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“The land is our mother, the rivers our blood. Take our land away and we die.” 

— Mary Brave Bird, Lakota

​

​Hopi Reservation, Arizona

Nokomis Nicholas crouched, examining the leaves of her squash plant, her long, gray hair spilling around her. She frowned at their fragile texture. With a gentle touch, she checked the onions, corn, beans, and melons, and they all looked dry. Not an unusual problem on the Hopi reservation of Arizona, but Komie’s plants usually thrived regardless of drought. This summer had been drier than usual, and Komie’s strength waned over the dry season. This year, however, her power had grown stronger than ever, but she didn’t understand why.

When growing up on her ancestral lands in Maine, the power flowed through her hands into the earth like a raging river, full of verdant energy. Here, however, it trickled with grudging reluctance. Still, her power had grown even with this reluctant land. 

Despite her weariness, the plants needed help. While closing her eyes and pulling in her will, she lay down on her stomach along the edge of the garden. The hard-packed dirt didn’t yield to her weight, but she dug her fingers and toes into the arid soil. 

Calling upon her ancestors, Komie chanted in her own language, that of the Wolastoqi’ik of northern Maine. Her words, in the language of the eastern woodlands, somehow spoke to this foreign land, this desert, this wasteland. 

Cover my Earth Mother four times with many flowers.

Let the heavens be covered with the banked-up clouds.

Let the earth be covered with fog; cover the earth with rains.

Great Waters, rains, cover the earth. Lightning cover the earth.

Let thunder be heard over the earth; let thunder be heard;

Let thunder be heard over the six regions of the earth.

Komie begged the land to feed the growing sisters, to nurture and nourish the living things. Warmth flowed with her will from her body into the ground, a burning heat which made her own skin crackle and ache, but which the land drank with thirsty greed. 

By the time she finished, her body felt brittle. With careful movements, she rose, swaying on her feet as if dancing with a strong wind. 

A baby’s wail made her spin. Her daughter-in-law, Yamka, dressed in a crop top and booty shorts, held Komie’s granddaughter, Tansy. Komie hated the white-bred name, but Yamka insisted it was a traditional Hopi name.

Yamka scowled, the expression marring her pretty face. “What are you doing, scrabbling around in the dirt like that? Someone will see you.”

Komie cocked her head as the child continued to cry. “And what does that matter?”

The younger woman shifted the baby to her other shoulder without comforting her and raised her eyebrows. “Do you want them to think you’re a Kachina or something? They’ll run us off the reservation as crazy. You don’t want that for your precious granddaughter, do you?” The younger woman glanced over her shoulder, as if looking for an angry mob to back up her words, but they remained alone.

Komie didn’t answer the accusation. Instead, she brushed the dirt and dust from her jeans, straightened her light cotton blouse, and crossed her arms. The older woman glared, waiting for Yamka to squirm under her gaze. Yamka might be pretty, but she possessed no patience, no wisdom, and no grace. Komie had argued with her son against his choice in a wife, but he’d been young, foolish, and in love. 

Now he’d died, leaving Komie to deal with this ungrateful woman-child. As much as she longed to return home to her beautiful, wooded mountains in Maine, she had a granddaughter to watch over. The ancestors understood Yamka had little sense of responsibility. 

Weary of Tansy’s wailing, Komie held out her arms. “Give me the child. She needs comforting.”

Yamka held the baby tight, making Tansy scream louder. “So you can shove her in the dirt, as well? I don’t think so.”

Komie closed her eyes and prayed for patience. When she opened them again, Yamka glared at her, her dark eyes flashing. If only she used that strength for responsibility instead of petulance. Komie turned and walked toward their pre-fab house.

“Don’t you walk away from me!”

Once out of the burning sun, the cool shade caressed Komie’s parched skin. She splashed some precious water on her face and retreated to her bedroom. After pulling out her nightstand drawer, she fished around for her lotion. She slathered it on her arms, face, and neck. Only then did she feel a fraction recovered from her work. She needed sleep and food.

Yamka’s voice came from the doorway. “You look like a lizard.”

Komie didn’t turn to face her. “Leave me a modicum of privacy, Yamka. This is my room.”

“You’re one of them, aren’t you? That’s why you dug into the dirt. You and your ‘mysterious ancient ceremonies.’ Everyone knows you’re some sort of weirdo, you know. All the guys in town say so.”

Komie closed the lotion bottle and turned. Yamka must have put Tansy into her crib, for she stood with her arms crossed. “‘All the guys in town?’ Aren’t you the social butterfly now? What would Mihku say to that?”

Her daughter-in-law curled her lip. “I don’t give a fuck what John would have said. He’s dead, so what he thinks doesn’t matter. Did you forget? Oh, that’s right, you’re old. It must be the dementia kicking in.”

As she rose to her feet, Komie willed her knees to behave. She still craved rest from her work, but she must appear strong after such a comment. “I have not forgotten the white name my son chose, but I will not use it. You should not use it, either. For his ghost will hear both names and grow confused.”

Yamka spit on the floor and glanced over her shoulder.

Komie wanted to shake the girl, to demand respect, but such would never be hers, not in a thousand years. This one respected nothing, including the memory of her dead husband, his life given in service of the white man’s army. She shouldn’t stay in this poisonous household, but how could she leave her grandchild, blood of her blood? 

Rather than lose her temper to Yamka’s goading, she shouldered past the young woman to stand near the child’s crib. Tansy curled up in a fetal position, sucking on her pacifier, now quiet and at peace. Komie smiled and touched the baby’s cheek, wondering anew at the softness of her skin. It felt so like her father as a baby. 

“Why don’t you leave us, old woman? I don’t need you. John’s pension pays for everything we need, and without you, we’d have fewer mouths to feed. Go away.”

Komie ached to leave. The notion yanked at her conscience like a windstorm at a willow. Yamka suggested it at least once a day, and the insidious suggestions wormed into Komie’s mind. Her glance strayed again to the crib and the dark wisps of Tansy’s hair. Her scowl relaxed into a fond smile.

Perhaps she should visit Old Tom. He often helped her work out problems, just by being a sounding board and asking the right questions. He might help her untangle her emotions from her duties.

As she walked to the door, Yamka let out a short bark of laughter. “That’s it, keep going. I hope you don’t come back.”

Komie shouldered past her daughter-in-law, her head held high, and left the double-wide trailer, shutting the door on Yamka’s haranguing.

Old Tom lived two miles down the dusty road. She’d walked the distance many times, and to the village five miles away. It held a general store, a bar, a dingy cafe, and a tacky tourist gift shop, filled with turquoise jewelry, fossils, and Kachina dolls. Their tribe hadn’t made most of the tacky things. They bought them, centrally produced, from the nearby Navajo reservation. The shop brought tourist money in, but most people didn’t make it this far into the reservation.

Old Tom’s place had been the first modern houses built in this area. It had withstood many a sandstorm and freezing winter, as had Old Tom. He didn’t own his place. None of them owned their land, as the reservation government owned it all. However, he’d lived in his house all his life, like his father and grandfather before him. Maybe even before that. His spirit became part of the soil, like hers did. 

The local soil still didn’t accept her. The soil in northern Maine, near Mount Kineo, the home of her own ancestors, embraced her. She spoke to this dry western dirt, but it didn’t sing to her like her home did.

The creak of Old Tom’s rocking chair echoed down the lane as she approached. He smoked his pipe and nodded as she climbed the steps. “Afternoon, Komie.”

“Good afternoon, Tom. How’s the day?”

He gestured toward the second rocking chair. “About the same. Have a sit. Need a drink?”

She smiled and took her seat. “No, I’m fine for now. I need some help deciding my course of action.”

Old Tom leaned forward, tapping the ash from his pipe bowl into a tin can. “Will you be needin’ a one-pipe or two-pipe decision?”

“Two. Maybe even three.”

He grunted and shuffled into the house. After some rustling, he re-emerged with a leather tobacco pouch and a fresh box of wooden matches. He settled into his rocking chair and packed his pipe. Komie knew better than to speak before he completed his ritual. Once he’d lit the fresh bowl and puffed a few times on his aromatic tobacco, he nodded again. “What’s the issue?”

“My daughter-in-law. And my granddaughter.”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Yamka wants me to leave. In all honesty, I’d much rather not deal with her hatefulness every day. But I cannot, in good conscience, leave Tansy to be raised by that irresponsible, sloppy tramp.”

Old Tom took the pipe out of his mouth and raised his eyebrows. “Don’t hold back now, Komie.”

“Bah. You know I detest her. Why Mihku chose her, I’ll never understand.”

He took a few puffs. “Young men think with their balls, not their heads.”

“I should never have taken him to that powwow. Then he wouldn’t have met her. But he wanted to travel, and I thought he’d learn more about our heritage. Not too far, just to western New York. But he fell for her, dancing with her long legs and dark skin. He never recovered from that.”

He rocked a few times. “You wouldn’t have Tansy.”

Komie dropped her gaze. “That’s true enough. But we’d have stayed in Maine, and he’d have found a nice
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