the slightest effort on my part.

The junco on my windowsill reminded me how he tricked Coyote; Crow, smelling no meat on me, offered to help me make my way, bouncing on this earth in the manner he bobbed in the sky, and, while he was at it, get noisy Blue Jay to hush so that I would be undetected as I traveled. Reflections in the puddles of water, rainbows in the mist—all stories.

Angelica, bare buckeye, bare valley oak, sap returned to the roots in this cold season, at the same time collected and hot in a pot in the room that was my brain. Poppy, red stem plant, wild iris, mountain balm, clover, cattails, water lily: talking.

No, it didn’t matter about my aches and pains, limitations. I was old; I could accept that I was going to die. Wasn’t that what was happening, proof at last not only that I was going to die, but that I could die? Whatever I had done in my life or didn’t, it would be enough now.

The Bear Business become finally consolation, if for me only in the face of death: Aware of my failing body and the horrible notion of being trapped in it, unable to speak, I possessed at the same time a way to freedom. Not that I was going to heaven or someplace like that after I died, but rather, what tied me to earth, that is, my responsibilities here, would stay here, find a place to live without me.

At times I thought I was plumb nuts. I was amazed by the extent I let Saturnina’s silly old stories and superstitions get ahold of me. But I told myself—and, yes, believed—I couldn’t afford to gamble on whether or not this stuff was true.

How to explain the miracles I seen, the ecstasy? The pleasure seeing a hummingbird hover over the rosemary on a cold winter morning? Rain covering the big houses hereabouts, washing in streams down the streets? The blanket of dark clouds? The sun? Moon? Was this what it felt like under that Bear Cape, senses tuned, colors bright?

Was this what Saturnina felt when she waited that fateful night by the bridge for my so-called father? Was this what she felt teaching me? And my grandmother teaching Saturnina? And Titmouse, banished from the village, when, very carefully, he told his secrets to a successor?

Ha! Saturnina’s curse unfolded: her story passed on. Proceed, I told myself. Proceed.
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I never talked about these thoughts with Darlene. What would have been the point? How would I have explained to a thriving woman, the magnificence of my resignation? I could only hope the same for her one day. My goodness, was this in fact Saturnina’s final gift to me? Had she hoped this for me, too?

Me and Darlene did get close to some extent. We done girl talk, about the loves of our lives; me telling her about my ups and downs with Louis, even the heartache I felt after I recognized the way my selfishness blinded me to his unconditional love that never wavered, even after he married and gone on with his life. “What every woman wants,” I told her, “and only fools throw away.” I never did mention John Benedict.

The love of her life was her daughter’s father, a man named Craig, whom she had been married to for several years. He left her for a younger woman, a barmaid, which in my estimation was tawdry. After two gloomy years, she was finally starting to forget him: “Working with you has helped,” she informed me.

“You never forget a man,” I told her point blank.

As she talked, adding bits and pieces about her Indian father, Nellie’s son, who she felt she hadn’t ever been able to please, I seen that my first impressions was correct—that Darlene was a zealous student if only to be rewarded and accepted, which not only complemented her need to learn something about culture, but to fill herself with something she found neither from her father nor her husband.

She hated her job. Being around all of them lawyers, doing her clerk work, only reminded her of her husband and the social life they had shared mostly with other lawyers and their families. She was acquainting herself with Indians, cousins and such, all without her father’s knowledge, on account of his never wanting his family associated with Indians, the majority of whom he considered drunkards and general troublemakers. He told her he seen enough of them in the back of his sheriff’s car, handcuffed. She was old enough to live her own life, as she put it, but didn’t want the tension with the old man whose heart wasn’t what it used to be, anyways.

I figured she would ask me about certain families, which she done. Probably much to her disappointment, I wasn’t able to tell her much outside of what rancheria I might have been able to associate with a family name. My goodness, I been away from Indians since before this woman was born!

“But you know so much,” she said. “Other Indians don’t talk about all you know.”

“Well, I’ve been alone,” I said.

What I had not expected was her wish to introduce me to a couple of her new friends, who turned out to be cousins. She asked before she brought these two folks to the house, prefacing her request with the strictest assurance that she had not betrayed my confidences regarding the Bear Business.

“I would never have asked, but I think you might like to meet these people. They are our relatives.”

“I don’t like surprises,” I told her.

When the first one come, when I seen the tall, blond young man in the middle of the kitchen, Darlene alongside him and not even half his height, I totally forgot who he was, never mind all the anxious anticipation I had felt before finally meeting him. He had the bluest goddamned eyes. He looked as if he was Swedish, one of them most fair breeds; sharp, angular features; his hair, somewhat unkempt and long, was parted in the middle, not tow-head blond but just this side of the color of dishwater. He was rangy; though he looked nearabout thirty, his body had not filled out and settled in the way of a grown man; and his manner was casual, too, with that nonchalant demeanor of youth.

He tugged absentmindedly at the bottom of his white T-shirt. His jeans was loose, sloppy. Only his eyes seemed different; not so much focused but cautious, maybe even skeptical, and only then, seeing his blue eyes, did I remember that he was Effie’s great-grandson, a boy named Danny. I asked them both to sit down.

It was now 2009. I done the math, shocked that if I was now ninety-three years old, Effie would have been one hundred and three, if she was alive, which she wasn’t. Darlene confirmed that fact when she first broached the subject of Danny’s visit. Effie had passed before she reached seventy, over thirty years ago.

Though she had her children late, it was certainly feasible that she could have a great-grandchild who, as it turned out, was twenty-eight years old. But, oh, what happened to the Indians; or, for that matter, Heralio’s people, the Mexicans? Ha! Effie didn’t like white people. If she seen this kid on the street, and didn’t know who he was, she would have cut a wide path to avoid him. Clearly, there was mixing and then mixing again.

Turned out he come down from Carolina, Effie’s daughter; Junior, her son, who never had children, was killed in a car wreck before he was twenty. Carolina died a few years back, Danny said; this was before he took an interest in things Indian, and while she didn’t talk much about her Indian heritage, perhaps because no one asked, she did remember, albeit vaguely, living up here on the hill, though she referred to the place as an Indian reservation.

The young man obviously had never knowed Effie, had never heard my name. Though I figured he would have liked to have learned something about his great-grandmother, it was clear to me that he was more interested in baskets and other such cultural things, what with the way he lit up seeing some of mine. Nonetheless, after some talk about the class—yes, he, too, was learning to make baskets—I couldn’t help but pour out over Effie, not to defend myself, but because in the absence of Effie herself, I could say something good.

I become a waterfall of stories: about what a pal she was to folks in the camps; her spectacular garden; and, last but not least, her thoughtfulness toward me and Saturnina, never once forgetting to ask if we needed a ride to town or wherever, once even waiting half the night and worrying her head off after I gone to apply for maid work with a family of rich white folks and didn’t return.

“She was there, waiting in the car for me. I’ll plumb never forget it.”

I felt kind of funny saying “white folks” in front of this young man, but he didn’t react in the least. I suppose that aware of his Indian blood, he was comfortable enough being Indian, just as he was. Besides, what is an Indian nowadays anyway, but a mess of stories, stories that’s in the blood, entanglements galore, half of which is fiction or uncertain? Not every woman in a person’s history was loyal; many was liars, out of necessity, ain’t it. Look at me: ninety-three years old and I can’t say for certain who my father was. And, regarding my mother, life might have been better for her, or at least easier, if she had lied, if not about me, then about the child she was carrying when she hung herself.

I told Danny about his great-grandfather, that he was a Mexican, which he knowed on account of the fact that his grandmother, Carolina, claimed the Mexican background, and only shortly before her death acknowledged to her many children and grandchildren that she was half-Indian. Maybe Danny was just now trying on for size the feel of his Indian blood. What he didn’t know was that his great-grandfather’s name was Heralio; and regardless of what Carolina may or may not have told the family about him, I said Heralio was a hard worker and a good family man. Danny said Carolina married a German and that his mother, Carolina’s daughter, married a Frenchman, which accounted for his last name, Benoit.

“How’d you get so tall?” I asked, rather than rudely announce that I now understood the color of his skin.

He was a smart one, sharp as his great-grandmother, playfully coming back at me with, “I don’t know, Miss Hatcher, must be from the Mexican—or Indian.”

“Please,” I said, “call me Mary.”

He pulled out from his top shirt pocket a coiled basket he had started; it was hardly the diameter of my old palm. It was definitely beginner’s work; besides which, I never knowed of a man that could weave two bits’ worth. But I encouraged him.

He asked if his great-grandmother weaved baskets and I said I wasn’t certain. I switched the topic to Effie’s father, his great-greatgrandfather, who, I explained, was one of the original Indian men the priest left his land to.

“We need to write this down, Miss Hatcher—you’re a walking history book.”

“Mary,” I reminded him.

“I told you,” Darlene said.

By the time he got up to leave, his skeptical eyes was relaxed. I done something out of character for me: I hugged him. I couldn’t help myself.
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I got them to the door just fine. I cleaned up and washed and put away the coffee cups. Then I gone into the dining room and picked up my feeble weaving, and that’s when the tears come and a sobbing that could’ve turned me inside out.

My life continued to come full circle. There was joy, I suppose, if only that this young man named Danny allowed me to pay my respects to Effie, to finally do her good even in her absence from this earth. And my sister, too: I was teaching her granddaughter. And Saturnina: I was fulfilling a promise, oh, and I was being rewarded. The world had never lined up for me so.

At the same time, I felt sadness, for the foolish life I had led, for my shortsightedness made worse by selfishness, for the time I wasted with the people in my life. There was no going back. The circle was tightening, after all; and when each of the ends touched finally, I would be through.

I glanced down at the slipshod thing in my hands, its loose stitch, uneven and broken design. A part of me didn’t want to continue the work. But what choice did I have?

Fasting from meat seemed right, too. Maybe it brought me Danny. Yet I felt, as with the weaving, it was taking me closer to death, propelling me to the inevitable.

I begun to question each flutter in my chest, any head pain, as if it was a foreboding of my imminent demise. But, then again, had I taught Darlene enough? How would I know? Did Saturnina know when she was finished with me, or did death itself determine as much for her?
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Danny come back, him and Darlene. He had a couple rolls of sedge as gifts and a clump of angelica root. I worried that Darlene had talked to him about our private business, a worry that was dispelled when Darlene mentioned its Indian name for his benefit and mine. Then half-a-minute later, she winked at me when he said that, according to a book, angelica was used by Pomo and Coast Miwok Indians to keep evil spirits away.

“Was that true, Miss Hatcher?”

“Mary.”

“Mary.”

“The old-timers said that. My stepmother who raised me up here said that. And angelica can be used to clean the blood—make a tea.”

I seen a general nervousness about Darlene that revealed itself in giddy behavior, forced laughter and an overabundance of hurried smiling, a stark contrast to the tension in her eyes, which told me that she had gone sweet on the young man. At the same time, I seen that he had seen as much and was working to ignore all her signals, avoid her gaze. No end to a woman’s folly.

Danny would leave an impression. The second person Darlene brought, a woman about Darlene’s age named Victoria, would not, even though it was Victoria who would make the connection that would close the circle that is the story.

Victoria was a plain Jane who worked the night shift in a convalescent hospital. She was about Darlene’s color, maybe a little darker, but she showed no trace of white blood. She looked full Mexican: thick bushy hair she couldn’t control even with the fistful of pins placed strategically about her head. I noticed tattoos on her hands and one side of her neck. She had broad features and penciled eyebrows. When she spoke, she had what sounded to me to be a Mexican accent.

She drove in a separate car on account of she was on her way to work. As we sat together over coffee, I found that she was shy and nervous, made all the more obvious by her tiny childlike voice, such a contrast to her harsh appearance. It was endearing. Her voice was not affected; she truly was timid, and downright polite. I quietly chastised myself for passing judgment so quickly. Turned out, she was mostly Mexican, with a grandmother who was half Indian, like Danny. Only with Danny, the line followed white; with this woman, Mexican.

She said her grandmother thought she had heard of me, but wasn’t certain, telling Victoria that she wasn’t born on the rancheria, which I took to be either Benedict’s Rancheria or the plot of land folks lived on afterward west of Sebastopol. This Victoria said that she was close to her grandmother, particularly when she was younger, but that her family was, as she put it, dysfunctional. While it was a large family, most was scattered and plain didn’t talk.

I queried her regarding her grandmother’s maiden name, but she only come up with a Spanish name she wasn’t certain of. Like Darlene and Danny, she was taking the basket weaving class to learn about her Indian heritage, which was what brought her and Darlene, two otherwise unlikely friends, together.

All three of these young people had something missing in their lives, needs that was gaping holes. Darlene needed to be accepted and feel special; Danny, probably the healthiest of the lot, only wanted to cross that bridge to his Indian past, a need born of curiosity more than any kind of desperation. Victoria was the most broken, without any foundation to stand on. Poor thing, sitting there in her white nurse’s slacks and a blue smock replete with yellow smiley faces, her underlying unease was more apparent. Where Darlene was obsessed with doing the right thing, this woman had no faith that she could.

“We’re all related,” Darlene kept saying.

I talked about how so many of us growed up separate from our families and separate from the tribe.

“Because I wasn’t raised on Benedict’s Rancheria, I never really knowed any of my other relations well, either,” I told them. “I been alone. So, it’s happy for me having you here now.”

But there wasn’t nothing I could say that would help Victoria. I understood that she didn’t possess the means to trust anyone or anything.

Wasn’t two minutes Victoria was gone than Darlene wanted to get straight to our lessons. She demonstrated both her precise sense of order and memory, singing first the opening songs, as if we was going to hike someplace up in the hills, then calling out the complete lists of the plants and animals I had taught her. All the while, instead of cherishing this show of competence, or even listening to her, I kept fixating on Victoria, specifically on her fear, surprised by how clearly I seen it. If indeed a broken heart is a prerequisite for a poisoner, or for a poisoner’s apprentice, of the three, wouldn’t Victoria have been a better choice for me? Why had Darlene entered my life first? What of Danny?

Regarding Victoria, I was able to answer my questions quickly: Victoria was so broken that she would not hold up. With that, I seen what Saturnina understood when it come to me as a pupil for the Bear Business: my goddamned selfishness and stubbornness, but also my strong legs.

And Danny? Simple: He was a man. Yes, there was male Human Bears, but Saturnina’s line was women. And, given Saturnina’s general distrust of men, if not her downright hatred of them, my so-called father in particular, it seemed a great dishonor on my part to imagine even whispering a word of this stuff to Danny.

Which got me to the next thing that entered my mind: What else did I have to teach Darlene? She was ready to know more, but what? I figured that once she quit chanting the lists, we could go over the stories and the rules; I could remind her about the menstrual taboo; and that, when the day comes that she passes on this knowledge, she must fast from meat, though I wasn’t certain that this fasting was a rule or something I observed with Saturnina.

It was February now. Would I go in April, with the spring?

I had intended to tell Darlene the meat part. But turned out, like me, she had Victoria on her mind, or the general condition of our people.

“Victoria’s had lots of problems,” she said. “You know, drinking—and she’s got five kids, my God! But she’s on the road to recovery. I think learning about her Indian culture is helping her.”

As she continued to talk, I got the impression that Darlene had had a rude awakening getting acquainted with Indians, perhaps an understanding of why her father had kept her away from them. Certainly, she had her own problems, but I had the feeling also that she understood her problems to be of a completely different sort, prompting me to say: “I guess we’re all scared in ways, ain’t it.”

She looked at me puzzled. Of course, I was only thinking of myself just then.
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One Thursday, at a certain point in our conversation, I told Darlene that I didn’t believe I had anything left to teach her.

“When the weather gets a little better, we can go for rides. When you see things, you might remember something more, Mary.”

“Yes, but storytelling—and teaching these things—it’s only to be done in winter,” I said.

But no sooner had I mentioned as much than it occurred to me that teaching the Bear Business only during the winter months was a rule I had assumed because, as with the fasting from meat, it was something I had observed from Saturnina.

I knowed talk of them old-time stories about Coyote and the Animal people was restricted to winter months, but I truly wasn’t certain about this other thing. It did involve some of the old-time stories, but then the Human Bears didn’t operate only in winter, but all year around. They sung songs, called the birds and all of Creation each time they put on that cape to travel. Over the long years between Saturnina’s death and my meeting Darlene, I repeated what I could remember each spring and fall, singing the songs and calling the plants and animals, first out of obligation, it seemed, to Saturnina, and then out of a half-belief in the Business, a half-belief constituted if not by fear, then plain uncertainty.

Perhaps Darlene was right: there was more to remember. The notion made me less apprehensive about the spring; it was no longer certain my end was imminent.
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Mostly, I seen my pupils as a blessing for staying on the path with the weaving and now the fasting. They’d often come, all three of them, and we’d sit and chatter until all hours of the evening. We shared a meal usually—they brought the food—with me artfully dodging meat dishes. With them three coming around, I felt like a young woman again.

Then spring come, and I got forgetful, or too plumb comfortable. When Darlene mentioned that a Mr. Benedict, as she put it, an old man who owned the property the rancheria was on, was in the rest home where Victoria worked, I merely said, “How does she know he is the same one?”

“Because Victoria overheard his daughter tell the nursing home director that they are an old Santa Rosa family and used to own all this land.” She made a sweep of her hand indicating the entire Santa Rosa plain below the hill. “Who else would it be?”

Who knowed the answer better than me?

It didn’t seem possible, so perhaps I was unable to imagine it as real. No doubt, I was stunned. I shrugged. Then we talked about something else.

After Darlene left, I laughed at the notion that the Benedicts owned all of the Santa Rosa Valley. Then I told myself that John Benedict—Darlene didn’t mention a first name—couldn’t possibly be alive, that it must be one of his sons. John, a couple years older than me, would have to be ninety-five: As if I wasn’t ninety-three and still alive.

My heart fluttered then righted with the truth: of course, it was him. I had not thought of John Benedict for ages. Now I remembered everything, as if a thousand tiny eggs had hatched in my blood. And if memories swelled, so did questions: Did he remember me? When it come to his restored sight, how on God’s earth could he not think of me? Ha! If I in fact possess magic powers, might not one of them have been to affect a blind man with vision?

Funny, the first thing I thought of was to tell him I was sorry. But for what? Telling him the truth was my only mistake, causing him to spurn me. But would there ever have been a right time to tell him the truth?

No, what I needed to do, all that I ever wanted to do, was to tell him my side of things: I didn’t need to atone for the lie of my identity, I merely needed to explain it. I was going to have the opportunity, wasn’t I? Hating him was in the past. It would be enough to finally talk to him. I marveled at my clearheadedness.

This was a blessing I hadn’t counted on, the final blessing, ain’t it. Fear and joy: the end of my road, at last.


[image: ]


I contained myself and did not call Darlene in order that she might verify for me that the man in question was John Benedict. Instead, I waited until Darlene appeared the following Thursday with Victoria and Danny. It was comforting to have all three of them together.

We worked on trimming sedge roots, and the talk was mostly about baskets, so that when I did think about John Benedict again, I had to change the topic of conversation abruptly all the while feigning mild interest in him. I directed the question to Victoria, as if it was her who told me in the first place. “That Mr. Benedict you’re taking care of, is it John?”

She said she believed so but wasn’t certain; she would have to look on the charts this evening when she gone to work.

“Why? Would you like to see him?” Darlene asked.

“Oh, yes,” I answered. But after no one said anything more, I felt compelled to add, “I knowed him from the rancheria days, John, that is.”

“But I thought you didn’t live on the rancheria,” Darlene queried, prompting all of them to look up from their work.

“That’s right . . . but all of us picked prunes and hops there, all of us Indians. You know, them days we all worked in the fields.”
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Darlene telephoned me two days later. She had arranged for me to see John Benedict that night if I was up to it. We would have to go late, since that was when Victoria worked, and though it would be well past visiting hours, after 9:00 p.m., Victoria could let us in more or less unnoticed on account of she was the only staff present then except for a Vietnamese janitor who paid attention to nothing but wastebaskets and floors.

Somehow, I got that much. I knowed what to do to subdue my nerves: I gone to work weaving.

Then, somewheres in the late afternoon, I remembered a flat of petunias still in my car from my shopping excursion the day before. My God, it was a warm day—how could I have left the young plants in the car? With a trowel, I got down on my hands and knees and planted the petunias. Birds was there, alighted in the oak tree and on the eaves of the house.

Blue Jay and Titmouse, too. “Yes,” I said. “Hu. Hu.” Yes. Yes.
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I didn’t linger on what to wear. When Darlene come in, she found me in an expensive but fashionably subtle navy suit, a most appropriate getup for a woman my age. My wisps of curly white hair I pushed into place; done little else but a trace of dark lipstick. An old woman, the last thing she wants to do is draw attention to the wreck that is her face. I had had plenty of time. I was neither rushed nor nervous.

About twenty minutes before Darlene arrived, I sung four times, finishing each time with a rise and loud:


Woho woho a•wo a•ho

Woho woho a•wo a•ho

Woho woho a•wo a•ho

Woho woho a•wo a•ho



To let the hills know I was coming, to open all the doors for me. The song was still singing in my chest as she helped me into her car.
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It was near 11:00 p.m. The place wasn’t far from where the big house and the old rancheria had been, somewhat west. I thought to myself that John Benedict ended up not far from where he had started. Of course, neither had I.

We gone in a back door. Victoria was just inside to greet us. I was facing down a long, empty hallway with polished floors and the smell of disinfectant and piss. Even with dull lights, I seen my way. Followed to a room where Victoria leaned over the metal guardrails of a hospital bed, attempting to wake the man. When she stepped aside, I seen him. He groaned, a voice that was pure rust.

The circle of light, that included the top half of him, was blinding. Everything was white, the color of the sheets. Slowly, he emerged from that light. A skull; white bones, stubble, and gossamer hair. The blue eyes was cloudy, mere specks of color deep in the sockets of his face. His head was turned in my direction. He seemed agitated by the light, as if waiting for an explanation for it.

“Son of a bitch,” he growled.

I was sitting in a chair, pushed up to the bed.

“John, it’s me, Mary Hatcher—Angelina. Do you remember me?”

He stirred some. His eyes blinked. I had his attention. Bracing myself on the rails, I pulled myself to my feet and leaned in closer to him, over the bed.

“John,” I said, but even before he sputtered, “Mathilda, I’ve got to get to the store,” I seen he was gone. Panic struck me. I needed to catch up with him.

I reached, but it was hopeless. His eyes was vacant, far past the light. He’d gotten away from me again.

At first, I felt as if I was drowning, flailing, the bank out of reach. Then I was on the firm ground of pure hatred. Without thinking, I understood a million things at once, that I had been tricked in as many ways.

Yes, John Benedict got away, was safe from me once more; but Saturnina, too, had tricked me, or I had tricked myself, for I knowed right then that I was supposed to kill, each step, each song in preparation for this very moment.

I grabbed him, but it was a cold, hard piece of wood I was clutching, and I plopped back in my chair. I caught my breath. Then the anger come back again, only this time it was like fire burning me clean through. I seen my stupidity.

The panic was raw, the vision unimaginable. I wasn’t seeing or understanding that he was gone now, but my life as it might have been without him; and whatever it was or might have been, was gone forever.

He begun a coughing fit. If Darlene and Victoria was in the room, behind me, I was not aware of them. Now they was both collected around him, blocking my view.

I stood up, pushed my chair back. Both women seemed upset, saying something over their shoulders at me. But I was dazed, light-headed.

“Goodbye,” I said over their shoulders. “Farewell, old friend.”

Truly, I meant it. It was as if John and I had been best friends for a lifetime.

I stepped outside the room and waited in the hallway, where I could hear him coughing still. One of the ladies come out, I don’t remember which, but she was even more upset. She glanced at me as she turned up the hallway.

I headed out of the building to wait in the car.

Only I kept walking, until I looked over and seen a car pulled up alongside me.

It was Danny, hollering out the open window, “Come on, Mary. Get in.”




TWENTY-FIVE

HE FOUND ME JUST BELOW THE HOUSE, ON THE ROAD. I’d gotten that far. After Darlene couldn’t find me, when I wasn’t waiting in the car, she called Danny. I’d walked a good five miles. He had nowhere to take me but up the driveway. I had no idea where I was, or that I had walked anywhere.

I was in shock; that’s what Danny said. And why wouldn’t I be in shock? What I experienced in that convalescent hospital shattered me. I said goodbye to John Benedict because I had no other choice.

Danny sat me at the kitchen table and made me a cup of tea. Believing I’d gotten lost after I left the hospital building, then panicked and disoriented, he kept asking if I was all right and assuring me that I was home and safe. He telephoned Darlene once to tell her he had found me, and then a second time to report on my condition, which, apparently, he found improved, because he left shortly thereafter, suggesting before he walked out the door that I get some rest.

“You hiked a long way, Mary.”

What I remembered was Danny’s white face out the car window in the dark night, and before that, Darlene and Victoria in the hallway outside John’s room.

I didn’t think about the miracle of my walking five miles, nor that the night was moonless, only that I had lost track of place and time; and it occurred to me, even before I sat down at the table again after seeing Danny to the door, that I had traveled as a Human Bear.

Did Human Bears not know where they was going, just got there? Never mind: I understood everything that had happened then—my seeing John, the miraculous walk—as the final blessing, the coming together of the circle that was my life. The ends met up, touched, the circle complete.

Seeing my all-too-human hands on the Formica tabletop and feeling the density of my tired old body, I was as much disappointed as surprised. Why couldn’t I die? I had felt no pain, no thinking, and now as I found myself again, I was burdened as much with the thickness of this life as with the questions it provoked.

No. Let it be, I told myself, and done what I always done, picked up the weaving.
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In the days ahead, I felt good. Remorseful at times, wistful even, for the life I had lived; but the present moments, the life I had left, was peaceful against the backdrop of that old life, if not enchanting. There was freedom, joy in the taste of food, a mere glass of water. Pleasure in my few old hens, surprise at finding an egg in the nests, and then standing in the morning light with the warm thing cupped in the palm of my hand. Flowers—another spring.

I did wonder if it was some sort of lightheadedness due to a health situation; for instance, it had been several months now that I hadn’t eaten meat. When I gone to a health food store and asked a clerk about meat substitutes, the clerk suggested soybeans and whatnot, but not before telling me that a person my age should consider any kind of fasting with great care and only after checking with a doctor. Lightheadedness or not, what did I care?

Darlene didn’t show up Thursday evening. No phone call, nothing. There was times before that she missed our visits, but with all that had just happened, I was surprised not to hear from her at all. I thought that she was mad that I got lost and caused them all that trouble; that she had just seen me on Saturday and felt she didn’t need to see me again so soon; that she took it as God’s truth finally that I hadn’t anything left to teach her, and she needn’t come back, at least not regular. Or perhaps none of those things, but that an emergency had come up, something with her daughter away at college or with her father who had a bad heart. Then, as with the health worries, I just quit thinking about it.

Friday morning was particularly memorable. I opened the back door, and the day was beautiful. After I fed the chickens, I pulled a kitchen chair into the center of the yard, where I plopped myself with a napkin and a cup of coffee for no reason but to bask in the warm light. I don’t think I ever felt such peace.

If that was death at last, so be it. Never mind the big houses that surrounded me. Let the neighbors look out their windows and find me, an old hag, hard and twisted as a tree trunk in her chair. They couldn’t see the branches that growed from me, the halo of fragrant flowers that was my crown. They couldn’t see the light.

Each thing was magic and everlasting in that light, a wonder to ponder: memory in a golden poppy to blossom; birds’ songs; the flight of a single honeybee; ants. Looking upon these things I had full memory, too, not just what I knowed of the stories and the songs, but of the hills and of Saturnina. I was one with things, not only in the confines of my backyard, but well beyond it.

Wasn’t I seated where the old stump used to be, where Saturnina sat for hours on mornings just like this? Had I found a magic spot, or had I become, at long last, Saturnina? It was beautiful.

Then the phone rang. I didn’t get up to answer it; I could not have got into the house in time. But a little before noon, it rang again; I went inside and grabbed it. It was Darlene on her lunch break. She was wondering if she could come right over.

She come in no time. She put her car keys on the table, within reach, both feet on the floor, and looked me directly in the face. She was dressed up in a smart suit. Her hair was pulled back in a professional manner, but, for me, all it done was make the tension in her eyes more evident.

“I have a confession to make about Saturday night,” she said.

I understood right then that she felt guilty, and don’t ask me why, but the reason for her guilt come to mind: that the old man had pneumonia or something, and she felt she had exposed me, especially when he started coughing so, which explained, too, why her and Victoria got so upset at the time.

“Don’t worry,” I said, “if I get sick and die, it ain’t your fault.”

She looked puzzled. I explained that neither her nor Victoria need worry about John Benedict’s coughing exposing me to an illness.

“We worried he was going to die,” she corrected. “It got quite bad.”

Once again, ain’t ever too old, I felt the sting of my vanity: it wasn’t about me. “Oh, I see,” I said, “we wasn’t supposed to be in there visiting, and could’ve made trouble for Victoria,” which was something I had considered earlier.

“He could’ve died, Mary.”

It seemed that somehow my vanity was still blinding me. She hadn’t chastised me, but I felt she had.

“Well, he didn’t die, did he? He’s all right, isn’t he?”

“No, he didn’t die,” she said before taking a long intake of air and then letting go with not only her notion that when John Benedict begun coughing, I had poisoned him, but also her theory that I had done so to avenge the Indians for the Benedicts taking their land, all of which she reconsidered and tossed out the window, when after five days, John Benedict was still alive.

When Victoria left to telephone her supervisor for advice on what to do, whether or not to call an ambulance to transport the old man to a full-fledged hospital, Darlene sat in the room with John, expecting to see him die then and there.

She said she’d become suspicious somewhat when certain things I said didn’t match up. For instance, claiming repeatedly that I was never raised on the rancheria, then claiming I knowed John from there, an inconsistency she felt I covered up a little too hastily with that bit about all Indians picking fruit for the Benedicts.

I asked who she had talked to; but that was not it. Darlene had found a book, some account given by a Lake County man over a hundred years ago who was, according to him, a Human Bear at one point in his life.

“You didn’t tell me you couldn’t die until you passed on the knowledge.”

She had me there. Later, I would wonder why I hadn’t told her: whether I was afraid I might frighten her, or afraid perhaps of my own death still, not wanting to release the last bit of information so that I could die. But I felt no compunction to answer her then.

She continued, mentioning the way I had left the building and then turned up five miles away, all but impossible for a ninety-three-yearold woman, so what if she was in good health.

And something else the book said: that Human Bears often like to even the score before they die: “That’s when they’re most dangerous.”

I thought of telling her details of our history; for instance, that the Benedicts wasn’t the first or only people to take our land. There was the Mexicans, and before them, the Spanish, and if I was going to avenge our people, I would have to poison nearabout all of history. Had she heard about the circumstances regarding my mother’s death?

But I growed tired all of a sudden, and once more felt no desire to talk. This time she didn’t say anything more, and maybe that was why I did finally open up, or maybe I was just plumb finished with her and no longer cared. Maybe I just needed to hear myself.

It was the story of me and John that I told her, what I had uttered to no one, not even to my stepmother or longtime friend Effie: the love, the misunderstanding, and need only to set the record straight that night, yes, if only for my benefit and, honestly, nothing else. Tie it to history, do whatever you want, girlie, it ends up nowhere but in the human heart, good God Almighty.

Now you know everything.

“But he was old. He’d had a stroke.”

“You never said, and I suppose I never asked.”

She looked at her watch. I wanted her to leave. I could have admitted that I hadn’t inquired about his condition because I was too preoccupied with my own concerns. But I truly didn’t want to say anymore. I was spent.

“Oh,” she said, “well, things kind of got turned around. I had a confession to make—and then I wanted to talk about all these things.”

Her voice was hurried, as if to indicate she needed to get back to work. She was looking at me, but she really wasn’t facing me, as if her eyes was in fact elsewhere.

“I told Danny—about everything . . . After what happened I was scared, and it all made sense.”

“It’s all right,” I said. What else could I say?

She bobbed her head, as if with relief, then asked, “So, is it true you can’t die until you pass on this Bear Business?” She was attempting to appear unaffected, as if it was another Thursday night and she was asking me about an herb or basket design. But both of us knowed things was changed.

“Yes,” I answered.

The secret was out, spoken. Yet I didn’t ponder these things, I suppose because I felt I didn’t have the strength then to fathom them. After Darlene left, I picked up my weaving, fiddled some with the roots. Then sat in the backyard until the sun gone down.
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As it turned out, John Benedict died a little after twelve noon that day, about the time me and Darlene was talking. Which must’ve made Darlene completely nuts, after she hung up from Victoria or whomever with the news. Oh, how she had been tricked, how foolish, since five days hadn’t passed yet.

The Human Bear’s ritual—five days if the victim ain’t taken immediately in a violent act—matched the Bear’s trickery, for it was past midnight that she set her curse, making Friday the fifth day. Which, when overwhelmed with guilt and fear, was what Darlene told the police. This is how I was informed of the death and the story associated with it when a detective assigned to the case summoned me to his office twenty-four hours later, about noon on Saturday.

I drove to the county buildings. Ha! Over the phone the detective asked if I needed a cab, figuring, no doubt, that at ninety-three, I was worse off than I was. Nothing like the old courthouse downtown, instead, a collection of nothing modern buildings that looked alike, which would’ve made it impossible to find my way around if it wasn’t Saturday and the endless parking lots wasn’t empty. Still, seemed I walked forever.

“Gee, you’re spry enough,” he said, when I appeared in the doorway to his office. If I knowed what he was going to tell me—Darlene’s story and what she accused me of—I could have seen the joke. But even before I sat down, I understood that whatever it was he wanted to talk to me about that he wouldn’t discuss on the telephone, wasn’t serious.

He was a tall, thin man with a square face and a wide smile. About forty with a good head of straight brown hair, which was parted on the side and combed back, making him look more like a matinee idol from the nineteen forties than a detective.

After he told me the story Darlene had told first the police and then him, he said that he was sorry to have bothered me on a Saturday, but that the matter was what he referred to as a detail he thought he could take care of quickly. Still, I was uneasy. All the way to his office, I worried about what might happen. I figured it could have something to do with John Benedict. I couldn’t imagine what else, unless something might have been dredged up from my past, the case of the slot machine, or something about taxes.

Then another notion occurred to me: the county was going to force me off my property so a developer could build a big house like the ones surrounding me. Maybe I had thought about John because of the visit from Darlene the day before. Still, I wasn’t certain what the matter was, and the fact that it didn’t seem to concern him greatly didn’t console me. He asked me if I minded if he tape-recorded me, and then asked what I thought of what Darlene said.

I was neither relieved nor more uneasy. I felt embarrassed, as if this handsome young man was looking at me naked. He could never understand.

I was honest, going through the bit that I had knowed John Benedict when I was young, and how Darlene, who had been learning about basketmaking and herbs from me, just like she said, had offered me the opportunity to see the old Mr. Benedict a last time: “And then she filled in the rest from the book she was reading,” he finished, before I had a chance to.

He wrote something on a notepad, saying out loud that Mr. Benedict was old, natural causes. Then, looking at me again, he asked if I had ever been in trouble with the law. I told him what I had been accused of and what I was convicted of.

“Sounds more interesting,” he said.

Before I left, he thanked me for coming then told me that Danny’s story had matched mine, that I didn’t seem to know where I was when he found me. Victoria, in trouble for having had unauthorized guests in the hospital at that hour, thought Darlene was crazy.
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Even before I got home, where I could sit with just how empty and frightened I felt, I had an accident, the first accident in over seventy years of driving, and a stupid one at that. In the empty parking lot, with plenty of room to see, I backed into a concrete wall. Which showed, if nothing else, how unnerved I was.

Things scrambled in my brain. I felt, as I sat at the kitchen table, that I could not breathe. I sipped water, held to the glass. I had read the events leading up to my seeing John Benedict—my meeting Darlene and so forth—as a series of blessings, something like rewards for following Saturnina’s instructions as well as I could. Seeing John, though not in the manner I had expected, turned out to be a blessing, also, what with that insight and miraculous walk as proof. I thought of Danny’s finding me as icing on the cake, Effie’s forgiveness, ain’t it, for her offspring got me home after a journey to see Mr. Benedict, as if it was him and Heralio still waiting for me after that first trip.

I had completed my mission and I was going to die in peace. But there was something else, something that I was only now aware of, that I had quietly assumed, and that was that the Bear Business wasn’t inherently all evil. There was stories of goodness: Bear People protecting their villages against enemies, finding food when food was scarce.

Now, if I had not been totally crazy in believing any of Saturnina’s nonsense, then I had become a pawn to continue the evil. Wasn’t that what Saturnina seen, that in the end my vanity would suit her purposes? But if her Bear Business was so powerful, how would it have let me be fooled by Darlene, who wasn’t punished seemingly in the least for betraying my confidences? Leading me to think once again that there was nothing to what Saturnina said: fearmongering, superstition. I didn’t mean anyone harm, not now, not with Darlene, not with John Benedict.

Or was John’s death the punishment, a sacrifice for betrayal? The word was out now: Darlene, Victoria, Danny. God knowed who else, and in how many versions.

Would I be the next to be sacrificed? It all come back to me, after all: my tongue, my words. Final blessing? No, final sacrifice. Wasn’t my dented fender a sign? Wasn’t the old girl done for, breaking apart at last?

And that was what I clung to, or what clung to me, fear; fear that I was going to die that way, punished. I would die and travel this place like a ghost, not with no one knowing the story, and me unable to talk, but me in the face of a million stories I could not fix.

I told myself to keep breathing. Eventually, my heart calmed some. In the days ahead, I kept reaching for Saturnina, but found only the same questions: trick or not a trick? Pure evil or not?

What I clung to, or what clung to me, was belief—that much, I was certain of. Each new day was a blessing, yet nothing more than an opportunity, time yet to stave off a punished death. I knowed no other way to do that but to fulfill my obligation, to pass on what Saturnina had taught me. But how?

Hadn’t I already done so and spilled the beans on the floor? I could talk out loud, tell the stuff out in the open, but the Bear Business, any mention of it, was secret. Never mind that the taboo was already broken, wouldn’t I really, once and for all, do myself death and eternal wandering? Was another apprentice going to come along? Or was I to be the last Human Bear, the last of the line, the unfortunate one, at last, who died with the story?


[image: ]


June. Then July. Warm and hot days. Darlene never come back, no surprise. No calls, nothing. Good schoolgirl that she was, throw in her Christian upbringing, and it’s easy to imagine her matching what she read in a book to what happened, and thinking she’d been plumb dropped into a witch’s cauldron. Wanting to be special, she figured she’d only been duped.

And Danny and Victoria, nothing from them, either, or a word from anyone in the class. Nights I sat and felt as I did, what fifty-plus years ago: alone in a corral made up of other’s stories about me. Of course, there was no career to start now, no long life ahead of me to survive. Only the need to earn a peaceful death. Call it freedom.

I thought of calling Darlene, asking her to come over for a glass of lemonade so that we might sort things out. I thought of starting again with her. No other student had showed up. But she seen what she seen: the Bear Business and the death of a man. If her understanding of what happened changed, it was only that my revenge was personal, given what I told her about me and John. I could see how things made sense to her.

In that moment, I understood that it would take my whole story to convince her, or anyone else: Otherwise, all the way back and then forward to that hospital bed and imagining the entirety of my life, I seen how things lined up for me once again. It all come together.

If my seeing John was a blessing, if I finally traveled as a Human Bear, the event was entangled in all that was or ever had been my life. Isn’t that the same always? For Saturnina? For my grandmother, Juana Maria? It was never separate from their lives, happy or sad, hateful with the lot of hard luck and history on their backs or not.

My whole life was necessary now in the teachings, a whole life that perhaps knowed differently in the past or got taken for granted. I become elated with the notion. It seemed there was no other answer. It was obvious. I prayed on it.

To battle the numerous stories circulating out there, spilled from Darlene and now turned into God-knows-what, I would have to break the code of secrecy. And that was how I resolved it: whether to a single person or to the world, I would give my true-life story. I put it in Creation’s hands to show me which way. And I done this: let all things know what was on my mind. In the morning, I told the birds, the plants, I called them out and told them. Yes, strike me dead now if I’m going to do wrong; punish me. At night, I done my weaving, until I was tired.
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One morning, while sitting in my yard, amid blooming flowers and birdsong, I caught sight of a piece of bark, a sleeve the shape of a man’s arm. Spikes of tiny branches, maybe stems of dried leaves, rose off of it. John in his grave, I thought of them once-golden hairs on his arm, gray and decayed. My time would come too.

But the rising sun was now on my face. I was in this marvelous world yet, where each thing aligned in memory and beyond, is connected to everything else. That is the world’s perfection. What else give me this vision but the Bear Business? History, what each of us is born into, becomes a part of the Bear Business. If it’s meanness we become, it’s meanness we do. But there’s a choice, ain’t it?
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Funny, peace returned. My confidence growed in what I understood. I kept living, and for what other possible reason? At least, I was not punished. I felt good, in fact. Seemed my weaving improved some, though that might’ve been just my feeling better.

Then, a sign. Well, I took it as such—come the end of July, when I found myself in a fix. I had to take a driving test to renew my license, that or have the license expire and risk another accident and then a heap of trouble. Not five minutes into the test, before I had to parallel park, the agent got a call on his cell phone and decided both that he had to go home, and that I could drive just fine still. Yes, good God Almighty.

That didn’t mean I thought I was home free. I didn’t think I was going to live forever. I didn’t take tomorrow for granted. I might’ve been able to trick a Department of Motor Vehicles agent, but I would not be able to trick time. And, of course, it never left my mind that once again I was only fooling myself; once again, perhaps once and for all, the joke would be on me.

I thought about Big Sarah: did I kill her? John, too. Truly, I meant John Benedict no harm. But could I have killed him unintentionally, even if it might have been a kindness to put him out of his misery? Was the Bear Business attached to me only for that purpose—killing? I had no way of knowing for certain. My memory of the magical walk was blackness. I was incomplete, remnants only. But I had to take faith in what I seen.
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At this point, all signs and possibility of goodness coming from me, you may consider a trap. You may think, like Darlene, that I am tricking. That I lined things up in a perfect lie, a watertight basket well designed. I can’t do anything about that, either.

I can tell you, wonder is okay, even fear. And maybe that’s where it all will end or begin again. There just don’t have to be no meanness in it. But that’s still just this old hag talking.

But should you decide in my favor, or should the story stick so that I can at last be free, would you be kind enough to put me down good? In case you forgot, there is $5,000 in that cave. It’s behind the big gray house on top of Ridgeview Drive. Use that for a good coffin. And know that while I was waiting for the first frost, when I could begin to talk again, I felt as much as ever at peace.
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