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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.
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