
  
    
  


  [image: image]


  ORACLES


  [image: image]


  ORACLES


  A NOVEL


  Melissa Tantaquidgeon Zobel


  [image: image]


  ISBN for this digital edition: 978-0-8263-3193-9


  © 2004 by Melissa Tantaquidgeon Zobel


  All rights reserved. Published 2004


  Printed in the United States of America


  100908070605041234567


  The Library of Congress has cataloged the printed edition as follows:


  Zobel, Melissa Tantaquidgeon, 1960–


  Oracles : a novel / Melissa Tantaquidgeon Zobel.—1st ed.


  p. cm.


  ISBN 0-8263-3191-2 (alk. paper)


  1. Indians of North America—Fiction.


  2. Women shamans—Fiction.


  I. Title.


  PS3626.024 073 2004


  813’.6—dc22


  2003020182


  Illustrations: ©Aaron Dewick, Little People LLC


  Design and composition: Melissa Tandysh


  SPECIAL THANKS

  TO

  MY COUSINS


  SANDRA EICHELBERG, who suggested the name “Yantuck”

  for the tribe in this book. As the Mohegan Tribe’s

  Enrollment Coordinator, she encountered so many

  make-pretend tribes that she easily invented yet another.


  ANITA FOWLER, Director of Little People, LLC,

  who constantly reminds the world that her grandfather (Chief

  Little Hatchet) was right about the Giants

  and Little People of New England.


  JOSEPH SMITH, who brought home to the Hill

  more gifts than he will ever know.


  AND


  STACY DUFRESNE & SANDI PINEAULT, who guard and cherish

  the Indian museum on the Hill and all that it represents.


  Dedicated to


  Randall Charles Zobel,

  who walked a thousand miles.


  This book was inspired by four men

  of Good Medicine:


  my father, Richard Harold Fawcett,

  who inhales books and exhales their magic;

  John Babcock Brown III / West Wind,

  who hates books and encouraged

  me to question their existence;

  Joseph Bruchac, the good spirit

  and great writer who provokes me;

  and my great-uncle, Chief Harold Tantaquidgeon,

  who taught me to honor the woodlands.


  The Temple at Delphi


  “FIRST, in this prayer, of all the gods I

  name The prophet-mother Earth...”


  —Aeschylus (525–456 B.C.), The Furies


  Mohegan Hill


  “Close to the truth is as good as you’ll ever get.”


  —Catherine Lamphere, Mohegan Tribal Elder


  [image: image]


  [image: image]


  CELESTIAL FAMILY


  ANCIENT YANTUCK INDIAN STORY


  At first, there was nothing at all. The Great Spirit was forever lost in space. Then, a fog extended across the nothingness and the Great Spirit brought forth the celestial family: the stars, our Grandfathers; the moon, our Grandmother; the sun, our Father; and the earth, our Mother; each formed in their own way to serve a special purpose.


  Mother Earth was created atop the back of a giant turtle, also known to us as Grandfather. When the wind blew hard across Grandfather Turtle’s back, the waters flowed off far and strong and the great mountains were born.
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  Father Sun shone down upon the mountains of Mother Earth and brought forth the first tree, the Tree of Life. The Tree’s limbs reached toward its father, the sun. But its roots remained forever connected to its mother, the earth.
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  As the Tree grew, it sent forth a shoot and that shoot became a man. Then the Tree bent over and touched Mother Earth to create the first woman.
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  Those first men and women were not as people are now. They were larger, louder, and even more cantankerous, for they lived in stormy times. But they had redeeming qualities: they fiercely protected their parents, the trees, and they lived in harmony with all of their relations, among the plant kingdom. These gigantic people were known as Beachers because they slept upon the sandy shores beside the sea. Their leader was the great Bawba, a man as colossal as the whales with whom he swam. His eyes were the color of the sea and his long hair floated about him like rippling seaweed.


  After a time, the Age of Giants was no more, and Bawba and the Beachers were overrun by new, smaller people. The littlest among them held special magic, much like their Beacher forbears, and lived apart from the others. As the numbers of the new people grew, the Beachers were gradually called away by the winged beings to the Spirit World.
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  Many of the new people forgot their Beacher ancestors. But from time to time, Bawba and his family crossed back over to visit those who kept their stories alive. Sometimes, they even bore children with them. Such children were often gifted with rare and ancient wisdom as well as prodigious size.
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  After the passing of the Beachers, many of the new people sensed that they were missing something. They sought prophets among those who still carried the ancient Beacher bloodlines. These prophets often lived high atop the world’s greatest mountains, where they could touch both Mother Earth and Father Sky. People flocked to these lofty prophets with such intrusion that the Great Spirit chose to disguise them as rocks. But ancient beings frequently gather at rocks, so they were shortly discovered and the Great Spirit then transformed them into trees.
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  However, when that disguise also failed, they were turned into stars, that they might shine safely, from afar. So it has been ever since. Earthly beings of great wisdom continue to twinkle throughout the oraios blackness of the universe.


  CHAPTER 1


  BLINK


  Not So Many Moons From Now


  The Indian casinos were now all gone.


  The night the lights blinked out at Big Rock Casino, the stars returned to the evening sky. The children on the reservation huddled against anything familiar—all except little Ashneon Quay, who dove into the twinkling darkness like a luscious box of snowcap candies, licking her lips at the sugary dots sprinkled across the creamy chocolate night.


  For most Yantuck Indians, Big Rock Casino down in Fire Hollow had been apex of their reservation. Its gleaming emerald spires leapt from the sandy riverbed in such a way that most could not resist calling it “Oz.” Only a select few still believed that nearby Yantuck Mountain remained the true center of the universe. Of that loyal group, fewer still were chosen to become medicine people and serve as the mountain’s sacred guardians. For the moment, ten-year-old Ashneon Quay was the youngest of those elite oracles, whose training and selection was the secret nub of all mountain activity.


  Her turquoise eyes flashed as she zoomed toward the mountain summit, where there would be nothing between her and the glorious evening sky. She knew every jagged rock by heart; none bruised her feet, though they were protected only by the kind of buttery mocs that most Indians wore as house slippers.


  From the mountaintop—only half a mile from that evening’s casino carnage—Ashneon Quay’s view was sublime. She flopped blissfully onto a fuzzy mound of moss, confident that her great-uncle Tomuck and Grandma Winay would not be returning home to the Weekum House any time soon. Tonight, there were graver concerns than scolding children for being out alone late at night on the mountain.


  Three thick chestnut braids spoked out from her head across the moss, like life ropes stretched upon an algae sea. As the moon slipped behind the puffy clouds, the girl drew a deep, lazy breath.


  “Now it is truly night,” she whispered.


  Winay always said that the moon stole the life force when it vanished like that, but Ashneon had never felt more alive. Hooting owls and hissing bats whirled above her head, in search of fresh feast. She yearned to soar with them and beat her wings against the dusky sky.


  From her velvety forest bed, Ashneon’s eyes darted toward the shadowy box of the tribal museum. Her mind raced through the million and one lectures she had heard there, including Tomuck’s most recent one.


  “You need...” he had broken into his usual coughing jag, “...need water to balance your fire, girl.”


  “Like you need darkness to balance your light, right uncle?”


  After growling out a phlegmy “hmmmrumph,” he had limped away in surrender, each breath sounding more like a whistle.


  This night, evening felt right for the first time. It was a glittering, black-beaded gala night, a night to celebrate and give thanks. Ashneon stretched heavenward toward the faraway flames that burnt up the mountain sky. The bright lights of Big Rock would never again ruin another evening for those masters of the night.


  The glitzy casino down in the sandy hollow had never been further removed from the woodsy mountaintop. Before, Fire Hollow had circled its towering emerald gem with a golden glow like a shimmering crown, protecting its lofty pate from all outlanders. Now Fire Hollow appeared to be merely a colorless void beneath the mystical headland.


  At the same moment Ashneon sprinted for the mountain peak, her great-uncle, Medicine Chief Tomuck Weekum, snatched a pistol barrel away from the CEO’s head in Big Rock casino’s back cash room. Meanwhile, her grandmother, Medicine Woman Winay Weekum, was coaxing down a mascara-smeared jumper from the ledge of the casino hotel’s fifteenth floor.


  In the weeks leading up to Big Rock’s fateful shut-down, Chief Executive Officer Ryan Tianu had fired over two thousand Indians and only nine hundred and twenty-two others. Yes, all of his relatives were counting. For an Indian who was also a casino CEO, it was especially easy to forget what it meant to be tribal. Such forgetfulness had recently resulted in ever bolder remarks about Ryan’s height. The casino warehouse guys regularly taunted him with lame repetitions of “How ya doin’, big guy?” and the six A.M. employee aerobics class winked and cackled about the “Little Big Man.” Then there was the tribal office staff, a ghoulish assemblage of third, fourth, and fifth cousins who regularly sniped around corners, with nicknames like Sunjumeese (Little Chief) and Peegee (Baby Wampum).


  Ryan’s ripely pregnant, russet-haired wife, Weeroum McCool Tianu, usually laughed off that sort of thing. After all, he was plenty man enough for all of her four feet six inches. But Ryan was not laughing at much these days. He had not told her about the recent anonymous threat to burn down the casino, addressed to Mr. Munchkin, slipped silently under his mahogany door.


  The day before that threat was made good, Ryan sidled up to a dumpster with a bottle of Jameson whiskey slapped under his armpit and hollered up to Chief Tomuck Weekum’s open office window.


  “Sheef” he slurred, “I’m havin’ a baby hull never see a sinel tribal stripen check.”


  A moment later, Tomuck’s vein-crusted arm thrust out the window and released a rain of tobacco upon Ryan’s head. “Your child is truly blessed,” the Chief replied.


  At that moment, Ryan could not imagine that those words were even close to the truth. There was no point in Tomuck trying to explain that the casino was, in fact, a false Messiah whose death heralded the fractious dawn of a legendary age: a time when the Yantuck would remember how to plant and how to fish, how to swim and how to fly; a time when the evening sky would no longer sizzle with a burning yellow glow—a truly magical time for a Yantuck child to be born.
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  Just before dawn, the dismantled carcass of Tomuck and Winay’s brother-in-law, Muggs Mockko, joined the remains of several other tribal councilors on a screaming convoy to Thames Memorial Hospital. By daybreak, the spent paramedics needed their own stretchers. By noon, the slot machines had all been seized, the money impounded, and Beautiful Big Rock reduced to a sizzling bilious blob.


  Winay staggered home around six A.M., the white knot of her hair caked with grease and blood. She was usually such a tight and tidy little medicine bundle that only the unimaginable could have left her like this. Before she had a chance to sit down, another set of all-American red, white, and blue flashes whizzed past her window. Upstairs, Ashneon had been snoring for hours when those sirens slapped her back to reality.


  The child greeted the day in the only bedroom she had ever known. Winay had recently agreed to let her paint it luscious shades of “strawberries and cream.” Through those windows, the day loomed even dimmer. The red fruitlet comforter crumpled under her chin for one last snug moment, before unfolding to the shattered dawn.


  “Let’s assess the damage,” Winay instructed herself. As soon as she turned on the cy, the temperature spiked and the living room reeked of something unidentifiable. Someone had been fiddling with the controls again. Four out of five sense buttons were on and Tomuck tolerated a maximum of three. He and Winay were so old-fashioned, they might as well have just owned a television—were it not for the fact that the cy was an enemy whom they needed to keep close. By offering a virtual world of sight, sound, smell, taste and touch, the cy had mutated people’s priorities. Kitties and puppies were worthless to children after even a brief romp with lions and hyenas on a cysafari, and all riots now included fire and odd-smelling smoke, simply to remain newsworthy.


  ...allegations of payoffs and cybates along with a recent push by tribal citizens to hike stipends and expand the tribal rolls in the face of rising debt contributed to the recent destabilization of the Yantuck tribal government and closure of Big Rock Casino. Following last night’s suspicious fire, the President has called upon United Nations troops to restore order on the devastated east coast Indian reservation.”


  Winay could not pry her sticky eyelids fully open, but real sleep was out of the question. An incoming call on the cy jerked her back to the land of the living. Now she faced a split screen, with the President seducing voters with the latest market-tested aftershave on the left and her soot-soaked brother providing smouldering updates from ground zero on the right. Winay referred to such clashing cy emissions as crimes against the senses.


  “Don’t mind the smoke, Win,” coughed Tomuck.


  The eery viridian cloud that had been hovering above the hollow for the last hour now began to lean toward Yantuck Mountain. The minute Tomuck noticed crows exiting the mountaintop, he called in an advance warning to his sister—yet another signal to Winay that even at seventy-eight years of age, her brother remained a model Chief and, for the most part, a model human being. For the last six hours, he had battled murderous black jack dealers, championed the honor of cocktail waitresses, saved a few casino big-shots from themselves and slapped around members of his own Tribal Council. Now, he still remembered to call home a warning, out of policy. Always protect the home front. Tomuck was a true military man, through and through. Besides, he had certain other news that could not wait.


  “Don’t worry about the smoke headin’ your way. Some genius decided to burn the whole place down,” he continued. “But we got it all settled down now. Seems with sunrise comes sobriety.”


  “What about the latest wave of ambulances?” Her voice cracked on the last word.


  “Oh that. Nothin’ serious. Just some smoke inhalation is all...’Cept...” He paused a split second too long. “It looks like ole Muggs didn’t make it through the night. I just got word from the hospital.”


  “Oh, poor Nuda! I need to see our baby sister then, right away, sleep or no sleep.”


  Winay yanked up the blinds, cockeyed, to reveal Nuda and Muggs Mockko’s immaculate front porch. A single, gray birch rocker stood at attention out front, ready to command the entire universe to share its grief.


  “Tomuck, we gotta help her, no matter what kind of fool her husband was.” The old woman turned up the volume with each successive phrase. “There’s a piece of me that’s never got over the mess he made, way back when. But that’s all behind us, now. What worries me is how Muggs’s death will affect the boy. I’m afraid Obed will...”


  The old Chief cut off the crescendo with the pounding gavel of his black boot. “Sister, Obed has been a grown man for quite awhile now and he’s got twins on the way any day. Our dear little sister spends enough time doting on him. Don’t you start in now!”


  Obed was the late Muggs and Nuda Mockko’s only son. ’Til now, Tomuck and Winay Weekum had been able to dodge responsibility for their notorious nephew. After all, he took after Muggs’s side of the family and was therefore Muggs’s problem. But with Muggs gone, there was suddenly an unavoidable blight upon the Weekum family tree.


  “Oh, Ashneon! Come here a minute, birdie!” squeaked Winay.


  Her granddaughter’s loose mocs slapped down the creaky stairs two at a time. The girl hit the ground running, even at the crack of dawn. What worried Winay was whether Ashneon was forever running toward her responsibilities, or away from them. Surely, there was no question about Ashneon’s personal dedication to Winay and Tomuck; she would have fought right beside them that night if not for the recent minor’s curfew on the reservation. But whether or not she would accept their decree to become the next Yantuck medicine woman—well, that was another story.


  “Doesn’t seem like you had any trouble sleeping,” Winay muttered with her head down. She rarely faced Ashneon directly. The child’s brilliant turquoise eyes had a hypnotic quality that sometimes forced even the old Medicine Woman to twitch in order to maintain minimal composure.


  Winay pushed back the front door till its hinges moaned. It never swung fully open until after the first frost when her sea of clay pots, currently spilling a good eight feet into the yard, were hauled back indoors for the season. For now, balmy late-summer air permitted sweetgrass, old nicotiana tobacco, and other mysterious medicinals (known only to Winay) to block the doorway. Of course, the front door was the only part of the Weekum House exterior not fully choked with flora. Bittersweet, poison ivy, sumac, bull briars, lilacs, and beech sprouts ranged across its cedar shingles, allowing for only the occasionally peekable window. Inside, more pushy flora, both towering and tiny, commandeered each and every sunny nook.


  “Well, how would you like to be pruned?” Winay snipped at anyone bold enough to question the leafy condition of her domicile. Winay was the Queen of Green.


  “Let’s step outside and have a look at this smoke your great-uncle warned us about. Whewee! Take a look at that! Here it comes. Bye, bye Big Rock,” Winay squeezed her granddaughter’s narrow ribs a bit too tightly amidst the potted jungle.


  “Never forget this. Remember your people’s capacity for foolishness, birdie.”


  “You knew this was coming, didn’t you Win?” Ashneon folded her arms, “I know you can see the truth.”


  Winay dropped her snowy head, as if addressing the earth. “Well, maybe close to the truth. Medicine people don’t see everything, you know. Only glimmers of what really is, what was, what is to come. Those glimmers help maintain the balance, and that is our only job.”


  Cowardly ghosts of smoke halted right before the pots, until a sudden southwest squall stormed the mountaintop, leaving Ashneon hacking and gagging on the toxic breeze.


  “I have some bad news,” Winay continued. It’s about your great-uncle Muggs.”


  Her grandmother’s words wended far away onto a shifting wind toward a place of smoke and fire within a memory long forgotten. And upon that wind and to the place, Ashneon followed...


  The warm, thumping, mother’s heartbeat had faded into silence. This first day in the world had been dreadful. The next proved no better. Long past dawn, the sky remained dim, as if the sun had not bothered rising. But for a flock of screeching crows, there was nothing to suggest that morning had broken. Sean Quay’s gray pickup had blurred into the haze with enough foolish haste to send both newborn Ashneon and her father crashing into a valley of gold, blue, and amber flames. Now, Ashneon’s father, too, was gone and fire surrounded the infant.


  From deep within the flames, she could hear a woman’s voice—not that of her mother—but a warm, deliciously liquid voice, nonetheless.


  “Come Ashneon,” it crooned, and the baby raised her pudgy arms toward the beckoning flames.


  The voice continued, “If you want to see your mother, you must dance with me, within the flames!”


  The baby’s cheeks roasted to a lively crimson flush.


  “Come now, dance with me and you will see your mother!” the silky voice prodded.


  Suddenly, the baby’s grandmother rushed in, scolding the flames, “No, you cannot have her, too.”


  Then, without warning, a great giant joined the group, immediately siding with the flames.


  “The child does not want to go with you Medicine Woman! Let her join the fire! She craves the other side!”


  But the grandmother snatched the baby away both from the giant and the alluring flames.


  “Foolish Yantuck! You cannot save the girl from her destiny,” the giant boomed. “Child, I will leave you to your grandmother, but know this,” he stared, solidly, into baby Ashneon’s deep turquoise eyes, “Whenever you look into the mirror, you will be reminded that you are only one step away from the brightest fire and light of the universe. I cannot change that. You will forever be a part, not only of this world, but of the one beyond. You may visit the Spirit World at any time and when
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