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Prologue


Looking for My Teacher

A LONG TIME AGO ALL THE STARS CAME DOWN TO EARTH for a visit, at least that is what I was told as a child. When the stars flew back up to be in the midst of the night sky, the country where the Big Dipper had been became Oklahoma.

The Great White Father in Washington said, “We're going to put all the Indians in that big skillet and cook them. That will be their land.” So they did. And after all the Indians were cooked, the Great White Father said, “Now we're going to take your skillet. You don't need it anymore.” Soon Oklahoma was no longer Oklahoma, land of red people. Now the state belonged to practically everybody and their dog.

I'm one of the mix-ups, called an Okie coyote or breed. Though of Choctaw descent, I don't qualify to be an FBI—full-blood Indian. And I've found a lot of things that disqualify me from being white, too. We breeds are different, a bunch of coyote mix-ups out barking at the moon. Some people call coyote a half-breed, and some say he has no breeding at all. Oklahoma is full of such mix-ups as me. The trick if you are a coyote is just to be one. Be proficient. Be a coward when others are brave. Be brave when others are cowardly. Tell lies when others speak truthfully. Tell the truth when others are lying. And so on until everyone is mixed up. When that happens it will be the same for everyone. There'll be no more mix-ups.

I have long been interested in various occluded aspects of the ancient legacies of Native America. When I was growing up, my aunts Ruby and Agnes along with my mom, Opal, belonged to Native women's circles that were devoted to preserving secret knowledge and unwritten practices. For instance, these circles cleansed and fed power objects. During the lunar year, there were times to open and close sacred medicine packs and perform life-enhancing ceremonies. Many power songs were sung and the memory kept. These oral teachings were closely guarded and passed from women to men, then from men to women. The sacred information and training flowed over time in this manner from one generation to another. Some awareness of this rubbed off on me, but I certainly didn't know it then. I was too busy being a kid and having fun. From my aunts, I learned to observe animals in the wild and about their powers. My mom taught me to be proud of my Indian heritage and to respect the beating heart of its traditions. When I grew older, I sought to gain some of this secret knowledge through formal apprenticeship and by going to live among the indigenous people of Montana and Canada.

But now, here I was back in home country—back in the Choctaw nation. I was driving my old clunker pickup truck. My daughter Sara sat next to me. We were just outside of Talihina, a town situated on the periphery of the Ouachita mountain chain in the southeastern part of the state. The Ouachitas go due east almost to Little Rock, Arkansas. A segment of the Choctaw Trail of Tears is a part of their sad history, and the mountains are considered holy and big medicine. At the turn of the century, there were doctoring enclaves up here and some say cabals of wizards and witches. They say Rolling Thunder, the famous medicine man, obtained his power in these mountains when he was a young man, and he was one of the few conjures willing to share it and treat white people and scientific types who had no faith in it.

“I don't think I'd like to live here,” Sara said. “It's too remote.”

“You ain't seen nothing yet,” I said. “We're going out where the hoot owls make love to the chickens. And the chickens like it.”

Sara laughed. She was my light in a fog bank of trouble. She lived the ancestral way pretty much impeccably. Her face was full of health, life, and beauty. But we had just been through the proverbial meat grinder of the American justice system, and were pretty beaten up inside.

I always go back to Oklahoma when I am spiritually mal-nourished, or in times of great trouble. Outsiders never understand how such a historical hornet's nest of rigidity and intolerance can also be the source of truth and light, yet it can. And here I was with Sara back in the red land that was my heritage. We were on a sad mission. My son Jason had recently been sentenced to fourteen years in prison for vehicular homicide. This had happened in Iowa City, Iowa.

I wanted to find my old teacher, whose name was Mary Gardener. Mary was a snake-skirted woman, as they are called. In olden times, snakes symbolized the umbilical cord, and snake-skirts were midwives. But that isn't all they were. They were keepers of highly secret knowledge. I wanted to get a certain kind of medicine from Mary Gardener to slip to my son for protection while he was serving time. Snakeskirts have the knowledge to capture and empower this medicine. It was the only thing I could think of to do since I had turned his life, not to mention my own, over to lawyers. Mistake. Things had gone downhill ever since.

Anyway, that was my mission. Even if I was unable to locate a snakeskirt, perhaps I could get the medicine from someone else. I still had a few friends in lowly and lonely places. This particular medicine was not talked about much, the holders believing in secrecy. The medicine is called hagee or sabeeha, and is a kind of charm or ally. Most people in southeastern Oklahoma who know of this medicine call it either sabeeha or hag, but the original word was hagee. I know of no exact translation other than “charm” or “helping medicine.” I do know that there is no association whatsoever with the English word hag.

Sabeeha were always carried for a particular purpose. There were sports sabeeha to help in stickball playing. Sabeeha were used in hunting, war, love, acquisition, the chase, divination, for good luck, and so on. Snakeskirts could empower a sabeeha for virtually any purpose. Sabeeha are so powerful that the owner would rarely keep them indoors. They were often hidden in the hollow of a tree.

Since sabeeha are varied, they are difficult to describe. Each is unique. Each is a small, magical buckskin bundle containing a buckshot-sized charm that looks like glass or crystal. Both the tiny bundle and its contents are called sabeeha, but the contents are often called sabeeha stones. Sabeeha stones all sparkle, except for black ones, which are opaque and matte-colored and look rather like the burnt end of a kitchen match. Black sabeeha are mysterious and are called rainbows. They serve as a kind of general all-purpose medicine, bringing luck and authority in most endeavors.

Red sabeeha are male and used in competition such as sports and warfare. They are the minko or chief hags. This is the hag to use in any act where force or rashness is exerted, such as the slaying of men or animals. In the old days they were used in horse stealing. They were also popular as a love medicine.

The yellow sabeeha is also male. It is typically used for health, well-being, and longevity. It sometimes gives relief to the dying. Yellow hag is also a good grieving medicine.

Blue sabeeha are female and offer total protection from a power gaze or evil eye. If you own a blue hag, no evil spirit can harm you. People will call on you to remove hexes or curses. Evil curses are rendered powerless. Evil people or evil magical beings will avoid you at all cost.

White sabeeha are said to bring reasonableness into any conflict. They are grounded woman medicine. They give great charisma to the owner. People want to help and serve the owner of this sabeeha without reservation.

My aunt Ruby once gave me a red sabeeha when I joined the marines. A few days before I had to report for duty, I stopped at a diner on the way home to get a hamburger and a Coke. I was sitting in a booth waiting for my order, when I impulsively un-sealed the round of buckskin. The sabeeha stone seemed to light up instantly. As I gazed at it, my eyes started playing tricks on me. The tiny rock appeared to swim around, and I had to blink tightly to make it stop.

I took the straw from my glass of Coke. Using the tip, I began to coax and prod the stone. When I did, the little guy changed shape and trembled atop the buckskin wrapping. It would glitter and dim like an ignited pellet. Even without making contact, the straw tip would cause it to roll. Obviously, it didn't want to be fooled with.

The waitress came and set down my burger and fries, causing the sabeeha to cut a different path. It seemed interested and went toward her.

“Damn my eyes,” she said in a frightened voice. “What is that? It's alive.”

By this time, the sabeeha stone was bouncing around on the table. I tried to act nonchalant and at the same time catch it. As I made a grab for it, though, it appeared to break the law of gravity by floating in the air longer than necessary, and my hand missed. Did I look silly. I was attempting to sweep it back to its wrapping with my right hand while reassuring the waitress with my left. Meanwhile, people in the diner were starting to turn their attention our way.

I managed to shoo the sabeeha back to the tabletop and onto the buckskin, but not before I knocked over my glass of Coke. The liquid covered the table, and the glass went smashing to the floor. I quickly bundled up the sabeeha and put it in my shirt pocket.

All the customers—there weren't more than eight or so—were gawking at me. You haven't experienced anything until you've had a room full of hayseeds checking you out. There was silence all around. The waitress was holding her abdomen with both hands and beginning to hyperventilate.

“I'll take this to go,” I said, putting the burger and fries into a napkin. I halfway stood up and slid out of the booth. “Sorry I made a mess. Here.” I left enough money to cover the check and included a big fifteen-cent tip.

The cook was walking toward the waitress as I exited. “Wanda June, are you all right? What was that kid doing?” I heard him ask as I was going out through the front door.

When I told my aunt Agnes about the incident that night, she laughed and said, “Sabeeha are a grave responsibility. They can easily be fatal if kept incorrectly. They can drive you to do desperate acts or even destroy you with lust. Ruby gave you a warrior medicine, and best you act like one from now on.” I think it was at that moment I learned to truly respect medicine. I learned that medicine was dangerous and never to be offended or simply taken for granted.

Though most people believe that sabeeha stones are crystals, they aren't. One may encounter a sabeeha on a wilderness walk, twirling around in a dust devil. It must be captured while tumbling around in the air, because once on the ground, it becomes barely visible.

There must be hundreds of stories about the powers of sabeeha. Some tell of sabeeha following a person for days, hovering just above and behind the person's head, and at night darting and zigzagging about the bedroom. Snakeskirts maintain that if you are meant to carry a sabeeha, it will find you.

The wrapping in which sabeeha are kept is a small piece of brain-tanned skin that has a smoky smell. Songs are sung to the sabeeha while it is unwrapped, and each song has special words that must be said. To acquire a sabeeha without the empowering songs is to acquire nothing. When a sabeeha is unwrapped, a small dot of specially prepared red paint is pressed with a flicker quill below the left eye of the owner.

Let me tell a story I heard from an old man who lived over in Wilberton. His name was Pritchlynn. He was going blind because of cataracts and took his problem to the water, as they say. He had gone out into the forest until he stood facing a boiling, rushing stream. “Oh holy living one, oh long one,” he prayed to the torrent. “You are a great wizard, oh ancient one. You fail in nothing that you attempt. My eyes are covered over with film, and I am going blind. I ask the little green frog to help me preserve my sight. I ask the dragonfly. Mink, help my eyes stay alive. Now listen. There is nothing you can't do. You promised my clan you would always help. Give me some relief.”

As he was praying, he felt a strange presence, but when he looked, he saw nothing. His eyes were drawn to the ground, where there was a strange-looking plant he didn't recognize. He turned back to the water to continue praying.

In the middle of his prayer for good eyesight to return, he felt the presence again, and again he shifted his gaze to look. There stood a small traditionally dressed Native girl. She was pretty, and she was smiling at him.

Thinking he had lost his mind, the old man stepped away from the child. She addressed him in the Choctaw language. “I can help you,” she said. “Bend forward and look me in my eyes.”

The old man, still in a state of bewilderment, bent and did as he was instructed. He was completely mesmerized by the little girl's exquisite face and shiny black eyes. She stared at him intently. Suddenly, she spit in both of his eyes. The old man stumbled backward. He rubbed his eyes and blinked. It was as though a new light flooded the morning. By degrees, he began to see better. He stood up, dumbfounded. The little girl said again in Choctaw, “Put out your hand.”

When he did so, she spit once more. But this time she spit out a tiny sabeeha stone the size of a seed. It glowed with an inner light. “Ho,” she said, smiling. “You are a humble man and devoted to the spirits. This stone will allow your new eyes to see into the future. What is hidden from others will now be in your sight. Use this power wisely, and keep this stone with integrity.” After she said this, her shape imploded downward. Where she had stood was a wilted, dead plant.

Pritchlynn became a famous diviner, and people from Oklahoma and other nearby nations consulted him. He was known as the man who could tell where your road would lead. The sabeeha gave him this extraordinary power.

As Sara and I drove up into the maze of mountains, the dusk turned to night and I cut on the headlights. I was headed for a certain secluded cabin that belonged to a friend who could help me find out what was going on, catch up on gossip, and learn who had died and who was still living. The man I was looking for had a long name that ended in “tubby.” Everyone who knew him called him Tub.

When I saw my road, I slowed and left the pavement for gravel. We were going gradually uphill. Three miles later the road dipped abruptly, then climbed. My pickup coughed and chugged desperately, and the spinning rear tires showered a rooster tail of stones behind us. Sara yelled out a curse, which was followed by another caustic remark mumbled under her breath. I finally made it over the hump and took a quick right down a dirt path lined by tall pines. Crossing a field, I parked on the other side near a fenceline.

I got out. “Sara, you stay here. Hand me that flashlight in the glove box.”

Sara handed it to me, and I clicked it on. I shut the truck door. “See you in a few minutes,” I said.

“Don't leave me stranded out here all night,” she called after me.

I climbed the barbed-wire fence and started down the path that led to Tub's cabin. The night was full of animal sounds and phantomlike shapes that were accentuated by the flashlight. The moon was so low in the star-spangled sky that it added no light. A soft wind came up, or perhaps I just became aware of it. On either side loomed tall trees, with the trail forming a long corridor between them. Soon, though, the path veered away from the trees and sloped through a ravine. I tripped and slid a little going down. After climbing up a steep incline to the other side, I fumbled with the flashlight on top and reclaimed my bearings. It was a straight shot along Neshoba Creek to Tub's place.

The knoll of a hill and thick trees sheltered the cabin from the north wind. It was only a little ways now, and I could make out a mellow light coming from the irregular windows. I walked past a stand of red oaks and was soon at the threshold. I knocked.

Tub's voice boomed, “Who the hell's out there? Leave me alone before you get capped!”

I was about to answer when the cabin door pulled back and a snarling dark form hit the screen door, which flew open, bowling me over backward onto the ground. I went down with my feet in the air. The snarling form turned out to be a vicious Chow-mutt that was now poised on my chest, growling and dripping saliva—ready to tear out my throat.

“Nice dog,” I managed to say to the two fiendish eyes staring in my face.

Another large form, a man, appeared suddenly. He was carrying a kerosene lantern extended away from him. I turned toward the light and became aware that I was looking into the barrel of a long revolver. It was pointed carelessly, it seemed to me, between my eyes.

Tub held the lantern higher. I felt a close scrutiny. His face softened. “David Carson. Is that you?” he asked, puzzled.

“Yeah, it's me. Help.”

“Ofahoma, get off of him—right now! Friends. We're friends.”

Ofahoma wasn't entirely convinced and continued to growl, turning away hesitantly.

“You been feeding that dog gunpowder again, Tub?” I asked. I had to crawl around on all fours before I managed to get to my feet.

“Man, you're lucky I didn't shoot you,” Tub said apologetically. “I thought you was some kind of revenuer or something.”

“No, it's only me. Why ‘Ofahoma’? What kind of name is that? You name that damned dog after me, Tub?”

“Yeah, I did. Come on inside.”

“Sara's out in the pickup. I should go get her first.”

“Sara—great,” Tub said. “How's she doing?”

“We both seen better days,” I answered.

Later, Sara and I stowed our gear in a corner. Tub's cabin was surprisingly tidy for him. There were a couple of shotguns, a .30-30, and a bolt-action.22 in the corner nearest the door. The rest of the space looked like a wizard crib. There were various animal skins nailed to the log walls. The three of us were sitting at a battered table. The main table because it was the only one in the cabin, it was littered with all sorts of ammo, a rattlesnake skin and several removed rattles, a jar of some kind of tree sap, a dirty sock, some loose change, a letter in the penciled handwriting of a six-year-old addressed to Tub care of general delivery, jars of various herbs, a bowl of vinegar, and many miscellaneous roots. The splintery old surface was stained with candle wax and had an impossible-to-count number of cigarette burns. I stared silently at the agglomeration of goods. Tub and Sara seemed relaxed and were talking animatedly about mutual friends. I was just thankful that my anguish about my son wasn't contagious.

Tub leaned back on the wooden legs of his chair. “Did you eat? You want a snack?” he asked. “Are you hungry, Sara?”

“Always.” I was the one who answered.

“I've made up some son-of-a-gun,” Tub offered.

“What kind is it?” I asked. He was referring to a kind of stew made from the organs of an animal—intestines, brains, liver, heart, kidney, and so forth. It is really delicious, if you care for that sort of thing.

“It's deer son-of-a-gun,” Tub said. “I shot it about two nights ago. Still fresh.”

“I'm a vegetarian,” Sara said, a bit annoyed. “And I know why,” she added, tossing me a narrow-eyed glance. “One time we kids had to eat crow gut pudding for a week. He fed us kids rattlesnake and said it was pizza. Don't you have some peanut butter?”

“Got that too. Just picked up my commodities,” Tub said. “Son-of-a-gun for your dad and a peanut butter and jam for Sara.”

He went outside for a moment and came back with a stew-holding gallon jar and sandwich fixings. He didn't have a refrigerator—no electricity. Just the creek and the great outdoors. He puttered around, getting his two-burner kerosene stove going to heat up the son-of-a-gun and making sandwiches.

“What brings you and Sara out in this direction?” Tub asked after awhile.

“I need help from Mary Gardener. I've had several dreams about her lately. I need to see her. It's important. Is she still around these parts?”

Tub shook his head sadly. “Nobody knows what happened to Mary,” he said at length. “She just sort of disappeared. No one knows if she's alive or dead. People say they've seen her over in Atoka and Okemah, if that's any help. I don't know. There are all sorts of strange reports about her. One person said she saw her up in Toronto, Canada.”

“Sort of like Elvis, huh?” Sara said.

Tub spread some peanut butter on white bread. He gestured with the knife. “Yeah, I guess so. Mary would be in her nineties. I have the feeling she's still alive. I don't think Elvis is. I think I'd know if she had passed on because we were all so close. She's just too damned ornery to die on us.”

Tub soon had the food on the table.

“There,” he said, taking a seat. “Now, the last thing I heard about you, Carson—you were living with someone named Brenda—a Beverly Hills showman.”

“Her name wasn't Brenda,” Sara said, frowning. “I think it was Glenda. My dad went completely off his nut for her.”

“Neither name,” I corrected. “And the word is shaman, Tub. Not showman. She wasn't a shaman, not in my books anyway.”

Tub scratched his cheek. “No? Well, what is a shaman?”

“You know. Like a powwower—a conjure. Like Mary Gardener. Like us. Like we were supposed to be, anyway. A shaman is a conjure.”

Tub chuckled. “I don't do much powwowing anymore. People are less and less interested. I wish I could get rolling again. What about her? That woman?”

Sara whistled sarcastically, shaking her head in mock pity and disgust while I filled him in.

Tub looked at me with concern. “You sound bitter. It's bad medicine to stay such a long way from the nation, you know.” He always referred to southeastern Oklahoma as the nation. He went on, “You'll be back someday.”

“I was doing just great until this thing happened with Jason.” I told Tub all about Jason's wreck, how at first I didn't know if my son was going to live or die. When I got to the hospital in Iowa City, Jason was disoriented. He had smashed his head pretty hard and had suffered almost complete memory loss. When he learned of his best friend's death, he became dangerously suicidal. It was so unlike Jason, it frightened me. The doctors replaced his hip and screwed two iron rods in his legs, but then, on top of the tragedy of his dead friend and battered body, the judicial system handed him a verdict of guilty. I felt my son needed spiritual and psychological help. “That's why I want to see Mary.”

We sat in silence for a few moments. Then Tub began to reminisce about Jason, about the times they had fished together and what a great outdoor person he is. He spoke of Jason's good-heartedness and generous nature. “I had to hide the flyswatter from that boy. I can't believe anyone would ever make Jason a criminal. They should meet some of the people here in the Kiamichis or over in the Big Thicket in Texas. Those are some real bad criminals. They'll shoot your ass for a dime. Hell, they'd probably do it for free.”

“You know, Tub, in nature you often see a helpless and beautiful creature go down, get swarmed and ripped apart—law of the jungle. But that doesn't mean I have to accept it when it happens to my son.”

Our conversation drifted over old times. We told stories and had a lot of laughs. The first streaks of dawn were in the sky when we walked out of Tub's cabin to my pickup. Tub seemed sad to see us go. “We used to have some good times with Mary, didn't we?” he said.

“Yeah, we did,” I agreed. “Mary was the jewel of the Kiamichis. She helped a lot of people. Don't guess anything like conjuring will ever come our way again.”

Tub shrugged. “It's ancient history, I think. It's over. No one wants me to do powwowing. They haven't wanted it for better than ten—make it twenty or thirty—years. They all go to white medicine now. Those big horse pills is what they go for.”

“It's their loss,” I said. “Conjuring had a lot to offer in some instances.”

We stood around awkwardly for a few more minutes, toeing the ground and telling jokes, remembering things about Mary Gardener. I looked over at my truck. Sara had some good memories to share about the weeks she and Greta, her sister, had spent on vacation with Mary. It was the first time I had heard her speak of it. I don't know what happened to Sara and Greta that summer. They came home from Mary's greatly changed. They had developed a supercharged sense of humor and, at the same time, seemed a lot more serious. I thought Mary had slipped something in their granola.

Tub frowned, then brightened. “Hey, I've got an idea. Write about powwowing the spirits. Put me in it. Make me a star.”

“Ah, too hard,” I said after thinking about his suggestion.

“I'll get you a sabeeha. Just be sure and say I'm ruggedly handsome, okay?”

“Deal,” and I laughed.

“The sun's coming around strong today,” Tub said, looking to the east. “Why don't you two stick around awhile longer? What's your big rush? We can all go fishing. Don't you want some blackened catfish? It's better than my son-of-a-gun.”

Sara turned green. Tub put his arm around her and squeezed.

“Next time, Tub,” I said. “Right now, we've got a long haul and best be on our way.”

Sara and I climbed inside the cab, and I drove off slowly. I could see Tub waving in the rearview mirror. It had been good to see this old friend.


CROSSING INTO
MEDICINE COUNTRY



One


I FIRST HEARD ABOUT MARY GARDENER in Tony's, an after-hours club on the east side of Oklahoma City. The place was owned by two brothers, Jack and Leaford Potts. Both had graduated from Tuskegee. Leaford had been highly decorated for bravery in Korea and was one of the first black officers to lead white troops in combat in that far-off land. Jack, the more gregarious of the two, would greet new arrivals at the club and always managed some clever exchange with them. I had become good friends with both.

No one needs to be reminded that Oklahoma was Little Dixie and had been since the aftermath of the Civil War. I won't forget so soon. One Indian name for the state was Land of Sleeping Giants with Nightmares, which made a lot of sense to me. Those were days of segregation. When Leaford came home from the military, he was a captain and had a chest full of medals, including a Purple Heart. Yet the only place we were able to celebrate in mixed-race company was at the bus station. We had a little dinner party at the cafeteria there, Jack, Leaford, three women, and myself. True, I felt somewhat disconcerted when we had to use different restrooms. But I had seen many No Indians Allowed signs posted in various parts of the state. I would go into those places now and again and have a beer, though I often wondered how they would treat me if the management got wind of my Indian ancestry.

Chet Baker, the famous jazz trumpet player, came into Tony's one night. He had several 45s out. He was probably visiting his parents over in Choctaw. He had picked up a horn when he was a kid and now was making jazz history. I wondered if he was part Indian: he looked it. Jack asked him to leave and he did — no questions, just turn around and get back through the door. Later, I asked Jack why.

“I don't have anything against him,” he said. “He's a great musician. I have his records on the box. But he'll bring the heat if he hangs out here. He uses a lot of drugs — it's obvious. The police will close us down. The man is looking for any excuse. They don't like integrated clubs. I just don't want to make it easy for them, that's all.”

Tony's had unquestionably the best jukebox in Oklahoma, with tunes ranging from King Pleasure to Phineus Newborn Jr. Small and intimate, the joint was usually hopping. It had a uniquely soulful atmosphere enhanced by fantail goldfish swimming around in a large plastic bubble installed in the ceiling. The tank was made from a surplus jet airplane canopy. In the mellow light, the goldfish cast soft shadows as they slowly transited the bowl. Below them, there was a horseshoe bar along with several booths. Customers were characters, both black and white. The place served a mean coffee and good barbecue sandwiches and ribs.

Late one night, I was having a cup of laced coffee with Chuck Collins, whom I had met a few days before. We were sitting in an out-of-the-way corner booth. Chuck was a beatnik poet complete with a Vandyke beard. He had done a stint in Hollywood and had lived in New York and read his poetry at the Five Spot on the same bill with Thelonious Monk. For me, this was like an astronaut who had gone to Mars and returned to Oklahoma to tell us earthlings about the scene up there. To put it mildly, I was highly impressed. All in all, Chuck had bombed out, but that didn't matter to me. No doubt, he had returned to Oklahoma looking for a handout, but he was older and experienced, and I was interested in both poetry and prose, his chosen fields. When he'd suggested I read various books on writing, I did, but I couldn't understand their rarefied principles. They were gobbledygook as far as I was concerned, so I asked him to explain.

The most important thing a novice writer like me could learn, Chuck said, was to put a sense of space in a story. “Without spatial proportion, you're dead. If you really want to be a writer, study color, visual proportion, mathematics, and geometry. Those are your keys. Study the Greeks.”

“Hey, don't you be talking about that Pluto and Aristotle. You make it sound like you have to be Albert Einstein just to turn a phrase. Writing can't be that complicated.”

“Well, it is, believe you me. More than you'll ever know. Just look at me. I landed right back here in Oklahoma, where I started. You go places, but that's the kind of thing that can happen to you if you're a writer.” He blinked tiredly, gazing upward at the goldfish. He sighed and then looked me squarely in the face. “Listen, there are cryptic levels to writing most people never catch — and to write you have to both catch and throw. Not only that, but you are in competition with newspapers and movies. The market for literature is going to dry up.” He stated this with a voice full of emotion.

“I think I'm in the old Pentecostal writing school,” I said.

“Oh? And what's that?”

“You just rare back and let ’er rip. Roll on the floor, speak in tongues, whatever.”

“Spoken like a true Okie. That just shows how pedestrian you really are.”

“Where'd you grow up?” I asked, trying to shift the conversation in another direction. I could see he was getting annoyed with me. I was being too flippant. Writing was obviously Chuck's passion, but his intensity made me anxious. I thought he might be a bit of an oddball, prone to violence or at least violent outbursts. I was probably projecting my own persona, but I didn't like to see it in others.

“I was raised over in McAlester,” he said. “You know that town?”

Chuck went on to describe his upbringing. Polio had struck him when he was in his teens. His legs became partially paralyzed, and he couldn't walk without the aid of braces and crutches. His mom took him secretly to see Mary Gardener.

“What did she do?”

“She used a drum. She drummed to my legs, and she did a couple of other things. She used a rattle and did hot hand massage.”

“That's it? You mean bang bang on a drum? And she rubbed you. That's what she did?”

“She blew cigarette smoke on me. And she gave me some herbs that helped a lot.”

“C'mon?”

“No, I'm telling you. She did things with her mind that shifted me. I don't know how she did it. All I know is that I was able to walk. I got rid of my crutches because of her. I limp pretty bad, but at least I'm not totally crippled. I can get around.”

I made up my mind that I wanted to meet Mary Gardener if I ever got half a chance, and I wrote her name down in a little pocket notebook. When I was about seven years old, I too had been suddenly paralyzed. I was taken by ambulance from the southern part of the state to St. Anthony's Hospital and placed in a small, glass-enclosed room. Many doctors wearing white face masks visited me. None of them knew what was wrong with me, but they told my mother that I would be paralyzed for life. And I lay there day after day, unable to move.

The one thing I liked about my predicament was the great deal of interest people showered on me. I was a pet to the doctors and nurses. They all smiled at me. I knew it was because they felt sorry, but I didn't care. I must have craved attention. Many visitors brought me presents. My brother, Rex, gave me a chameleon that he had gotten at a carnival in Ardmore. The tiny creature was able to run about on a thread leash that a nurse pinned to my pillow. I spent a lot of time in communion with it. Its skin would change color, and I realized this was a kind of language — that this was the chameleon's way of saying, Howdy, big guy, or, You're welcome to look at me, but don't even dream of touching.

My mother, who I called Mama Opal, visited me now and again when she could. She had to drive about a hundred miles in order to see me. Once she came with an old Indian man from down around Carter County. His first name was Oliver, but I don't remember his last name. He was a bit wary in the hospital setting, and first made sure no one was watching us.

He laughed at the chameleon. With a thick accent, he asked, “Where did you get that?”

“My brother gave it to me.”

He looked me over and made some hand signs over my body. He blew on me. He said some Indian words and put a little beaded bundle the size of a quarter under my pillow.

When he was done, he said, “Opal, your boy has spider sickness. We're going to do a pray for him, and he's going to be all right. I just told that chameleon to eat the spider causing all the trouble.”

“I hope you're right, Oliver,” Mama Opal said. “I hate to see him this way. I haven't known what to do.”

“I know this spirit. It's a bad one. It comes on like a black widow bite. You just have to give it some time.”

Sure enough, just as Oliver predicted, about two weeks later I wanted to get out of bed and did. I was walking to the nurse's station when I fell down, causing a commotion.

A nurse came running up. “You can't walk! You should be in bed! What's the matter with you? What are you doing?”

I knew that my chameleon had eaten the spider spirit, just like Oliver said. But I couldn't tell them that. The doctors remained puzzled. I was an even bigger celebrity for awhile, and everybody came to see the boy who had mysteriously recovered. Pretty soon the novelty wore off, though. I was held for observation for two more weeks, then released.

After saying good night and leaving Tony's that early morning, I went home to dream about a huge spider. Her name was Henrietta, and she was as large as a horse. I called my mom and told her about my dream. She said it was a major good luck sign to dream about such a large spider. She told me to be especially careful not to kill one.



Two


OKLAHOMA IN THE EARLY SIXTIES was a strange place. I had joined a group of about fifteen people who met informally every week and were unofficially known in the community as the “UFO nuts.” I was the youngest person to attend. We discussed such topics as poltergeists, Ouija boards, hypnosis, spirits, Nostradamus, astrology, life after death, mind over matter, Zen Buddhism, UFOs, yoga, extrasensory perception, the work of J. B. Rhine at Duke University in parapsychology, LSD-25, as it was called in those prehippie days, as well as various books like the works of Swedenborg and Blavatsky. Often the meetings would degenerate into torrents of absurdity. Was it possible, for instance, to walk through a wall or to walk on water? Such questions today seem hackneyed and a waste of time. Back then they were of enormous philosophical importance to me. I was looking for answers.

Most of the participants, but certainly not all, would have been considered eccentric. It would be normal to assume that as a group they were genial by nature, but that wasn't the case. Some were mean as a coachwhip. Often heated arguments would rage. I wondered now and again if the meeting wouldn't erupt in a fistfight. Some hothead would demand apologies, and when none was forthcoming would walk out — quit and good riddance. So it was a kind of combative group in the end.

One man there greatly interested me. His name was Johnson Bob. He was an Indian. I later learned that he had gone to Central State and graduated with a degree in biology. He had spent a year or two in medical school but for some reason became disillusioned with medicine and dropped out. Like me, he never said much — not that he was aloof. He seemed to have gained a serenity none of the rest of us had achieved. He spoke in a different manner, not challenging or argumentative. Yet, upon reflection, it was his words that often stirred the pot and caused havoc. After observing him carefully, I became convinced that he was the hidden root of the periodic vicious arguments that would break out. And I was also more and more certain he did this on purpose.

“I'd like to talk to you,” I said, one night when the meeting was dispersing. “Do you think you could manage it?”

“Well, sure. When?”

“How about now? Let's go have a beer.”

We met at a bar off of 13th on Kelly, not far from University Hospital. It smelled of dank beer and was poorly lighted. It was a fairly quiet little place frequented by resident medical students, nurses, hospital personnel, and a few doctors. Normally, I liked my bars to be a bit more boisterous. Oddly, though, I didn't feel out of place.

We both ordered a beer. Johnson looked unblinkingly and directly into my eyes. His mouth was suspended between a frown and a smile that could go either way. The expression made me feel a little nervous.

“Well?” he said.

“I just wanted to ask you a few questions.”

“Please, go ahead.” Finally, he grinned. “Shoot.”

“I was wondering why you attend those meetings,” I said evenly.

He chuckled. “Maybe I'm like a coyote,” he said. “The coyote sees everyone going to church. He says to himself, ‘I will be a religious coyote. I will fool the Great One and I will go to church too.’ So coyote joins the party. Those meetings are a substitute for religious experience, don't you see that? Those folks could just as easily be leaderless communists or nazis. They have a yearning, a need. They're seeking the authoritative voice. They are seeking identity. Holiness is with the coyote always. I realize that. I just want to prove it to myself. It's easy to nudge those know-it-alls into a bone-picking battle. If we handed out knives beforehand, there'd be a lot of carnage. Most religious people will have a good go at each other's throat. You asked me and I've answered you, so it's my turn. Why do you listen to all that horse puckey?”

Johnson did have the appearance of a coyote suddenly. “I had the feeling that you were playing with everyone,” I said.

“Maybe I was,” he said. “Now you should answer my question.”

“Well, I think I go there to learn something. I don't know. I'm seeking, I guess.”

“Now look,” Johnson said. “About all you are ever going to learn at those meetings is how to act smug and pompous. They really are a bunch of imbeciles, fakers, and bigots. I wouldn't bother to tell you this, but you're really sucking it up. Don't be so serious. If you're that thirsty, I believe I have something better to offer you.”

“What's that?”

“Have you ever heard of peyote?”

“Yes, but I've never taken any.”

“There's a little group who meet out at my place, and we all take peyote, this medicine. We sing and celebrate. Want to come and try it out?”



Three


A LARGE MOON WAS UP as I drove to the meeting. I was full of anticipation. KOCY was playing the Platters. The night was at hand when I pulled up in the gravel driveway of Johnson Bob's country house and cut the engine. There were several cars parked randomly off to the side. The house and other buildings were nestled in a clearing, but all around was a tangle of high trees, bushes, and vines. I was met by Johnson's wife, who came out to my car. She was a thin, pretty woman in her late twenties, pleasant but rather reserved. Later I found out she was a nurse at one of the local hospitals. Her name was Julie Bob.

She led me down a flagstone path around the main house to a barn in back that had been converted into a kind of meeting place. Julie Bob tapped on the door, and a few moments later Johnson opened it. He greeted me warmly. “We were just getting going,” he said. “Come on in and meet everybody.”

The mood was quiet and reverential, I thought, as I met the various people. Everyone was unmistakably Indian except for me and Julie Bob. Altogether, there were nine of us — five women and four men. Flat cushions lined the walls, and everyone sat back down. I took a seat on one of the cushions. I didn't realize it, but I had sat next to Mary Gardener. I thought of her only as some new Mary who had come into my consciousness.

Because of the high, arched ceiling, the former barn had a churchlike feeling. The air was spiced with aromatic sage and other incense. The room was long and bare of furniture. Christian pictures hung on the walls. The polished brick floors gleamed. I had never been in a room so spartan. At the far end was an altar with a large poster of Jesus at Gethsemane hanging above it. Guttering candles cast a warm light and infused the picture with life. A burning red lightbulb lit the rest of the room, giving it an eerie tinge.

I kept looking at Mary Gardener out of the corner of my eye. She was striking. I could sense a great power surrounding her. I felt drawn into it, and after awhile I began to think of her as a confidante. I didn't really know any of the people involved in this meeting. We drummed and rattled and sang a few songs. They were all simple Christian songs such as you might hear on a Bible Belt radio station. I wasn't a churchgoing person, and I began feeling slightly uncomfortable. I wondered if I shouldn't just quietly leave.

I leaned over to Mary and asked why there were so many cheap Christian pictures in the room.

“If it offends you, don't think about it,” she answered in a low voice. “Christ points the direction in these peyote meetings. Read your Bible — it's full of hidden meanings and words of power. Consider only the inside shadow of the book. Maybe I'll explain to you what that means sometime. Christianity is distorted. You see, the inside shadow is what is real. Let your sweepers clear your path. Christ taught about the shadow land, a within place of great power and beauty. If you look at the world shadow, of course the Bible will be confusing. The Bible has cast a very long and very distorted outside shadow. It's good that you are here. Let the medicine teach you — the grandfather peyote. He's the wise one here and offers help to all who come to meet with him.”

Her words struck me as meaningful, except I didn't understand what she was trying to say other than, “Pipe down. Don't panic.” Tin plates of sliced peyote medallions were passed around. Mary leaned toward me and told me to eat six no matter how difficult. This medicine was so bitter I could hardly swallow it — bitter as gall. The taste made me shiver with nausea. I thought I was going to have to run outside and throw up, but the wave of nausea seemed to diminish more and more. This took a few minutes. With each passing moment, I felt less sick. It was as though my body had to wrestle with the sickness and lose, then it was better.

I must have sat there for a long while, keeping time with a small turtle-shell rattle and pretending to sing. Warm and soft sensations were coursing through my arms and legs but mostly my stomach. I kept swallowing as if some invisible thing was caught in my throat. A plate of yellow wilted apples came around. I declined. Julie Bob offered me some fry bread and dried apricots. I wasn't hungry. Slices of peyote were again passed, and I ate several more, gagging them down without chewing very well. This was followed by a tin plate of corn-shuck-and-tobacco-leaf cigarettes. Each cigarette was tied together with three pieces of tiny red thread, one at each end and in the middle.

I lit a cigarette and took several breaths. They were strong and quite different from commercial cigarettes, rather like a harsh but sweet cigar. The taste seemed to blend and balance with the peyote. I exhaled several times. There was a distinct layer of smoke hovering about chest height. Then I noticed that spirals of brilliant color were raining down on the room and on all of the people in it. I wondered why it hadn't stuck out before, it seemed so apparent. The religious songs we were singing began to take on a kind of beauty, and I could hear each individual vocalization. The songs were actually miraculous. How could it be that so many distinct sounds blended so perfectly together?

Then I became aware that Mary was staring at me. She looked suddenly like some priestess of long ago. I could see jewel-like veins in her face and arms. Her smile came down over the centuries, and it was as though I saw her for the first time. She was certainly some kind of queen or sacred mother. I was her subject. She motioned with her rattle for me to join in. Evidently, I had been sitting there awhile doing nothing with my rattle except holding it out in front of me. I joined in.

I rattled for perhaps fifteen minutes. When I shut my eyes, I again saw Mary Gardener, as real as at any other moment. She was standing on a hill and wearing sacred garments that had supernatural powers. She had on a tobacco-flowered apron. All about her clung eagle down. Red paint slashed her face. Behind her was lightning, and before her were great whirlwinds. She signed for me to come up to her. I began to climb the hill.

Astonishingly, we were all suddenly in a circle. I hadn't remembered moving into that position. I looked at Mary across the way. She had an eagle feather hanging down from above her left ear. Her face was lovely and impressed me greatly. For some reason, I held my left arm straight out with my fingers pointed upward. Mary did the same. I felt a momentary flash of heat as her energy shot across the circle and connected to my hand. I was sure this connection was visible to everyone. It joined us. I could certainly see it. As I studied a portion of the energy, it flattened out and became a spreading mist. A white light fell from above into the center and settled the mist downward to the floor. It rolled and boiled and became a molten silver pool. This pool became a huge polished mirror filling the circle.

Everyone began to look down into the mirror. Out of it, images would take form and rise up. People were laughing. Some were sobbing. I realized that the mirror was revealing something to each person at the peyote meeting. When I looked down, a beautiful plant grew up and flowered. Then it plunged back in just as suddenly and was sucked into the mirror pool. Books rose up and were swallowed. I didn't know if these were books I would read or write. Other forms were coming, and I became afraid.

My fear jolted the pool. I quickly became aware that I was still holding out my arm, but the pool had disappeared and the trail of energy leading to Mary was weakening. I became very weary and shut my eyes. When I again opened them, everyone had gone outside for some reason. I could hear them singing and rattling somewhere away from the barn. I was still sitting across the glistening brick floor from Mary.

“Where is everyone?” I asked. My voice sounded far away.

“They went out for a sunrise prayer session. I decided to stay and look after you.”

“Thanks,” I said.

She was smoking and smiled at me between puffs. She seemed very beautiful, like one of those art nouveau Indian maidens. Her age had disappeared completely, and she could have been a young woman. Rays of color poured out of her like strips of ribbon floating in the wind, only they were obviously part of the energy around her. My heart swelled with love.

She took a suck on one of the corn-shuck medicine cigarettes. From where I was sitting, the tip flashed and glowed like a brilliant ruby. When it dimmed, it formed a cat eye and floated in front of Mary's own eye. Then she exhaled the breath of smoke. A billowing cloud rose just above her head, carrying the cat eye in it. The eye seemed to be studying me. Then I recognized the shape of a lynx. It swung its head and looked at me squarely with both of its ruby eyes. This mysterious apparition scared me, but that was nothing compared to what followed.

The lynx began walking toward me, slowly at first. I recoiled and must have gasped out loud. This Mary was some kind of witch, and she was sending this freckled lynx cat to kill me. It was at that moment that it jumped, and when it hit, it somehow slid inside of me and disappeared.

I screamed, “Don't!” I had thrown my arms up to protect myself and fend off the beast. My knees began to jerk involuntarily.

Mary smiled. “What?”

“Don't do that,” I cried. I was shaking badly and couldn't control myself. I wondered if I had lost my mind. “Did you see it?” I asked in a frightened whisper. I must have been cowering.

“Yes, I saw the smoke cat. I created it for you. Was there something unusual about it?”

I stammered and realized I was in way over my head. “I guess not,” I finally managed to say. “No. It was just a cat — a real pretty one at that.”

“Good. It means the smoking lynx is willing to lead you through the sacred villages of the ancestral tobacco. I think you should go with her, for she is a great instructress.”



Four


A FEW DAYS LATER, I telephoned Johnson Bob from work. I thanked him for inviting me to the peyote meeting, told him a little bit about what happened, and said I was still reeling from my experience. I was doing my best to objectify it but wasn't having much luck.

“I wouldn't try too hard,” he said. “Those sorts of things happen often around Mary Gardener. It was a great honor to have her attend, you know.”

“That was Mary Gardener?” I said, putting together what I had been told. I realized she was the medicine woman Chuck Collins had mentioned. “I thought she lived down in the mountains.”

“She does. She doesn't often travel far from her home down there in the Kiamichis. People from all over go to see her and later speak of her miraculous powers. She has several male and female apprentices. I've considered asking her to teach me, but my wife doesn't like the idea. Conjuring would complicate our lives too much, and right now we're settled in for the long haul.

“Mary's one of the last authentic practicing snakeskirts in Oklahoma. Many people will testify that her power can be frightening. I noticed you left in a hurry just as soon as the meeting was over. She must have really got to you. You looked like you'd been hit in the head with a ball-peen hammer.”

“To put it mildly,” I said. “Driving home, the front of my car was a block long. I was absolutely scrambled. That's why I'm calling. I don't think I'll be attending too many peyote meetings, not for awhile. I'm not used to it, and I need to get this first one under my belt before I try any more.

“By the way,” I said. “Mary Gardener helped a friend of mine walk after the doctors had given up on him.”

“That doesn't surprise me.”

I repeated Chuck Collins's story.

“I could tell you a dozen similar stories. I could tell you some that would stand your hair on end. You ought drive down and see her. She liked you. She told me so herself.”
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