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Excerpts from Advance Praise for

THE SKIN OF WATER:

DEFENDING THE DREAMCATCHERS

I really enjoyed reading about an Indian girl who thinks like an Indian person. You can tell she's from good people and a good place. Abuse survivors will be able to relate to Lisel for their own healing. I loved the ending. Seeing San Francisco through the eyes of young poor people kept me startled. I'm just full of being moved. - Elizabeth Parent, Athabascan/Yup'ik Chair of American Indian Studies, San Francisco State University, mother, grandmother. 

Such a beautiful gift, speaking in the tongue of young people to gently either broaden their world or acknowledge their existence. It's so exciting to see issues, previously untouched, being dealt with. Reading was a joy. - Lea Allen, African-American/Caucasian teen shelter & substance abuse counselor. 

Really very impressive. You have described very accurately the basic principals. - Cori Couture, Caucasian Instructor nationwide self-defense program. 

I really liked having a sense of the pain of life without feeling blown over by it...showed women not being powerless. - Heather Flewelling, African-American street-youth services case manager. 

A renewed sense of community; the themes are excellent, very relevant. - Jenny Elizondo, Taos/Laguna pueblo, city attorney for the homeless.

Dang, you're really straight up with the race stuff. It's cool! The shelter stuff rocked my butt. The middle was so fresh I couldn't put it down. I ended up reading until 4 AM! So sweet and romantic. I'm squealing. I think I have a crush on Rocky. - Ismalia Gutierrez, Filipino/Portuguese teen. 

A great, exciting book...homelessness, race, gender—everything. - Alesia Kunz, Caucasian therapist.

I have always felt different in acting auditions due to my large nose, round face and high cheekbones....This is definitely a book after my own heart!! You handle the acting profession well....I appreciate one of the main characters being Native American and how this book, although not necessarily about her race, incorporates her heritage....Fabulous!! - Valerie Red-Horse, Cherokee Television/Film actress, fundamental Christian, mother of two. 

I feel very honored to have read (a book that includes) the trial and tribulations of a young Indian woman's life in the city. Every time I had time to read, this is what I read....It left me wanting more and more. - Jackie Lewis, Laguna pueblo. 
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For all who walk in many worlds.
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CHAPTER 1
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THE COLORS OF DREAMTIME

The sign:  WELCOME KNOCKOUT STUDENTS! flaps against a gray iron gate. Stone steps lead into the basement of a small pink and gray church. I stand at the top, thinking about going in.

The air is cold and foggy.

This is not New Mexico where hot sun twists through piñon pine, cedar, cottonwoods, spicing it golden.

They will want me to speak.

California is all about talking. I have two tones: quiet and anxious. They will want me to speak when what I know how to do is hide.

People here run their lives in color; mine has long been a shadowy stream of black & white: background hum. I am comfortable with half moons of dirt rich and dark under my fingernails, feathers and stones on a clean windowsill. My spirit knows how to breathe where bright skies bloom day and night dotting land the acrylic colors of chili stands, adobe pueblos, and Taco Bells, acequias bringing water to thirsty crops from Taos to San Felipe, Santa Ana to Picuris.

It is a land afraid of nothing.

I stand before the iron gate at the top of stone steps leading down into the basement of a pink and gray church in San Francisco.

The sign flaps.

I have not come here to talk.

Anything I would say is so insane, my life so not finished, there is no way to begin to tell it.

Just fear, Nani would laugh at the bird-beat of my heart.

Grandmothers are afraid of nothing.

No rules, no tricksters, no snakes, no men with beer ever keep her from a walk up the mountain on moonlit nights.

But living is easier when you’re old.

By then pretty much any bad thing that’s going to happen to you already has.
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HOLLOW BONES

Stacks of metal chairs lean against a chipped piano. A large gray gym mat covers the floor. Mostly white women sit on the mat in a circle, fastening strips of duct tape to their clothing. A woman with skin the color of black plum speaks.

"How many of you are nervous?" she asks.

The class has already begun. I have arrived on indian time.

Laughter buzzes. Hands raise.

My bones are a hollow small sparrow's bones. Someone passes the duct tape my way. "Mark preexisting injuries," a woman whispers. The others have taped ankles, shoulders, backs.

I do not ride horses. I do not stay out late with a band. I am not someone who rough and tumbles for fun. I plant gardens. I draw, read, write poems, paint. I have no injuries that would show.

"Let me reassure you," the plum-colored woman smiles, showing off a gold front tooth. "We won’t be doing anything in this class that you can’t handle. But we will be dispelling many myths, not the least of which is: A Woman Can’t Defend Herself Against A Man.  So, let’s take a few minutes to introduce ourselves and say why we’re here. I’ll start. I’m Denise."

In my mind, a train runs on silver rails, clacketyclack, clacketyclack, clacketyclack. The others fill the air with words.

Why am I here? Is it because of Michael? Or Juice?

Across the circle a girl with eyes the color of amber stares at me. She has corn-colored hair, skin like fry bread dough. She is wearing a green sweatshirt and sweatpants that look brand new.

My long legs and big feet are encased in faded blue sweatpants and black sneakers from a Free Box, and I am wearing a Sangre de Cristos t-shirt from back home. My hair is one long thick braid down my back, the skin under my arms is wet. In my mind, boots crunch through tumbleweed over soda cans on a road my father used to walk, picking up garbage.  A road where cars can pass for miles under a wide silent sky.

The last time I walked that road my insides were throbbing.

In the basement of the small church, an old woman stares at the veins on the back of her hands. "My name is Florence," she says. "Before I die, I want to know if there was something I could have done to stop my husband from hurting me."

"This class is not about blaming ourselves for what we did or didn’t do in the past," the plum-colored woman with the gold tooth says. "It’s about learning how to keep ourselves safe now, and in the future."

My bones creak, as if to widen. Cold metal flavors my tongue. I am hugging my knees.

"Joe, we’re ready for you!" the instructor-lady calls.

A door at the far end of the church basement opens and a gigantic creature in a silver moon suit charges into the room.

Women shrink back as he thunders onto the mat and glares around our circle through mesh-covered holes in the helmet.

The room smells like shampoo, like blood, like drowning.
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THE LONG AND WINDING ROAD

The man takes off his padded helmet.

"I’m Joe," he says, sitting down next to the plum-colored woman, whose name is Denise.

I have closed my eyes to silence the silvery sounds in my head. Now I open them.

"I’m a computer programmer and a black belt in judo and karate," Joe says. "And I’m really happy to be part of this program. My girlfriend was raped two years ago by someone she knew, and we’ve spent a lot of these past two years dealing with that. Working with Knockout is my way of standing up against violence."

He has kind eyes.

I study the black canvas sneakers I fished from the Free Box. They are too big, even with extra thick socks. Maybe next week I should wear two pairs.

New Mexico was an endless dark ribbon of highway stretched before me, lit by moon, when I left. My one hand cradled Little Bear in my pocket. The other held on to the straps of the bag on my back, the knapsack I used for school. It usually held books.

I wanted to be home. Tucked away under the covers with a good book, freshly showered and clean.

Instead, I put one foot in front of the other, my insides dripping into a pad between my legs.

It was a clear night, sprinkled with stars.

Sheltered by roadside brush, from time to time I pulled down my underwear and jeans, and peeled adhesive off a fresh pad. When she was younger, my grandmother would feed her flow to the land. Her garden always had the tallest corn, the ripest tomatoes, the fattest, greenest lettuce.

Nothing as nourishing as a woman’s monthly, she would nod, hands clasped over her belly. Food for the earth, for what is yet to be.

Crumpling a used pad, I stuffed it into a side pocket on my knapsack, then headed back to the road after headlights had passed.

"In this class I’ll have a split personality," Joe explains. "Without the helmet, I’m Joe. I’ll be talking in the circle and helping you through drills. But when I put the helmet on, I’m your attacker. I’ll be doing my best to break your spirit. It’s either you or me, and you’re here to learn to defend yourselves, so don’t apologize for beating me to a pulp."

Around the mat, women titter nervously. The man's large padded hands rest against a large padded helmet.

"The first techniques we’ll learn are: a solid knee to the groin, and how to bite and elbow your way out of a hold from behind." Joe puts the helmet back on.

Denise demonstrates.

He grabs her, locking her short round body against his gigantic silver one.

Magically she frees herself, yelling for someone to call the police.

It is like TV. I watch, not believing.

We form a line. I am in the middle, but Denise calls me first.

I step onto the mat.

The man in the silver moon suit shakes a fist.

My body is shaking.

"Any injuries?" Denise asks, turning me to face away from him.

The movement of my head says no.

"Lisel’s ready," she says, stepping back.
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DREAMCATCHERS

The home I lived in every day of my life until one Monday in March was a thin house with a wood stove and wood floors, not one of the pueblo’s solid mud and stone squares, like where my grandmother lived.

In our house, me and my dad's, something was always breaking down. But dreamcatchers hung at the windows, and my father’s stone carvings sat pretty and smooth, filling the shelves.

The bed in my room looked out over sagebrush and yucca, the sheets smelling of fresh laundry soap and me, only me.

That day in March, a gentle breeze caressed my hair (thick as horse straw, my father used to say) as I came round the bend to see a maroon-colored car parked by my father’s truck.  A maroon-colored car with its trunk open.

The front door to the house and screen door were open too, not how I'd left them. Stuff — clothes, furniture, books — was piled high on the ground outside.

I stared at the pile. My father’s work table. Our black rubber boots. Rusty pliers.

Sometimes in the desert, when the wind shifts with unforeseen change, at first, you are confused.

In the small pink and gray church many miles away, massive arms leap around me and nail me against a stranger. He is big and hard as a living wall.

We fall to the ground.

A bulge presses into my lower back. A hand covers my mouth. Far away are whispering, watching voices.

Then Denise yells right in my ear. "Bite! Hard!"

I twist my head until my mouth touches something and my teeth sink in.

My gums ache from the pressure, but my teeth do not break through the duct tape and padding, though the man howls and yanks his arm away as if they have.

"Elbow!" Denise yells, and the class cheers.

And suddenly I get it.

We’re doing the drill, just like she showed us. I am in a self-defense class, in California. My case manager thought this would be a good thing for me, so I signed up.

My elbow jams backwards into padding.

"Opfff," the man in the silver moon suit says, clutching his chest.

I scramble to turn and knee between his legs, then scramble backwards to kick the helmet again and again, until he brings his hands to his face in surrender just like during the demonstration.

Denise blows her whistle. "Very good. Now what do you do?"

I get to my feet, jerk my head around to look for other dangers, yell "911," and run back to the safety of the line.

The amber-eyed girl with hair the color of fresh yellow corn grins at me. "That was awesome!" she says.
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CHAPTER 5
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RED TRAIL

My heart pounds as the others take their turn.

Some women fumble at first, like I did. The women on line yell encouragement:

"Bite!"

"Kick!"

"Get him!"

The girl with the amber eyes hollers louder than anyone. You can tell she can hardly wait to get onto the mat, though she is smaller than most everyone else here. I expect her to dive in the second Denise says, "Missy's ready."

But when it is her turn, the girl with the corn-colored ponytail freezes.

Just like I did, the night I left the land of piñon pine and sage.

For a moment, I stared at the front door and screen open, not how I'd left them, stuff: clothes, furniture, books, my father's work table, our black rubber boots and tools, piled high on the ground.

Sometimes, when the wind shifts with unforeseen change, at first, you are confused.

But then, you have to act.

For a short while, in honor of those who crossed ice ages and land bridges to find a new place, I walked this way:  toe heel, toe heel...indian dancing...saying goodbye. Large wings above my head swooped low. There was a tiny scream as something gave up its life to something bigger.

Bird of prey.

Prey.

Even on wide open highways, darkness is a hunting time.

The pad between my legs soaked with essence rubbed my thighs raw, and the road stretched before me, an endless dark ribbon, lit only by moon. I could hear the ancients whisper.

Then I put all that behind me and strode forward, left foot, right foot, my boots swallowing miles.

In my mind, tiny red drops left behind me a trail that would be gone by morning.
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CHAPTER 6
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TWILIGHT ZONE

There is a stillness in jackrabbits when they stop what they're doing, whiskers twitching, danger sensed...before they run.

Or, if it is too late to run, fight.

Bus stations in cities are usually not in the best parts of town.  I didn't know much, but I at least knew that.

So when I landed in California, after hours crammed in a box on wheels stuffed with too many people and not enough air, and got ejected into a dimension where buildings crowded out the sky, where streetlights flickered and cars honked, where city busses rumbled in a river rushing faster than the Rio Grande...a place where there was no dirt, no trees as far as the eye could see...where people lurked off to the side and lay right down on cement sidewalks with their coats for a blanket...where the air reeked of piss...I did not stay.

Instead, I used a bit more of the small amount of money I had to hop a city bus away from where the long-distance one had dropped me off. And, staring out the public bus window, not knowing what I was doing or where I was going, my insides continued to pound a rhythm that matched the wheels drumming against pavement below: I don't know where I am, I don't know where I am, I don't know where I am.

It was evening when I got to a neighborhood where people seemed to live. The flow when I got off there was more gentle strolling than rushing rapids as people in trench coats over suits rose in regular bursts from underground train stations and entered well-lit restaurants.

I joined the swirl, cold hands stuffed down into my pockets, less hungry for food than for a quiet place to be.

I ambled up side streets, following people who seemed nice to their narrow, pretty houses, continuing on past as they went inside.

With each hour, the darkness outside deepened as windows lit within buildings. Fewer people strolled, until, one by one, the house lights started blinking out. And I entered the Twilight Zone of night, which lasts forever when you have nowhere to be.

There are not more nighttime hours than daylight ones, though it seemed like there were. It had already been dark for awhile when I picked a stoop with a covered area by its front door to tuck myself out of sight.

I did not remove the knapsack from my back. Just sat, cradling Little Bear with his tiny medicine bundle in my cold hands, waiting for morning.

The hours dripped like slow molasses.

If someone on the prowl came along and spotted me and I called for help, would anyone hear and come? Or call the police?

I did not know where I was.

I didn't know what I would do tomorrow.

But at least I wasn't where I had been. I was somewhere where I knew no one, and no one knew me. That was something, I told myself.

There is a stillness in creatures when everything stops and they wait, senses twitching, not knowing if this is a time to run or to fight.

So I recognize it when the man in the silver suit grabs the girl in my class by her yellow ponytail, and for a moment, she does nothing.
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TREE TRUNKS

He yanks her to him, laughing, and the girl dangles as the man in the silver moon suit lifts her up and swings her around.

"Protect yourself!" Denise hollers. "He won’t stop unless you stop him!"

Her legs flail, half-heartedly swinging back against the silver man's legs, which seem as sturdy and unshakeable as tree trunks, but he does eventually drop her, and down on the mat, she tries to crawl away.

Which we can all see is not the right thing to do...because the man grabs her around the waist from behind and starts fumbling with the tie on her sweatpants. If this was real life, not a class, it is easy to see what would happen next.

My fingers clench. Denise yells instructions.

The girl with the amber eyes twists and thrashes, but it seems like part of her is somewhere else.

Finally she lands a kick directly to his knee which distracts him. The man in the silver suit roars as she strikes her heel against his helmet again and again, the way we were taught, until he falls over as if unconscious, the way he would be if he weren't wearing a big padded suit.

The fight is finally over. I let out my breath,

The class sort of claps as the pretty girl in the brand new green sweatsuit gets to her feet. Her skin is now paler than fry bread dough, except for her cheeks which are bright red. Without looking at any of us, she returns to the line.

I recognize this too.

Most people don't think much about how it might be to have to drop their jeans and change a bloody moonpad tucked in the entranceway of a strange house in a strange city. It is the hardest thing in the world. You burn with shame.

It is so much harder than doing the same thing off a deserted highway somewhere that's at least familiar...which is already much harder than doing personal things in your own comfortable, clean bathroom at home.

Even under the cover of night with no one watching, being someone who has to peel a blood-soaked pad off blood-stained underwear in the entranceway to a stranger's house makes you fumble, your hands and neck sweating.

It is 100x worse than something like just fumbling a tribal dance when people are counting on you, and you losing makes them shake their heads...which I once thought was the most terrible thing that had ever happened to me.

After spending a cold, sweaty, bloody night tucked in the entranceway of a house in San Francisco, I was never so glad to see the sun.

At first light, I headed back to where the restaurants and shops were. Along the way, some houses had For Rent signs in windows, but the signs with a price were way more money than I had. Way more money than I would probably ever have.

As 18th Street crossed Castro, morning people buzzed sidewalks heading for coffee places and the MUNI station, popping in and out of bookstores, Mexican cafes, clothing shops, and Chinese food take-out which were all just opening up their iron gates.

In front of the biggest bank I'd ever seen, people dropped coins into the black leather case of a boy with long dark hair who was playing guitar. Tall and cornstalk-skinny, he drew sharp, shiny notes from metal strings. But I didn't stop to listen. I needed a place that would let me use their bathroom without buying anything, which is not easy to find.

Music floated behind me, an eagle swirling through cloud.
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THIN CORDS OF AIR

A girl at school once told me the trick to zit-free skin is no make-up, just washing your face with plain, fresh water. That’s it. Which is something no beauty magazine will ever mention though it's true, she said, because without all the stuff they want to sell you, skin remembers how to breathe.

It's easy to splash water on your face in any public restroom to stay more or less zit-free. The hard thing is washing anything else. Try it sometime. There is no public bathroom people don’t have a problem with someone trying to wash anything below their face.

That first day in San Francisco, I took wet, soapy paper towels into a stall with me.

I was a mess.

But by then, I'd already been in a number of bus and train station bathrooms, so I'd kind of figured out what to do. Some were okay; others stunk like piss and shit and bloody moonpads and bleach puddles drying into the floor.

I still had money, but I was exhausted and a chill had seeped into my bones. I wanted to be alone, away from the cars and people, the steady river of noise...but where do you find peace and quiet when you don't have a place to go?

I didn't know where to head towards, so I just kept walking, shivering under layers of sweatshirts, lost in my own fog on a bright sunny day.

In my mind, I could hear Nani whispering: Call on Great Spirit. That's her answer to everything. But I am not my grandmother. I do not believe a kind creator watches over us all.

By that point I only believed in things that were real: tangles yanked from my hair. Freezing fingers weaving tight, unwashed braids down one side of my head, then the other, in icy bathrooms that smelled bad. Waiting out night with my hands pulled up into sweatshirt sleeves.

In the bright light of day, my eyes were dry and scratchy. I could not absorb the sun. It was as if a huge bird circled overhead, closing in.

I still had $22.61 but didn't want to spend it on something to eat or another bus because pretty soon I would have nothing. So I just kept walking, one foot in front of the other. I thought maybe I'd see a Help Wanted sign and be able to get some kind of job.

Eventually my feet wound up back near the boy making music. The polished wood of his guitar shone in the sun as morning moved towards afternoon. A man in a business suit tossed coins into the boy's open case on the sidewalk as I stopped to listen.

The guitar boy nodded in my direction, his thin fingers drawing sound into the day. He wasn't singing, just playing, just stringing notes of sound onto thin cords of air.

"You from Utah?" he asked.

"Arizona," I lied.
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RED POWER

My jaws creaked as the lie left my mouth to float like a tiny death in the open air.

"You look like people I know," the boy nodded. The words Red Power were written in black marker up one sleeve of his jacket.

How funny, I thought. What are the chances I'd run into anyone who even knew what that meant here in California?

"Do you know where I can get a job?" I asked.

"You legal?" he said, bending to scoop up the dollar bills and quarters in his guitar case.

"Legal?"

"Old enough to work without papers?" He placed his guitar in the case and snapped it shut. "I’m about ready to take a break," he said. "And I know the cheapest place around here to eat. Wanna join me? We can talk over grub."

Sometimes luck finds you. That’s what my father used to say.

The air shifted, as the heavy wings that had been shadowing me, backed off.

The guitar boy led the way to a taqueria where large clay masks hung on bright orange walls. The place was packed. A dark-haired lady in a red apron rolled rice, cheese, black beans, guacamole, salsa and sour cream into tortillas for $3.50, and Michael paid for both his and mine saying, "My treat," even though I reached for my money.

"Wow, thanks," I said.

We found two seats at a counter running along the wall. The ice in the Coke hit my teeth, carbonation
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