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Dedication

To all the brave boys and girls in the world.

Keep flying!
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Every night I dream a dreadful dream. No witches or monsters or spiders. No ghosts or werewolves. Only me in a foggy field.

The jackals are asleep. Yakaka, too. She’s sleeping without a care in our cave. I never sleep like Yakaka. Because of the dream. The one where I’m alone in the field. I dream this dream whenever I close my eyes. Even if I only sleep a sliver. Then I wake with a thumping chest and a sweaty face and a feeling of having plunged off a cliff.

Yakaka says never mind about the dream. Says it’s just my imagination misbehaving. I don’t believe her. I think the dream holds a clue about me, about who I truthfully am. I think it holds a clue about Yakaka, about who she truthfully is.

Water gurgling in a creek, that’s what I hear. That’s how Yakaka sounds when she sleeps. Wonder if I snore in my sleep. Don’t know. Don’t know much about me, except what Yakaka tells, and what she tells, I rarely believe. I’ll never let Yakaka know this. It’ll make her sad. I want her to be happy like she wants me to be happy. I’m all she has, and she’s all I have. We only have each other.

Lie on the hill, clump of soft grass under my head. Watch the sky and wonder about Yakaka. Wonder about me. Bats chirping. Yakaka snoring. That’s what I hear. Lizards skittering in dirt. Squeeze my eyes shut. Me in a foggy field. That’s what I see. The dreadful dream comes.
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My head hurts from sleeping on the hill. It’s dawn. It’s terribly cold. Shadows of cliffs and canyons, that’s what I see. Shadows of pine trees.

Feet shuffle inside the cave. Clanking. Rattling. Yakaka’s cooking breakfast.

Must clean my face before I eat. Yakaka says so. “Don’t eat with dirty face,” she says. “Eyeball crust will fall in your food. Don’t sleep with filthy feet. Rats will gnaw off your salty toes. Don’t sleep with opened mouth. Spiders will nest in your throat. Don’t whistle after dark. Snakes come when you do.”

Can’t wash my face anyhow. Can only dig crust out of my eyes. ’Cause there’s no water here in the mountains, except when it rains, which it hardly does. Far from here is a stream where we go some nights to fetch water and wash our clothes and pick wolfberries. When we go again, I’ll wash my face good. For now, a partially clean face will have to do.

I hate washing my face anyway. I hate brushing my teeth, too. Only do it cause Yakaka says I must. Yakaka has plenty “Must do’s,” and “Don’t do’s,” and “Can’t do’s,” and “You better not dare do’s.” Our cave is tiny and dim. Light never goes all the way in. Yakaka’s shadow bobbing on the wall, that’s what I see, and her, squatting over a steamy pot of gruel.

“Yakaka!” I say in greeting.

She sees me. She smiles. Yakaka’s beautiful, in an old kind of way. And wrinkly, like the bark of a thousand-year-old tree. Wonder how she looked when she was young. I only remember Yakaka old.

Scurry inside the cave, past the pile of old leaves where we sleep, and past the trunk stuffed with cat’s claw and bitterwort and all the other herbs Yakaka rubs on her aching bones. There isn’t much more. Only our blanket, our stool, our water flask, a jar full of spelt, another with moth dust, a book of words, a firepit, a mound of twigs, one pot, one spoon, two bowls, two firesticks, Yakaka’s pouch, and clumps of red dirt. Nothing else. Still, Yakaka says this nothing is our something, and we must honor it. That’s why she makes me beat dirt off our blanket every morning and dust our stool and arrange our jars and chase away the stray bats.

Hurry and honor our nothing, then scurry to the fire to settle beside Yakaka.

“Morning, Red . . .”

Red’s not my real name. Janneke is. Yakaka calls me Red because the first time I saw the red mountains, I stared at them with a wide mouth and wouldn’t stop staring. In the rocks was something only I could see. That’s why we settled here. That’s what Yakaka says.

I don’t remember gawking at the mountains the way Yakaka says I did. “’Course you don’t. You were a baby,” she says. I don’t remember anything Yakaka tells me about when I was younger.

“Where’re we going today?” I ask. We always go someplace, Yakaka and me, to whisper stories to mend the earth.

She slaps a spoon of lumpy mush into a bowl and hands it to me. Wish we had warm bread instead. Or warm milk. Anything besides gruel. But we don’t. ’Cause the land around our cave is awfully hardheaded, and it refuses to grow anything but bitter spelt. We’ve tried planting squash and pumpkin and even an orange tree, but nothing except spelt will sprout. Yakaka says the land isn’t hardheaded, just old and worn, and we should be grateful it squeezes out a bit of grain for us to eat.

Pinch my nose and pretend the gruel is warm bread sliding down my throat.

Yakaka smiles when she sees me, so I keep on. Smiling helps her feel younger, she says. Says she feels as old as a rockfish otherwise.

“Tell me where we’re going, Yakaka.”

She swallows a lump of her own gruel and mumbles, “The rain forest. To mend a troubled valley.”

Bow my head and grin. I’m sad the valley is troubled, but I’m thrilled we’re going to the rain forest. I can catch flying geckos and climb trees and dig mud pits and hunt snakes and chase armadillos and stomp puddles, and, and, and collect sticks, lots of them, and leaves, too.

“We’re really going to the rain forest?” I ask, to be sure.

“Mmhm. Hollered for help yesterday.”

“How’d it sound, Yakaka?”

“How’d what sound?”

“The rain forest. When it hollered for help?”

“Told you already, Red.”

“Tell me again, Yakaka.”

“Like old cries.”

“Old cries?”

“Mmhm.”

“How do old cries sound?”

“Ghastly! Hurts my drums.”

“I want to hear, too, Yakaka.”

“One day, Red . . .”

We sit and eat. And listen to the fire crackle.

“Yakaka?”

“Yes, Red.”

“Ever hear the sky cry?”

“Once.”

“How about the hills?”

“Plenty.”

“Snakes?”

“Every night. Cry for every bit of thing, those snakes.”

“How about people?”

“How about them?”

“Ever hear them cry?”

Her body turns in on itself like a leaf in winter. Her eyes grow dark. She shakes her head.

Outside our cave something shuffles in dirt. Maybe a jackal. Maybe a snake.

“When are we going?”

“When you finish your food.” She thumps her bowl down and wrings her hands. “You’ll whisper a story when we go.”

Heat crawls up my throat and burns my cheeks. “My stories never work.”

She nods. “This time it might.”

It won’t. 

“We’ll sleep there tonight and return tomorrow,” she says.

My stomach dives and twists and loops around. It does that when I’m thrilled and terrified. Maybe my story might work this time. Maybe for once I won’t disappoint Yakaka. Maybe.
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Guzzle gruel like a starving jackal, so we can hurry up and go, so I can see those poison rain forest frogs with black spots on their backs. I have black spots, too. Plenty of them. On my face and arms and legs, and on every place I wish they wouldn’t be. Wish I could brush them aside. Scooch them over. Pick them up one by one and toss them in a river.

Yakaka said I look splendid with my spots. “How do you know?” I asked her. And she said, “Never mind that. They’re harmless freckles.”

They’re not! They’re stubborn dots, and if I could shove them aside, I’d be able to see if I look like Yakaka. Then maybe I’d believe she’s really my mother and that I truly belong with her.

“Slow down!” Yakaka grunts when she sees me wolfing down my food. “If it settles wrong, you’ll get a sour stomach.”

Slurp slowly and watch Yakaka lumber around the cave, stuffing her pouch with jars full of cat’s-claw and moth dust and whatever else we need for the journey. We don’t need much, Yakaka and me. Everything we need fits in her pouch. That’s what she says.

Swallow the last of my gruel and help Yakaka toss dirt on the fire. Then we stow our pot and bowls in the old trunk. I lift the pot ’cause it’s heavy, and I don’t want Yakaka’s bones to ache more than they already do.

Comb the cave before we go to make sure we have what we need. Once when Yakaka forgot to bring our flask, we had nothing to hold water, so we returned home with none, and Yakaka couldn’t boil spelt, so we ate them dry. Dry spelt tastes like wet dirt!

“Make sure the flask is in your pouch, Yakaka,” I say.

“It is.”

“Make sure the fire sticks are too.”

She says “uh-huh” and flings the blanket around me and hobbles out of the cave.

The air smells cool and smoky. Daylight strains over a mountain. Yakaka squeezes my hand and gazes at the sky. Squeeze her hand back and edge closer to her and rest my cheek on her arm. Her skin feels soft and saggy. And warm.

The shadows under the juniper trees turn gray. Then silver like Yakaka’s hair. We like watching night turn to day. We like hiding in the mountains, too. I’m good at hiding. Yakaka too.

Some days we take strolls between the foothills, Yakaka and me, and look for beetles hiding in the rabbitbrush. Caught a spotted beetle once. Tucked it in my pocket and snuck it inside our cave. Yakaka found it. She made me return it. “Bugs don’t like being snatched from their homes, just like we don’t like being snatched from ours.” That’s what she said.

“Time to go, Red.”

Yakaka crouches low and arches her back into a hump. Bruises and bumps pucker under her cloak. Some are small, like warts on a toad. Some are huge, like burls on a tree. She grunts when I press my palms on her back.

“Yakaka, am I hurting you?” I ask.

“Never mind that.”

Yakaka’s thin and frail. I hardly fit on her back anymore. Bones jab me as I settle down. Coil my arms around her. Press my face against her nape. She smells like the earth. Like the earth after rain. I think that’s how the rain forest smells.

“Yakaka?”

“Yes, Red.”

“How does the rain forest smell to you?”

“Hold on good—”

“I’m holding on good, Yakaka.”

She jerks backward. Stretches her right leg far behind. Drops her left knee. She huffs and huffs, and I’m certain fire’s spewing out of her nostrils. She hurls forward. Cold slams me. Dirt pellets my arms. I hate this part! She picks up speed, scattering rocks. Squeeze my eyes shut. Squeeze Yakaka. Wish this wretched part over.
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An army of pine trees below us, that’s what I see. We’re flying east.

“Yakaka?” I yell.

“Yes, Red.”

“Are you all right?”

She glances over her shoulder. She smiles.

Yakaka says one day I’ll fly, too. I don’t believe her.

She swoops down among the pines, jets past tree rats juddering up and down trunks, past more rats nibbling seeds and popping out of hollows and diving and shuffling in pine needles, stiffening when they see us, scattering when we whizz by.

Reach a creek full of elks lapping water. Yakaka drops low. So low I drag my fingertips against the cool stream. “I like this part, Yakaka!” She smacks her belly against the creek and laughs. Cold water splashes everywhere. “Do it again, Yakaka!” She does it again. We zip under an oak tree and frighten a hog sleeping there.

The creek shrinks and slips underneath the earth. Yakaka swoops up and glides above a craggy land with greedy-looking wolves wandering about.

Then plenty of nothing. Then thickets of sagebrush and juniper trees. Then a farm hiding in fog. Two mares graze in a field. Behind them tilts a crooked barn.

Beyond the farm, mountains. They aren’t ruddy like the mountains where we live. They’re mossy and green. Between them gushes a river with minnows and trout.

A cloudy hillside. A gloomy plot with pitiful-looking cactuses raising their arms to the sky. The air turns hot and sticky and swells with the hum of gnats.

Yellow mushrooms! A whole marsh full.

Close my eyes. Inhale the sweet muck smell. Open my eyes. Spy the sea.

“Yakaka?”

“Yes, Red.”

“I’m tired.”

“Go to sleep, Red.”

Squish my face in Yakaka’s neck. Shut my eyes. Fog. Field. Me in a foggy field. Open my eyes. We’re so high up now I recognize nothing below. Press my face against her nape. Shut my eyes again. Dream the dreadful dream.
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Yakaka’s circling. She’s making certain no one sees us. If people see an old woman flying, they’ll trap her like a bird. That’s what she says.

“Are people allowed to see me?” I asked Yakaka once.

At first she said nothing. Then she said, “Yes.”

“How come they’re allowed to see me but not you?”

“You don’t have wings.”

“Why not?”

“Yours didn’t grow yet.”

“How come?”

“Just haven’t grown yet.”

“When will mine grow?”

“One day, Red . . .”

But I don’t believe her.

We sail through flashing sunlight beneath ginormous treetops flaunting ginormous trunks. Snake-looking vines coil around them. Bats are everywhere. Monkeys and sloths, too.

On the other side of a muddy creek, Yakaka slows. We hover above a grove of stubby trees. We land on rocky soil and skid.

Yakaka tumbling on dirt. That’s what I see when I leap off her back.

“Yakaka, are you all right?” I yell.

She clutches her chest and coughs.

“Yakaka!”

“Let me catch my breath . . .”

Wait for Yakaka to catch her breath. Spy a black thing leaking down a branch. Look carefully and see ants lugging scraps of fruit over a knot in the bark. One ant struggles up the knot. The others leave him behind.

The tip of Yakaka’s rumpled finger, that’s what I see, nudging the little ant over the knot. She grins when he scurries behind the colony. Wrap my arms around her and squeeze. Feel Yakaka squeezing me back.

“Come see,” she says, gripping my palm and pulling me toward a slope.

Down the slope, we find the troubled valley. Black smoke oozes from charred soil. Burned trees scattered there and there and there. Ash falls like snow.

“What happened, Yakaka?”

Tears in her eyes. She drops my hand, and when I try gripping hers, she nudges my arm away.

We stare at the land, at the hurt. There’s plenty hurt to see.

“Yakaka . . .”

“Yakaka, are we finished looking yet?”

Plunk on the ground and wonder about the spotted frogs, about how many I might find and if Yakaka will let me keep any. Wonder about the bruises on Yakaka’s back, about why there are so many and if they’re there because of me. Wonder when we’ll eat. Wonder if any people are around. Wonder if I can sneak off to play. Wonder if Yakaka will come play with me.

Stop wondering when Yakaka kneels beside me and opens her pouch. She plucks out her writing stick. She plucks out a jar. She’s about to whisper a story.
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I’ll explore while you prepare,” I say to Yakaka.

She says, “No.”

“Please, Yakaka! Pleeaase!” I spin around once, twice, three times.

She says, “Yes.” But wags a finger at me. “Don’t go far.”

“I won’t, Yakaka.”

“And don’t dirty your smock.”

“I won’t.”

“Eat first,” she says, holding out a palm of plump wolfberries.

Stuff berries in my mouth and race to the grove of stubby trees before she changes her mind.

Peek under logs for spotted frogs. Watch sunlight flashing in the sky. Chase a flying lizard. Chase a bat. Eat a bitter bean. Spit out a bitter bean. “Ugh!” Watch a giant snail crawling across a log. Get impatient watching the snail and carry it over to the other side. Trample mud puddles. Splash in a creek. Hide from a snake. Hide from what I think is a crocodile. Skip around and do nothing. Climb a tree. Fall and cut my knee. Climb another tree. Reach the top and sit on a bough.

“Red!”

Climb down the tree and trudge back to the troubled valley. Stop to watch a toad perched on a burl. A cloudy sac puffs out of its neck, then retreats. Puffs out. Retreats. Puffs.

“Red!”

Say goodbye to the toad. “Coming, Yakaka!”

“Pay good attention,” she grumbles when I sit beside her.

Watch her unscrew the jar.

Watch her sprinkle moth dust over the soil.

Watch her bend over the moth dust, soaking it in her shadow. Then
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