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1


THE HARVEST WAS COMPLETE IN THE MORNING, AND THATevening my mother died. I went to bed late that night, full of the raw ending of crop and life, and dreamed about the Nez Perce children, their shiny black hair cut short and falling smoothly to the side. They ran to my house screaming, chanting; but it wasn't for money,kitchway,like my mother described. I walked outside and saw the bodies of the children's parents cut into pieces, bound oddly back together. A wide-eyed head coupled with a foot, a hand joined a stomach, red and messy; it was a bloody totem. No matter how carved up they were, I could still see it was their mothers and fathers. I knew then, I could have killed my parents for what they had done.

I didn't grow up where my mother did. Elise Steele flourished in the cattle country of the Wallowa Mountains of Oregon, on the ranch Chief Joseph of the Nez Perce called Heart of the Beast. I was my father's daughter, born twenty-eight years ago at his homestead alongside the Columbia River. I was what occurred two centuries after Lewis and Clark sailed down our river eating dogs and writing history.








On that last day of harvest, the full moon passed. My pioneer family had always farmed by the cycles of the moon, and I was no different, cultivating the way my father taught me. The waning period, when thepull of the moon releases, is the time to reap, to plant, and to dig. It is when the ground lies vulnerable, carvable, and pliant. Ike Steele was my father, and he told me how things would go in the end. Life pours out from the downward horns of the moon.

Only twenty acres remained of the bright-colored wheat, a half day's cutting. As I walked out to my combine, all around me unfolded the darker auburn of harvested stubble, tinted by the minerals of the soil. My mother was so sick now, I could barely stand to leave her in the house alone. But a farmer had to finish reaping. It was as simple as that.

I fired up the combine, and waited while the engine smoothed out. That Indian summer morning, a soft breeze blew across my ear like the whisper of a beloved. I inched forward past the truck parked next to me, and made my way out to the last land. The sickle zigzagged into the standing grain, mowing the rustling carpet of bounty. The combine eased into the endless pattern of tracks that lay down platinum against the burnished spent stalks, the nourishment gone to seed.

Even after two months of harvest, I fell under its spell, watching the waving awns shake as the glinting bat of the header laid them over the blades. I sliced them forever still. The smell of wheat filled the cab as the cutting began, and sometime later gold grain rushed into the bin the way a mother's milk comes in a while after a baby is born.

The sun warmed the earth quickly, hardening the wheat. Most mornings went slowly because dew made the stalks cut and thresh poorly. It was my father who taught me how to cut grain, and how to seed land. My mother taught me never to let go of it.

With the thirty-foot header, I worked the long rectangular piece down and down, trimming away its edges and shortening the ends. Finally, all that remained were the small triangular patches where I made my corners. I cut up one side, completed them on the return; and I was finished. The end of harvest was the termination of the land's and my twelve months of labor, simultaneously the birth of the seed and the death of the crop. I loved and feared that time—loved it because the cycle of guessing, hoping, and shepherding the stand was finally over. I feared it because a person could never tell what would come next. Fire, floods, disease, drought. These were the things that could get in the way.

For a moment, I turned the combine loose, not bothering to drive anywhere while the wheat threshed completely out. Unloading at the truck, I slipped the machine into fourth gear for the sprint home. In the past, there was a tradition of pulling the headers up and racing them back to the ranch. The run home wasn't as exciting now that I was the only one there. But still, charging over the completely cut fields from twenty feet above was the best part of the year.

It was the course of things to wash the machines afterward, to blow the awns of wheat from the pulleys, flush the last bits of grain from steeled and twirling augers. But instead I left it by the compressor and steam cleaner, and started into the house to see how my mother was doing. I took off my bandanna, shaking the dust from my hair. I hadn't washed it for days, but it still glowed white blond, the color of flax. By now, my hair had lost the green tint that came in the spring. After the long chill of winter was over, I always felt the sun in my feet and the urge to swim in the emerald Columbia. Every spring, the water turned my hair the lightest shade of green, the color of newly sprouted wheat.








My mother's sickness was why I had stopped reaping three days before, an unconscionable act for a farmer. I was compelled to take her to the mineral baths one last time. In May, the doctors at Hanford Regional Health Center in Richland had told me she had advanced brain cancer.

“Your mother probably doesn't have more than a couple months, Iris,” said Dr. Groves, the oncologist. “We see a lot of this lately,” he added, placing his hand on my back. His fingers were drawn together like a feeding sea anemone.

I imagined he was reading my bones, deciphering a braille X ray.

“Lefort was the first to study the head,” he whispered, as if he were sharing a great secret. “Before any of them. Such humble beginnings,” he said, making soft clicking noises with his tongue.

I drew away. I resented his authoritarian manner. “I've never heard of Lefort,” I told him.

“He took guillotined heads of the French Revolution and smashed them,” he said, staring down the hospital hall.

“Smashed them how?” I asked nervously.

Groves shrugged. “With boards. Cracked them with rocks. Dropped them on the ground. He wanted to see how the breakdown happened.”

I nodded. There was an uncomfortable silence. I thought it was odd what doctors thought about when faced with death.

“It's brilliant the way Lefort discovered how things fall apart in the head,” he said finally. “Don't you think?”

At home, my mother sat during the day in the green parlor room filled with her sister's art—the busts of the family Hanna had done long ago. At eight o'clock every night, she went to bed. I stayed up later, long enough to help her when she called because she had wet her sheets. She was always cold and had a permanent chill in those bones that I had once come from. They stuck out now and were barely covered by her skin of wet tissue paper. Her snow-colored hair floated around her as the tide pulls and sways in ocean forests. My mother had always been stunning, but when she was dying, she was as beautiful as anyone I had ever seen. She had the violet eyes of fate, and the loss of weight made the bones in her face stand out like I imagined Helen of Troy's—the beautiful destroyer of two worlds.

Before the end of harvest, my mother had told me she wanted to go to the mineral baths. She loved Carson Springs; and like her parents and grandparents before her, she went to the waters with religious regularity. Mother worshiped her family, especially her father, the horse trader, who successfully bargained the Nez Perce out of their best Appaloosas. They were some of the finest horses in the world, so tough they were exported for the military campaigns in North Africa and the Bosphorus.

When my mother's family first came to the state of Oregon, my great-grandparents went to sit in the caves along the Columbia River. They placed satchels of camphor around their necks to ward off disease, drank fossil water, and twined copper bracelets around their wrists, curing themselves of rheumatism that laced their bones into stone. For days, they lay thin and naked to the numbing cold night, strengthening their movement and will through the alchemy of mountains. The ranges of the great Northwest were made of strange erupting volcanoes that healed even the clear-cuts.

“It's my baptism,” Mother said to me. She touched the bone of her wrist to her half-closed eyes as I lifted her into the Blazer. “It's time for me to go under the water.”

For two months, she had been closing down, sleeping constantly. She napped even while drinking her coffee, spilling it on herself. I could not get her fine clothing clean, and trips to the dry cleaners in Pendleton were impossible until after harvest. She wore her designer clothes daily, refusing my offers of T-shirts and sweats. Mother sat remote and spotted with sepia like the photographs of our family generations ago.

Together we drove out to the Columbia River Gorge, and that empty feeling came back, the way it did every year near the end of harvest and before seeding the new crop. I felt as if I'd been lifted up by my flanks and thrown to the ground hard, had the wind knocked out of me like our calves, caught in the chute and waiting to be branded. I would catch my breath for a minute before the air was pushed out again by the weight of the glowing red brand, twisted and fashioned into the shape of my family name—the Bar S. The Steele bars.

When I drove out to the river, I understood why Meriwether Lewis killed himself after navigating it. A melancholy came over a person there. It was ironic that this river would call forth the migration that created our country. My ancestors had planted trees to shelter themselves from what they called the immensity of the land. Even back then, they tried to escape from the wind sickness that plagued our family and caused the jangle of nerves. They used to call it shell shock. Where we live is like that, so vast that a person feels unnecessary, where everything without snarl and tangle is blown away.

I blamed the melancholy on the colored winds of the Indian summer, blamed it on anything. We drove through them there at the water, the white blasts that came at dusk generated from the current charging through the turbines of the Columbia's dams. I loathed that wind, thought it would poison me, take me as my mother's generation had been taken. So, I sped under the power lines, the unending metal tributaries that came running like rain off the water dams. Even energy was harvested in fall; the river filled again, and California would be ready to buy its power once more.

Flowing over the white gales of the river was the wind of the west, a deep shade of crimson. The farmers in the Willamette Valley grew clingy crops like pole beans, grass seed, and other tender yields dependent on rain and caring hands. The scarlet of their field-burning smoke blows over us, as every autumn they light their lands on fire to kill the diseases harbored from reproduction. We never did that; we always let disease go.

Driving to the mineral baths, I glanced over at my mother. She was slumped down to the side with her head drooping. It was a long-held terror of mine that my mother's features would someday run together and there would be nothing to remember her by. There, with her head forward, I saw her mouth part and let escape a glistening line of saliva. I thought then she had given up her complex thoughts to the wind.

We rode on west, under the blowing wire harnesses with the sun setting over Mt. Hood, mauve and pink, colored like a cathedral. There was a righteousness in Oregon that annoyed me. We passed it along the gorge: the truck drivers that haul garbage from Portland and Seattle to the largest landfill in the Northwest, out here in eastern Oregon.

The people in the cities were righteous as well, those who made all that garbage and dumped it here. They were the same ones who complained about the farm subsidy program when they bought cheap food at the grocery store. They said we didn't care about the land, our mother they called it. Said farmers just robbed it, cut it up, and poisoned it with pesticides.

The truckers didn't bother with philosophical arguments. They figured there was no one but themselves to enforce any law, and their rules were naturally the best ones. They drove in tandem down the highway so you couldn't go speeding by them. Plastic chickens danced out of their windows, and they fired starting pistols at cars they thought were going too fast. They made for treacherous road.

I mostly ignored them, the self-appointed freeway constabulary. I sped by them on any side of the highway I pleased, and hoped that when I passed, a rock would fly up and dent their shiny tractors—to the truckers, that was like damaging their jewels. So I gave the garbage haulers the finger and blew past because we had Ike's old Blazer with a Hearst gearshift and a 454 engine, quicker than those trucks'. Thehood rose up and down from the rattle and hum of the motor, and we sailed on down that highway as though we were surfing on the big river itself.

When we passed over the Bridge of the Gods, a trucker yelled out his window at me. I slowed down and drove alongside him. My mother had slumped over even more, and with her relaxed face and open mouth, she looked handicapped. I kept her by the trucker's window for miles; I wanted him to feel as trapped as I did. He quit bothering me then. Maybe he thought I was on my way to a hospital and he figured that's why I was driving so fast.

“It'd be an insane asylum,” I said to myself. I'd go to Dammasch, the same one she took her sister, Hanna, to, and drop her off there for good, just like what my mother had done.

My first memory of my mother was of her singing. She said it was the same song since the day I was born. In the evening air that breathed with the saw of crickets, she rocked out on the screened-in porch, waiting deep into the night for my father to come in from the fields. “My bonnie lies over the ocean, my bonnie lies over the sea,” she crooned softly, and swayed in the Shaker rocking chair.

“Your bonnie is right here, Mom,” I interrupted her, hoping for some attention.

“Oh, bring back,” she sang on, and then stopped. She walked inside the house, over to the wall next to the washer and dryer, and hit her forehead against it three times. It sounded deep, funereal, the toll of a bell. “You can never get away from your blood,” she told the old flower-papered house.

I knew she was right; I couldn't cut her loose, especially now that she was about to die. If I did, I knew, out of retribution, I'd get all the same diseases and problems she had, and her mother had had, and on and on. So I kept her with me by my side, and we went out to the mineral springs instead. I should have slowed up but the sun had gone down and that meant no one was on the road but us. I wondered why she hated sunsets so much; I've always liked them better than the sunrise.

We rented a cabin for three days. It was made of pioneer wood that talked all evening as if it had found a long-lost friend in the wind. Itdidn't matter because my mother had fun that night waking me up every hour to go to the bathroom. It was her Norwegian philosophy that if she was paying for my lodging, she deserved to get something out of the deal. I had to help her sit down and get up from the toilet, and if I didn't get there fast enough she screamed from her room, and gave me a dirty look when I came running. I knew it was difficult for her. It was as if all her bodily functions were developing personalities of their own and disagreeing with her about the timing of their use. But I became angry anyway. She told me to pour warm water between her legs to help her urinate. I was embarrassed by the sight of the trickle running down her small and unprotected white crotch.

She delighted in the reversal of roles, called me her little nursemaid. It occurred to me then that she had once done this to my body. I was mortified that I had ever been so small and helpless that I had to depend on her for such fundamental things as voids and sustenance.

As the nights at the springs drew on, we commerced in health. I watched her fall into sleep, hypnotized by the black spiders dancing on her eyes, those things caused by the cancer. I began napping like her in the day and sleeping restlessly as she did at night. We sojourned on at the baths, gaming like sinners of Babylon.

In the mornings after her massage, I gave her showers. Though it would have been smarter and easier for me to take one with her, I refused. It became hard for me to undress around my mother. I avoided her envious eyes. I washed her standing in the shower with my shorts on, like I was washing a dog. I became entirely wet as I cleaned the places that scared me—her armpits, her breasts, her stomach that pouched out and looked perpetually pregnant. She told me it was the price she paid for my having invaded her body for nine months.

I pulled up her arms while steadying her, soaping those armpits, the endless hollows. I reached my fist into her body there, like she was a puppet waiting for a hand to take her over. If I could have invaded my mother, I would have captured her idols and held them ransom. I would have massaged her heart to make it beat more sweetly.

The laws of the earth talked to me as I labored my way down her body. Gravity had pulled everything into that immensity of belly. Her torso was thin and witchlike, and her legs came out of her like crookedwood. I wet towels, soaped them, and cleaned between her legs. I rinsed them out and washed her again, worrying whether all the soap had been removed or whether she might contract a bladder infection. I wondered if it ever crossed her mind whether she had left me clean.

“Your father abandoned me when you came. That's why we never had any more children. We were happy before,” she said. “And now all I have left is you.” I noticed she was smiling.

“He abandoned you before I came. He did it when Jake was born,” I replied. I couldn't stand anything being blamed on me when I could just as well blame someone else, especially when that someone happened to be my brother.

“When you were born was when I stopped practicing law,” she mused.

“You were having so much fun at home you couldn't stand to leave us?”

She smiled and closed her eyes. “Yes,” she said. “That's right.”

“People make choices,” I replied.

“Ike never talked to me after you were born,” she added.

“That's because he was so busy telling me what to do,” I said, smiling-back at her. “And anyway, isn't that what happens to people when they have children?”

“I never heard that one,” she whispered hoarsely.

“It's what everyone says,” I responded. “ ‘Kids ruin everything.’ ” I rinsed the washcloth. “I would have known,” I said. “I always know how things will turn out.”

The truth was my parents survived together as long as they each had an enemy. My father's was his son. My mother's was her daughter.

“Everything would have been different if you had been another boy,” she said. “You can't be as strong,” she told me. “And there is the name. Ranchers need to keep their legacy.”

“Do you wish you were born a boy, Mother?” I had asked.

“Not for one second,” she responded.

I think my mother felt she had contributed, had rendered something that my father could use in the fields. But everything beyond what my father worked, my blood, muscle, bones, and the turning to stone of my tongue, I knew belonged to her.

We soaked in the lithium pools together. In the ultrabuoyant water, I anchored a circular life preserver at her neck, two around her knees, and she floated. She laid her head back in the water nature had given Vikings like us to make up for our deficiencies of mood. I watched her while I sat immersed down deep in lithium. I inhaled the sweet smell, drank the soft water, and felt dizziness, gnawing euphoria. The skin on my fingers puckered and curled into miniature mountain ranges. The water floated my hands up, holding her near me as she slept. She looked peaceful, and I smiled at her before she dozed off. In that sleep, her body flowed into me. She pushed me over toward the hard rock edge.

It was on the third night of our stay that I murmured, “We need to finish the harvest.”

“Yes, it's time,” Mother answered, stirring from sleep.

Sitting on the side of her bed, I rubbed my palm on the white satin sheets I'd brought so her weak body could move more easily while she slept. I was infatuated with those heavy sheets that draped like a river over me. I had begun to sleep with my mother; we shared her bed, and I lay back next to her and thought of my great-grandparents. They were the ones to slap their soles to the Oregon Trail, the ones who claimed the earth. I wondered if I would ever be different, if I would ever be free of them.

My mother talked to me as we lay there. “They say, if you want to learn about yourself, study your mother.” Her head shook from loss of muscle control.

I found myself thinking she was nodding like she was an expert on the subject. I responded with silence.

“Do you want to know what you will look like,” she went on, “when you die?”

I watched the bones in her head move as she spoke from above the shimmering satin. “You,” I whispered. “I'll look like you.” She frightened me. If she had said jump off the Bridge of the Gods, I would have done it for her. At that moment, I would have done anything.

“And what will you know when you die?” she asked me.

I searched her eyes for the answer. But she didn't look at me. She never looked at me. “What?” I asked.

After a long pause, she growled in a fresh rush of pain.

“Tell me,” I insisted softly, leaning over and placing my ear to her lips.

“Water will never rise above its source,” she said, closing her eyes and drifting off to sleep.

I stared at my mother for the rest of the night, didn't fall asleep until almost daylight, when even the rhythm of my breathing matched hers.
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AS WE LEFT THE MINERAL SPRINGS THE NEXT DAY,Ilooked in the rearview mirror, and there in the heat, vast swirls of purple stretched out for miles behind us like the glimmering tail of a serpent.

Where we lived, driving was as constant as the drying wind. Our food, correspondence, machine parts, everything we needed was at least as far as Lona, fifteen miles from the Bar S. When Mother and I returned home, I drove to town for the mail; the letter arrived on the day before she died.

It was one of those glaring afternoons. The sun turned the stubble to magnetized golden filings and pulled them west with its afternoon decline. The dust of a neighbor's plow rose to the sky like a great finger dragging a line through something finished.

I walked into the post office and opened box 3. Noel the postmaster-came to the teller window and leaned out. He was one of the Pankits, the notorious family of bad debts and laments.

“Parcel from a lawyer,” he said, slapping a manila envelope on the counter and placing his hand over it. “Need to sign.”

I set my bundle of letters down and grabbed the pen. Since we didn't retrieve the mail more than once a week, our box was always crammed. Co-op bills, farm service letters, and agricultural journals spilled down the counter like a fan of cards. The pile stopped at a poster announcing the stamp series commemorating the family farm.

“Anything juicy?” I asked, knowing he had probably read every word that my registered mail contained. Small towns. I signed the yellow slip. “Thanks,” I said, reaching for the envelope.

“I wouldn't thank me just yet.” He paused. “It's heavy. Lawyers don't send out books like this for the fun of it.”

I wanted to leave because Noel would tell our business all over town. He was a professional crier at the Baptist church in Kamania. Noel loved his job at the post office because he often received the heads up on tragedies even before the victims did. He sniffed them out like a rat-killing dog.

“How's your mother?” he asked.

“Still my mother.” I nodded, looking level at him.

“Not for long,” he said, shaking his head with pity. Noel licked his lips and squinted hopefully at me. “Everyone comes in and asks if I know how Elise Steele's doin'.”

“Kind of them. Lot of concern around here,” I replied, taking the envelope from under Noel's hand.

“Thought that one might have been from your mother's sister,” he said, pointing at one of my letters. “Folks here wonderin' when she's comin' home.”

“Not in thirty-one years. No reason to now,” I said, as I left the building.

I drove out the same way I came in; there was only one road to town. Lona was a begrudging little place. It looked like its name, which came from the legend of a baby abandoned by his mother. Turn-of-the-century houses decayed in the back skirts of town, and there was one lone restaurant. The motto danced on a sign perched on the rooftop, Only Two Places to Eat, Here and Home. A tavern with a bleary red Budweiser beacon crowded next to the chemical depot.

I always shopped the grocery store in Lona even if it was expensive. The next supermarket was sixty miles away in Pendleton. There wasn't much else to Lona—a grade school, high school, grain elevator, parts store, two churches, and a soda fountain called Hasty Freeze. TheHinHastyhad broken long ago and it read nasty Freeze.

Grabbing at the letter in the mound of mail on the passenger seat, I drove the Blazer sloppily with one hand. The air smelled of perfumefrom an advertisement in a Nordstrom catalog. The registered mail was from our attorney, Miles Emmerett. Miles's letters were never good: long five-pagers about estate taxes, land values, depreciation and loss. I threw the letter back on the seat. I could see why people out here turned to the land. It was the only thing that never died.

The fall universe spread out before me like an infinite lover. It made a person want to be alone with the sky billowing out in a soft sheet. The land turned tender and became a refuge in the fall. Colors intensified into Halloween shades. Russian thistles changed into deep crimson with brick-colored tips, and yarrow yellowed into the setting sun. Clouds burned orange and purple, every sunset a bonfire. My family had covered this land like a cartographer's map, turning it fertile in search of Eden, and I was no different.

When I arrived home, I read the letter sitting in the Blazer. It felt safe in there, and I wanted to stay all day, the doors closed, the wind shut out, the sun caressing me softly through the windows. But I slid out finally with the thought that my mother might have fallen, and headed inside our old white ranch house.

I stared at the wide-jawed porch that looked as if it could eat a person. Our home unfolded from the peaked attic as if it were an elongated barn. The dark green front door centered below the roof's apex. To the right, the parlor room opened onto a patio.

Mother would be sitting in there on her rocking chair, pillows cushioning her fragile bones. The rocker sat permanently pushed up against the wall, so she could get into it alone, and the runners made black marks there when she sat in it. She spent her days in that chair and lived in the past, talking about harvest crews from years ago. To the left, off the kitchen, lay the screened porch where twenty ranch hands used to eat dinner in the hot summer nights of harvest. Rawhide-laced chairs still cluttered the wooden floor where the crews relaxed after a fourteen-hour workday, eating the plentiful but tough beef that came from our own slaughtered cattle.

“Mother?”

She opened her eyes and nodded. I wondered if on the verge of her death she would finally come clean with me about Heart of the Beast.

“Do you know anything special about the upper place?” I asked.The air smelled of fall foxtail, dry and ready for combustion. It reminded me of riding the range with the sagebrush bruising my knees and the yellow color of my horse Jade's silver bit when she ate yarrow mixed with the wild wheat grass.

“Like what?” she answered slowly. She closed her eyes again and slid down in her chair; she was a drifting mutiny.

“Just what I said. Do you know what's on it?” I was impatient.

“No,” she replied in that innocent lawyer's way that meant, “Show your hand and I'll trump you.”

Her game of possum tested me. “What is on it,” I said, “has to do with the Nez Perce.”

She was silent, sphinxlike.

“Want some water?” I asked. I wanted a drink—of something that would numb me.

“No, thank you. I'm fine,” my mother said. She was radiant, the way people get before they die.

In the kitchen, I placed my feet on the cracked tile, imagining I was walking down a giant razor edge. When I was young I used to play a game with my brother called risk. He'd ask me, “Would you rather slide down a razor's edge into a pool of alcohol or would you rather have married Dad?”

I went to the liquor cabinet and took out the bottle of vodka. I grabbed a tumbler from the cupboard and sent the door back with a push. Standing there, I imagined all of the possibilities I could hold in my hand: her sleeping pills, rat poison, pesticide, violet-colored diesel, anhydrous ammonia, the sickle of a combine, the rope my brother used on the cat he hung from the rafters of the tack room. I poured myself a glassful of vodka, no ice.

“The Nez Perce tribe this time. Not the government. They're suing you, they want your land,” I announced when I returned.

I knew this information would piss her off. My mother had graduated from Lewis and Clark Law School. She practiced law, ran the ranches and my father's estate after he died, and paid the inheritance taxes with the seven-figure insurance policy my father had bought with his life. After spending two-thirds the cost of the whole ranch, she saw how the government wasted her money, investing millions in fishladders that caused more damage than they spared when the floods came.

“What do they want with it?” she asked hoarsely.

“They say it's sacred,” I said.

“It's nothing but a bunch of rocks out there,” she stated. I could hear her labored breathing.

I was silent for a moment as I thought about what I had read in the letter. It claimed the Nez Perce creation happened on her land. It was a simple hill up on her ranch, one hundred miles east in the Wallowa Mountains where we pastured our cattle in the summer. I used to go hunting for arrowheads there.

“You never noticed anything unusual about it?” I took another drink.

“Peo Peo Tholekt and his band used to camp up there. My father would talk to him, and Hanna would sit on his lap,” she said disgustedly. She hadn't spoken the name of her sister in years.

“For some reason, it's addressed to both you and Hanna,” I said quietly, looking at her.

“It's not hers anymore,” my mother replied, fiercely. “We owned it together. Inherited it together, but I bought her out. I bought her out of everything. So she could have money to leave.” My mother grimaced. “The artist.”

The room remained silent; she refused to elaborate much, just like any good lawyer. “Who was Peo Peo Tholekt?” I asked finally.

“Chief Joseph's nephew,” she said. “It wasn't just him. Lots of Nez Perce came 'round.”

“Do you know why?”

She shrugged. “They went everywhere. Like Gypsies. When we took the cattle up we always saw the Indians,” she said, waving her hand. I noticed she had removed her wedding band.

I took a sip of vodka. I heard Carl, the hired hand, in the crawler coming back from the 1600; the low hum of the diesel engine worked the house over like ragged wind. He would have just finished preparing the fallow land for winter seeding. We needed rain and there had been none.

“The letter,” I said, holding it up for her to see. “Says a lot about theplace you were born, Heart of the Beast. The Nez Perce claim there's a legend that goes with your property. Have you heard it?” I asked casually.

“I know where I was born,” she snapped at me. She gripped the rests of the rocker. Her arms shook as she tried to pull herself back up in the chair. “Do you think I care about that? Now?” She closed her eyes and inhaled deep and hard.

“They say their people were created from your land.” I took another drink. My boots splayed to the side of my chair, the silver of the Bar S brand stitched into the heels.

“Created from my land? Ha. They were created from Africa. We all were.”

I went on reading from the letter. The pages were thick and white. Bankers bond from a lawyer. “They call themselves the Nimiipuu, the People.”

“It's Nez Perce,” she said, putting a finger on her temple, her hand holding her head up. “Lewis misunderstood Sacagawea. He thought she called them pierced nose, Nez Perce. That's the way things go. Tough shit, Nimipo,” she rhymed.

“They say the land was taken illegally. Is this true?”

“God damn them all,” my mother said. “Always the same. Pitching their tepees outside our house, demanding bonuses from my father.Scio kitchway.That's Nez Perce as you can get. ‘I need money.’ Been that way since my grandfather settled the place.”

“They don't want money now. They want your land,” I said. “The Nez Perce want justice from you.” I watched her carefully. “You didn't answer my question.”

“A day late,” she growled.

“No,” I replied looking at her. There was something about it all that pleased me immensely. “They got us at the exact right time.”

“What are you smiling about?” she asked. “It's your land now. Your problem.”

“I'll just give it to them,” I lied. I wanted to infuriate her, get back at her for doing such a bad job of everything, then dying and leaving me.

She paused, staring straight ahead in disbelief. “I never understood it,” she said, narrowing her eyes.

I saw the icy fluttering of cataracts in her black pupils. She had had them removed but they came back. Her eyes looked like frozen lakes. I thought of the story of the blind man led by his daughter and wondered if Oedipus was possible in the age of technology. Sure it was, I decided. “Understood what?”

“You're nothing without this,” she said, waving her hand again. “What you are and what you have didn't appear out of thin air.” Her body began moving in small convulsions as if she were serving herself blows. “Stolen land,” my mother said angrily. “So what? We all live on stolen land. The Indians weren't here first. It was the land. It was here before they all migrated over it. Before Columbus. Before horses, before farmers, before agribusiness, and before the trash company used it for the toxic waste dump. Besides”—her voice cracked—“they didn't want land, they wanted fish.”

“Sure, they didn't want land.” I nodded as if I agreed with her. “It was just their home.”

“It's not just land,” she said abruptly. “It's you. It's your home.”

“No,” I said. “It's not me.”

She stopped and looked across the room at the clay statues. The heads. The room was full of them, all of my family there, except me. The twelve of them lined the walls and competed with the living for air. They were overwhelming, with their pioneer personalities of grit, determination, and perversion.

They were the busts that my aunt Hanna had created before she went into the mental institution. My mother told me of the hours she spent sitting for her sister. My father never sat still long enough to be sculpted. She did him anyway, from memory. It was supposed to be her masterpiece, some kind of personal quest of hers that she utterly failed. None of them were ever cast in bronze. They remained mired in clay like Agrippa, deteriorating and bolted on their earth-spattered wooden stands. Arranged by generation, they rested on pedestals of redwood, oak, granite, and twirled marble, like a Roman gallery of patrician busts. It was embarrassing sometimes, and it certainly took people aback, especially my friends, when they came to our house.

I seldom went into this room. I couldn't stand it. No matter where I stood, the heads never looked at me. Especially when I gazed into mymother's eyes, hers stared past me, as if I weren't important enough to be recognized.

Since my mother's illness, the green room had become her favorite place. It gave her comfort to be with the people who had gone before her when she was about to cross over herself. For that reason, I had a mind to take them all to the dump after she died. They scared me, the way they kept a decomposing vigil. Because I wasn't there, I felt like they demanded I tend them, care for them.

My mother looked intently at her husband's likeness. “The land is yours,” she said. “It has already scarred you with its thirst.”

I balanced the glass on my thigh and began to think my mother had become altogether too lucid.

“Stupid,” she announced. “You're stupid if you give it up. The Indians didn't. Never let it go until they died. No one just gives up a chunk of his heart.” My mother's death-colored cheeks flushed red.

“Well. Let me be the first.” I leered at her like a drunken bride. “What about your sister? She gave it up.”

“She left,” my mother said sharply. “It's not a part of her.” I heard the pump jack begin drawing water to the reservoir, the low heartbeat of the house.

“The only sane one of us,” I retorted. For the first time, the room appeared beautiful to me, the way ugly things begin to look lovely and gain texture when the brain sponges up alcohol. I lost my sense of smell. I no longer breathed the leather in our house—the hide-bound lawyer chair, the giant painting of Chief Joseph on the stretched antelope skin.

“Weak. She was the only weak one.”

“She wasn't weak; she was strong,” I declared, tapping my drink on the armrest.

“I never understood it,” my mother said again, shaking her head.

“What?” I demanded, curling my lip. “What don't you understand?”

“Why Ike liked you so much.”

“Now we're getting it. How much did he like me, Mother?”

“Pipsqueak,” she blurted. “I always thought of you as a pipsqueak. That you wouldn't amount to much.” She shifted in her chair. “All of this was supposed to be for Jake. Ike was the one who demanded wehave more children in case one of you died.” She shook her head back and forth, like a horse fighting a bit.

I stared at her in disbelief, and the heat began rising. “Self-fulfilling prophecy, wasn't it?”

“I lost everything when my baby boy left me,” my mother went on.

My mother blathering about her lost son made me want to kill her. Not with pills or easy methods. I had in mind bringing her to the top of the elevator and kicking her out the door. “That beautiful boy,” I replied through tight lips. “Do you want to know what I think about him?”

“He was everything to me,” she said. Beyond her illness, she suddenly looked weak and vulnerable, as if she were a twenty-year-old describing the death of her betrothed.

“He wasn't anything to anybody else,” I seethed. “He never worked, he was always angry and mean.” My eyes began to water, stinging tears. “He left.”

“Ike was too hard on him.”

“And it was okay for Ike to be hard on me?” I said, striking my thigh and spilling my drink.

“The one you love the most. You beat the most. Haven't you heard that? It's an old Scandinavian saying.”

I had had it with her. It was over. It was war. “Do you want to know what Ike said to me before he died?”

“I know,” she lied.

“No you don't,” I blurted. “You didn't see our accident. You never saw what happened to him.” I took a deep fast drink.

She was silent for a moment. “Carl told me,” she lied again.

I regarded my mother. Carl wouldn't have said anything, was mute when it came to family matters. I took another drink. The glass felt as if it would stay in my hand. It was the sea bell of a mermaid. I was underwater again; the vodka held my hand as the arms of a harbor hold tranquil ocean. “Ike said I was the most beautiful woman in the world.” I drew my words out slowly, elongating them into freshwater pearls and savoring her reaction.

In that next second, I saw a change. Ever so slightly, my mother cocked her head and took a breath. “You think you're so smart,” shesaid. “Think you know it all.” She had a pure look in her as if all the possibilities of water in her body had frozen and turned into white light.

Suddenly I was afraid of her. I had not won. The world was made up of my mother and me, and we both knew I was not the most beautiful woman in our world. She was. She would always be everything I wasn't. I looked at her, and for a moment, I wanted to retreat. I imagined she had beaten her disease, slipped her skin, and recovered from the brain cancer. A little girl was in control of me, and I wanted my mother back.

“Why do you think I never said anything?” she snapped, her face lighting up with the joy of battle. “You working like that? Twelve years old. Driving combine for fourteen hours a day. Always driving. Driving cattle from one ranch to another. Across two counties. Do you think I didn't notice you were raw from one knee to the other?” She paused. “You think you're so smart.”

“I learned from the master,” I told her.

“Goddammit,” she said loudly. “I gave you to him.”

I let go of my glass, dropped it on the floor, the sound of it shattering-like ice breaking over plowshares. I sat back in the long arcs of the rocker. It rolled over some dirt, some broken glass. There were shards everywhere. There was silence.
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THE MORNING AFTER OUR FIGHT, ASIWALKED OUT TOfinish harvest, my boots sank into the earth like thin knives, gathered dirt, and turned permanently brown. The heat in the air dried up my body, and I wasn't able to sweat. My clothes clung dumbly to me and white rolls of skin on my stomach stubbornly pushed out my belly button so it could be seen through my T-shirt. I despised it because it was an outie. It rose up and poked out over the top of my Levi's. I had tried covering it with a Band-Aid, the way pregnant women do, to hide it. But that didn't work; nothing would bury it, that little onion head in the middle of my stomach.

I lashed around in a crimson state of tantrum, kicking my dogs out of the way when they came to meet me after I returned from harvesting. Instead of going into the house to see my mother, I had parked the combine and grabbed my rifle out of the pickup, looking to shoot the feral cat. It was then I remembered the Angus yearling ready to calve. Hiking out to check on her, I took the gun with me. I had half a mind to shoot her too, just for the trouble she caused.

We had recently sold most of the cattle, but twenty head or so still roamed loose on the range around the Bar S. The yearling had been one of these. She waited to drop her calf out in the airstrip—a long uphill pasture covered by bunchgrass where my father used to leave the earth in his red Super Cub. I stepped over the ropes cemented inthe ground, tethers to hold the plane back from the wind by its weak wings.

The yearling languished at the far corner, as far away from humans as she could get. I heard the noise before I saw her. A low, growling bellow shook her lungs. Even from far away, I could see she was rocking, moving her legs and trying to get up. Immobilized on the ground, she lay in a deformed black ball. Only the rounded mass of her belly poked up off the land.

I hurried back to the ranch for the pickup and Carl, and placed the rifle in the rack. Carl was the Norwegian bachelor who had been a hired hand for my family for thirty-seven years. He didn't do much anymore except work on the equipment, but I was glad to have him stay on. Decent hands were nearly impossible to find. The younger ones always tried to get me to fall in love with them, hoping they could marry me and get my ranch.

We backed the pickup down into the corral and to the barn. The equipment for calving was mostly in the tack room. The smell of dirty leather, horse sweat, hay, and rolled oats permeated the room. Saddles, from ancient to brand-new, were lined up, placed on thick planks anchored to the wall. The smallest, my father's first one, was only a foot long and barely came down below a horse's withers. The old black stock seats came from the turn of the last century, with their high cantles and pommel rolls for bucking, tiny wrapped horns for roping, and latigo straps for lariats. The new saddles sat to the right, with padded seats, soft caramel-colored leather, larger saddle-horns, and tailored tapaderas. I loved everything about the tack room. Before I was old enough to ride, I played in there. I crawled up into the huge saddle seats and pretended I was riding Peruvian Paso parade horses.

In one messy corner we kept the branding iron, old yokes for oxen, the materials for the calving season. The stories of calving are gruesome. The worst case was when my father had to cut up a calf inside the mother to get it out. Carl loaded the calf puller, a big winch that sits on the haunches of a cow and hooks into the calf and pulls the head out. I remembered the time my father had botched a delivery, had gotten the tongs in the eyes of a calf. If that happened, I'd get the wholemess over with: take the .22 to the mother, then pop her in the stomach to end both their suffering.

“We should shoot her if she gets into trouble,” I told Carl as I climbed into the driver's seat and started the engine. I hated myself for being such a coward in front of him. In the worldview of a ranch hand, the boss's daughter was useless, especially when the boss was dead.

“We'll have to see,” Carl said, as I drove away from the barn. He rubbed the pearly snaps of his denim sleeve over his forehead. Carl spoke slowly and practiced great pauses before articulating his ideas. “Don't want to”—he hesitated—“lose them both.” His elbow bumped on the window frame, as the pickup beat itself over sagebrush and bunchgrass. The rain-colored cowboy hat slid toward me on the sunken seats, and we breathed dust and the smell of empty grease gun canisters.

When we approached the yearling, she tried to get up again. Her hindquarters, partially paralyzed, dragged along the ground. I parked and we walked up slowly. The forelegs of the calf stuck out from behind like two devil legs, cloven and black. Carl pushed on her dull belly to see where the calf was. There was ammonia in the air around her.

“It's down already,” he said.

“That's good,” I replied, looking out toward the Columbia River. I hoped we wouldn't have to poke the forceps in the calf to pull it out.

The afternoon heated her breath into heaves. Long sticky straws of mucus fluttered out of her blue nose. We waited on her, and waited. The longer it took the more nervous I became. The idea of their never being free of each other turned me hot and sick. Helplessly watching the yearling frustrated me. I preferred violence. Violence usually worked.

“We're gonna use the muscle relaxer,” I asked as much as said, grabbing the bottle from the red ice chest along with the needle and the syringe. We had to keep the cattle medicines cold. At the house, the refrigerator still brimmed with combiotic and vaccinations.

Carl didn't reply. I walked behind the yearling and placed my knee on her spine. She threw her head back at me the way they do to get rid of flies. I held the hypodermic in my right hand, and slapped her haunch hard three times with my left. On the fourth strike, I stabbedin the needle. Angus skin is blue-black, the same as a Kenworth tire. Giving cattle shots is like breaking something; there are occasions when the needle doesn't come out whole.

“It's gonna take a half hour to cure,” Carl said.

I placed the syringe back in the cooler. “Twenty minutes,” I countered, and walked over to the reservoir to wait under the aspen trees. I hated the waiting.

Already the fall leaves shook down brown; they no longer sparkled in the sun like the shoulder bangles on decorated soldiers. Winter calving was worse than this, I decided. If you didn't get the calves up right away they'd freeze to the ground. I'd take them in the house when it became cold like that, save the afterbirth to smear on them later. The mother always recognized a part of herself, even if she didn't know her calf.

The yearling shouldn't have been bred in the first place. Though she appeared mature enough, she was too young. You can never really discover the truth about something unless you look long and hard at it. I learned that lesson when Carl and I made the mistake of thinking the yearling was a breeder.

We never culled her out back during the sorting process, a day's worth of separating the cattle into categories: calves, yearlings, steers, cows, and bulls. When spring had come, the cows lay down and began calving again. The yearling was dry, a scab, and I decided to sell her. As summer came on, it scorched the earth. The wind blew through the sagebrush and cheat, the sound of it like a ghost walking through the grass.

It was too hot for the cattle to eat, so we took salt blocks out to them; they lived on salt licks and water. We saw the yearling then, bred late and huge, pregnant with the shelf of calf jutting out on her right side. She walked lopsided, out of tune, like the unbalanced Sherman, who rode his horse with his left arm in the air.

I went out with Jade, my blue roan Appaloosa, and brought her in slowly. We kept the yearling around the house, grazing on my father's old airstrip, away from the rest of them.

As we waited for the drug to take effect, I kicked the roots of a Russian thistle with my cowboy boot. Those weeds appeared during theyears of the Cold War. Everybody liked to say that the Russians had sent a rocket full of them over to get back at us for coming up with the bomb first. The Communists were well known then to be general disrupters of the internal harmony of the farm. In reality the weeds came from the big grain corporations buying cheap seed wheat in Russia. They sold it to American farmers and didn't tell them where it came from.

I blew on my arm hairs; the air cooled my skin. That year the heat and wind were as unrelenting as the harvest, which had stretched a month late into the end of September. The red gales of the Indian summer had already blown in, a sign of more trouble, a dry, flame-filled fall.

Already, lightning fires ignited the countryside. They filled the air with blood-colored smoke and ate what was left of the harvested fields. The seasons never simply lay down and allowed themselves to die; they loved their prime too much. My mother was like that; after all, it was her family's name—Winter.

Out here, the seasons conquered one another violently. Fall was the most dangerous, sweeping in with adolescent energy like fire. It took over summer's spent and furious force of reproduction, the way chaos and carpetbaggers come in after a war. Winter killed, had the most power. Its arsenal froze, fogged, flooded, starved, and set in with a hopelessness that took all the rest down with it. But spring was my favorite. Spring had wiles. If it had a name, it would have been Odysseus or Artemis. Itcame not so much with the might of the others, but sweetly and irresistibly like a pang of guilt for winter's ruin. I placed my money on spring.

The weather is the most important element of a farmer's life. Everything on a wheat and cattle ranch divided out along the lines of the seasons. Spring and fall were for planting, plowing, pregnancy, and birth. The summer was for the reaping. Winter was for those things left unfinished.

I watched the thistle roll over in the breeze, becoming a tumbleweed as it went. The smell of my clothing drifted up. It reeked of burlap and caught the rough edges of the wind—errant pieces of dying crop. The hot air made it difficult to breathe. I imagined it was like the nerve and mustard gas left over from the world wars, stored out alongthe Columbia. What you can't see is always the most dangerous; the trouble with my family and me was like that, like what happened at Hanford when they let all the radiation out.

After we had waited on the yearling twenty minutes, I looked over at Carl. He was as tall as my father had been, and had to take his hat off to fit indoors and inside vehicles. He sat in the pickup, working on a U-joint; a long Levi'd leg stretched to the ground.

“They're both going to die if we leave them stuck together,” I hollered to Carl as I walked over to the pickup.

I would have called the vet in winter calving season. He worked continuously, traveling from ranch to ranch. But during the rest of the year, the forty miles to our place was too far for a house call. The vet worked magic, pulled on his long plastic glove and slid his hand into a cow that was calving, or a horse with colic. He was the one-armed man of a tarot reading, with the healing hand hidden inside the hind end of an animal. Sometimes, and for colic especially, the arm disappeared all the way to his shoulders. Reaching into things and rearranging them was the realm of witchcraft, but you had to know what you were doing.

I unhooked the tailgate and yanked out the calf puller. It was made out of an aluminumlike material, and I could manage it myself. But the truth was, I had never used the calf puller before. I'd only watched my father, and was afraid of repeating his mistakes—like gouging out that calf's eyes.

I had seen many blind animals, though most often it was moon blindness. The disease that caused it had a legend, an old wives' tale. It was a madness that made animals stare too long at a full moon. Their eyes turned a milky white. The colts, calves, and kittens spent the rest of their lives following their mothers, as if their noses were attached to their mothers' haunches. They smelled shit all their lives, and I refused to do that to an animal.

The long brace fit poorly on the yearling's hips, but I unloosed the winch anyway, and pulled out the tongs until I had play. Carl watched silently. Even if he disagreed with me, he wouldn't say it until much later. It was the Norwegian in him—that was why we got on so well. I found a burlap seed sack in the back of the pickup. Oil had stained it where it poked into a half-used Pennzoil can. The yearling sweated andshuddered. She'd given up pushing. But still, I avoided those back legs as I squatted down behind her. It was a mess back there, where she had successfully forced everything out of her body but the stubborn, unborn calf.

I grabbed the calf's front legs between my fingers; the filmy hide had dried into curly clumps. First wrapping the seed sack around the legs, I then wound the tongs and cable over it. Only the tiny front hooves showed, the color of onyx.

Balancing the brace against her hipbones and the other end on the ground, I cranked slowly. The cow bellowed, her body convulsed. She lifted her tail and slapped it on the ground. As I wound tighter, her cries changed. The loudness shocked me—rapid, high-throated wails. It was as if she were calling to her calf, telling it to come out. Nothing happened. I sat there helpless; I didn't have anything to soothe her, no medicine but antibiotic for hoof infections and iodine for the eyes of the calf. Every so often, the yearling still bucked on the ground, trying to get rid of the mean trap attached to her uterus. I wasn't close to shooting her yet, but I knew we had to try something else. We were all sweating. The sun dropped down in the sky, the clouds burned off smoke as it touched them near the horizon.

Carl handed me a hammer and I knocked the lock off the winch. The crank spun out of control with a nasty buzz. The cable went slack, and the yearling twisted again, trying to get up.

The forelegs of the half-born wiggled in the opening of her haunches from the writhing. They were grotesqueries of nature—as if the yearling had eaten the calf and now was having trouble passing it. She kicked again with her hind legs and struck me below the knee.

“Motherfuckin' sumbitch anyway,” I screamed. I thought she had broken my shinbone. And then I backed up the pickup. I wrapped that calf's front hooves in the burlap seed sack again and wound the tow chain around them and then around the hitch of the truck.

“Give me the signal when it's out,” I ordered.

“Not going to be much,” Carl said gravely, looking at the cow.

“Better than nothing,” I snapped.

Watching for hand signals from Carl, I yanked the pickup into second gear, so I wouldn't pop the clutch. I rode that pedal out like a surgeon.As I felt the grab of the synchromesh, I remembered one of the calving stories my father had told me. Twenty years ago, when he had to feed the cattle because of the snow, he backed over a newborn's hindquarters, cleaving it in half. He had to shoot it with the coyote rifle because he couldn't stand what he'd done.

I didn't even feel the chain tighten or catch before Carl closed his fist up and signaled me to stop. Shutting the engine off right there, I left it in gear so it wouldn't roll backward. I slid out of the cab wondering whether I'd find a pair of ripped-off legs. I forced myself to look at it.

It was the entire calf. Lying there stretched on the ground, its head still twisted back as it had been in the birth canal. There were pieces of meat-looking things trailing out of the cow, still attached to the calf. I saw it was shuddering, its thin wet neck shaking in the dusk air. I took the burlap from its shiny, glasslike legs and closed it around the nose and mouth to clean the mucus out. It was then I thought about pressing my hand tighter, just to end its misery. I don't know why I didn't.

Carl loaded the puller. He threw the hammer back in the pickup's toolbox. I heard it clank as it landed against the box-head wrenches. The lid slammed down.

The calf trembled beneath me, warm and sticky. A silvery white caul draped up over its shoulders. Of all things I had stuck my hands into—chemical barrels, grease, oil, gas, diesel, manure, wheat, weeds, torn tin, running machinery—this was the worst. I searched the pickup for my gloves. I owned twenty or so pairs. I never bothered to carry them with me; they just slopped around in all the vehicles and all the machines. This time I couldn't find any.

“Use your knife?” I asked Carl.

He pulled out his mother-of-pearl pocketknife. It had a big bowie blade; Carl liked to hunt, to skin things.

I crouched down next to the calf in the mess of the afterbirth. Once the calf finally came, the rest spit out easily, a jellylike mass. I pulled off the caul, an eerie sticky membrane, which stretched back to the cow. The superstitions of the pioneers still traversed the lips of farmers; they said a child born with a caul over it would in later life have the gift of second sight. If the child carried it with him, he was supposed to be exempt from misery and adversity. I threw it on the ground.

“She has to get up,” said Carl, looking at the yearling. “Otherwise she dies.” He took hold of the cow's tail and twisted it around her, pulling her forward. “Come on,” he yelled, kicking her with his cowboy boot. “Get up. Hyeah!”

I cut short the cord of the baby, put KRS on the bloody end, and scrubbed her with burlap. There were a number of pioneer superstitions, like the lithium pools for improving mood. My favorite was sin eating, where the sins of a person recently deceased are transferred to another through the consumption of bread passed over the dead. It was the good old-fashioned Scandinavian theme of the sins of the fathers visited on the children, just like inGhostsandDance of Death.My mother loved the Scandinavian artists. She would take me down to Portland to see any play of Ibsen or Strindberg showing at the Artists' Repertory Theater. When she came out of the theater she would say, “Now, I call that real drama.”

“It was tragedy, Mother,” I would reply.

“It's the only thing worth watching,” she would say as she slid into the car and we began the three-hour journey home.

There were plenty more superstitions. The hair of a dog placed over its bite for healing. Mirrors sheeted in lightning storms. Photos turned to the wall in the presence of death. The pioneers used whatever they could to survive amidst the fevers, the cholera, the weather, and the Indians.

I dried the calf. She wasn't clean, and the hair still clumped together with the thickness of the insides of the mother. I bundled her into my arms, lifting her to stand. The lightness surprised me. Everything in my world was heavy and hard. She didn't want to be on her feet; her legs plowed under. I spread the legs out and held the calf aloft again. She stood wobbling, unsure of how to operate herself. She moved one leg with huge effort.

Carl hadn't raised the yearling. He was still pulling on her tail. She showed no interest in the calf, didn't even bother to look at it. They usually do immediately. The mother turns her head to sniff at her baby, and the smell imprints in them.

It's only when something goes wrong that the mother doesn't look for her child. One time I saw a cow drop a calf and thought it was goingto be the easiest delivery I had ever witnessed. They both heaved themselves to their feet. The still weak calf hunched over its spindly legs as if it were a spider. But the mother stood up and ran away from the calf. She knocked him down hard on his side in her rush to get by. She never even looked back.

I took care of that calf, fed it from a bucket with a nipple attached to the bottom, every day, twice a day, until one morning I went down to the corral and found it dead. It was like that cow had known her calf was going to die and had killed off her maternal instinct to spare herself the grief.

Now, in front of me in the smoky dusk air, the two of them struggled in the dying day.

“She's not going to get up,” Carl said, letting go of the tail.

I picked up the calf and carried her over to the yearling. “Rope those back legs,” I told him. The calf stood below me, barely coming up to my knees; we both stared at her panting mother.

Carl looped a grease-blackened rope around the hind legs of the yearling and hitched them to the pickup.

The calf and I slid up to her belly. I folded her legs so she lay on the ground like a cat. She smelled her mother and poked her nose forward. The yearling tried to kick us but the rope caught her hooves. I grabbed a black swollen teat and aimed it at the calf's nose; she needed the colostrum to survive. The dust from where the cow had thrashed about hung in the air. The calf finally found her mother's breast and sucked, but I couldn't tell if she drank anything.

We left them there, untied the cow's hooves, and went. I did move the calf a little ways forward so she wouldn't be kicked. I figured by tomorrow we'd know who was the survivor.
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HEAT LIGHTNING STARTED OVER ON THEWASHINGTONside of the gorge as Carl and I made our way back to the house. He took his cowboy hat off, the marks of the sweatband rimming his silvered crew cut. We had glassfuls of Early Times, just the way he and my dad used to do. The liquor burned my throat and empty stomach. I sat sideways in my mother's rocker, holding hard on to the armrest. Carl chose my grandfather's lawyer chair, the both of us silent as we finished our drinks.

Carl stood up. “I'll get here early tomorrow,” he said. Carl lived at the Creek Ranch, eight miles up from the river. “To check on them. I'll take care of what has to be done.”

I listened as the pickup churned out the gravel drive, and then went in to see my mother. Her arms were up; her hands held her head. My mother's eyes were closed. They were always shut now. I stood over her and leaned my head down to her face. I felt as if I were robbing her of oxygen standing over the Biedermeier bed. I waited with her, and whispered to her. I breathed in her exhale for the hour before she died.

I touched her neck, felt the cool loose folds in her aged skin. I remembered how Mother and I had said good-bye to Ike, and wondered if she'd remember too. We stood over his bed for days and said, “Time to get up now, Dad.” We pleaded with him to open his eyes; we recounted the jobs left undone, the land still unseeded.

Ike never looked, and my mother didn't either. It wasn't scary anymore. One minute, she was alive, the person I had most loved in my life. The next, she was dead. But she wasn't gone. Same woman. Same body. Same memory. For months, I had been terrified, wondering whether I would cover my eyes and not look at her because she was dead. But she smelled the same, felt the same. I looked for signs of trauma magically appearing. There was nothing; it was as if she had drowned, her white skin an Ophelia shade, the deep-set eyes closed and peaceful, her lips perfect. I thought she looked even prettier because she didn't have to do the work of breathing. Effortless beauty. She would have loved that, I thought, smiling. She had etched herself in my memory as unattainable beauty. She had won.

In the autumn of deaths and letters, I made the closing telephone calls. I phoned the hospital, called the police so they wouldn't come out. I listened to Bruce Springsteen's “Mr. State Trooper” and “Wreck on the Highway” and drank more Early Times bourbon. I hated state troopers. They always lost their way when coming out to our place. They were incompetent, tried to be tough, but when it came to strange deaths or informing a family that a beloved son or daughter had died on the highway somewhere, they were chickenshit. I wanted them nowhere near.

I had known my aunt Hanna only from embarrassed conversations with my mother. Her telephone number was in my mother's files. She kept her sister on an index card covered with scratchy writing that looked like twigs. Room 211. Dammasch Psychiatric Hospital.

Hanna had always been different from the rest of my family. She was the wanderer, the passionate one, so opposite from our atavistic nature. She went with the itinerant wind instead of rooting herself to fight against it like the rest of us. I never knew much about her except for what my mother had told me, how she had left when she was twenty and traveled to Spain to study with Serra. It surprised me that my mother talked about her sister before she died. She hadn't spoken her name in years. I kept telling her, Hanna can't come to see you. She's in Dammasch, where she's always been.

When Hanna had come home from Spain, she became obsessed with re-creating the family in bronze. She worked on them in thebunkhouse with her tarps laid down over the plank floor. Her bales of clay were delivered on the train. As soon as a sculpture was finished, she started on another, twelve of them total.

My mother told me sculpting was all Hanna could do. She hated to be touched. Something had happened to her in Spain; she had married a count, a doctor, who had performed abortions in defiance of Franco. She never completely recovered from hiding for over a year in fear of torture. When she finally returned, she spent fifteen months with my parents working on her strange masterpiece, the heads of my family, the pioneers. But she never finished them. Something sent her over the edge and down that wide black fog-covered river.

A young woman's voice answered the telephone. I asked to speak with Miss Hanna Winter. I heard her cover the telephone receiver, and a muffled conversation ensued. There was a pause when she said the name of my aunt to her superior.

“Why not?” I heard in the background. The voice sounded tired, coppery.

“Just one minute,” she said. There was another pause. “Who's calling-please?”

“Iris Steele,” I said. “Her niece.”

The receptionist placed me on hold. I imagined what went on in mental institutions. Nurse Ratched with a ring of keys walking down a rusted iodine-smelling hall. I hurt my ear holding the receiver too tightly.

I began to get angry at the cost of the long-distance bill. Dammasch was down in the Willamette Valley, a hundred and fifty miles away from where we lived on the Columbia River. I switched the receiver to the other ear as I walked into my mother's room. Besides the heads, a few other pieces cluttered our house. Hanna's paintings lined the walls of my mother's room. My mother said they were mental patients, the people in the hospital with Hanna. “Just like Goya,” she had said. “That one is John.” She had pointed to a queer-looking man with second sight in his eyes. “Estrella,” she continued, pointing to the painting that frightened me most. “It means star in Spanish.”

When I was little I studied Estrella. It looked as if there were a cyclone in this woman, somewhere in her blue eye on the dark side ofher face. Yellow light on her forehead warmed her brain, kept it company like a nest of eggs.

My mother had told me Hanna was having electroshock therapy. She said it was helping Hanna to get better. I knew that was not right; when I looked into Estrella's eyes, they bored into me, they didn't blink. I thought of the nurses placing the electrodes to the head, the medication, the heat, the fire, and the explosion. I imagined her mind separating from her body, flying to the ceiling, into the corner, under the bed.

The painted air looked hot by her head and cooled down by her body. She had no hair, only a scarf tied at the base of her neck crazily like a jester's knot. Estrella held her hand delicately to her cheekbone, but it turned into a crustacean. Her fingers appeared like a lobster claw ready to be cracked, the tenderest part sucked out and eaten. She morphed into orange and yellow, and moved sideways, like the tide pulled in by the moon. She was at the bottom of the blue whirlpools of her eyes. Hanna's art terrified me.

“Hello.” Hanna's voice was high and frail. Her salutation resonated as if she had opened the door of a cavernous mansion to a thief. I pictured her standing in the doorway with nothing but a knit cardigan sweater to protect herself. I imagined her thin shoulders.

I wasn't expecting it; she sounded exactly like my mother on the telephone. What I couldn't stand most was that she was so alone. I thought there were echoes in the line. I began wondering if there was an afterlife for my mother, a place for her to be, or whether she was just lost and cold.

“Hanna?” I tried to sound cheerful but only managed hopeful. “This is Iris Steele. Your niece.” My voice was condescending, the way it started up high and came down with a lilt as if I was trying to sell her a vacation home.

“Yes. How are you, Iris? How are you surviving?”

Her question caught me off guard. I suddenly wondered if she was joking. “Fine,” I said, and stopped myself. “Well, not so good, actually. My mother passed away. Elise. Your sister.” I had always been bad on the telephone, and I was nervous because I expected Hanna to start shrieking or something. I looked out the window, down the canyon tothe river. Two more lightning strikes hit the Washington bluffs; the storm was in full force now.

“I'm sorry,” she whispered. “The funeral?”

“Saturday.”

“Of course,” she said. “Never start anything on Friday.”

“That's right.”

“How are you? Alone out there,” she repeated. I thought it was an odd question, but the way she said it sounded so natural.

“Okay,” I lied. Drinking since three months ago when my mother started losing weight and the diagnosis of the brain cancer that followed. It was then I began wine and whiskey with the ease of a veteran greased elbow.

“I've been thinking about you,” said Hanna. “Wanting to come out there. It's time now. Isn't it?”

“I didn't think you could come. I mean get out.” I was embarrassed to be talking about her institutionalization.

“I can check myself out anytime I want,” she said.

Oh sure,I thought. She's been there thirty years and can just check out anytime she pleases. “I'm doing okay, Hanna,” I said. “I don't have time to come get you. It's best you stay put.” I spoke to her as if she were very susceptible to suggestion—as if she were crazy.

“I've been thinking about this for thirty-one years,” she said, breathing into the telephone. “Unfinished business,” she went on, “that's like a life wasted.”

“What do you mean?”

“The heads.”

“The heads are done,” I said, dismissing her.

There was silence on the other end of the telephone. “Iris,” she said slowly. She was surprisingly calm. “I need to place your head, together with the rest of them.”

“Nobody's touching my head.” I felt hysterical all of a sudden, tryingnot to laugh at her absurd ideas.

“You'll understand when we have them cast, when we watch the bronze poured. Their faces will appear before us. You'll know why.”

“Sounds like a ghost dance,” I said, going along with her. She was crazy and I was drunk. “Like the Indians held before the cavalry massacred'em all.” I walked to the back window. It was a magnificent lightning storm. I wanted to be out in it. Maybe I could be struck by lightning. “Another thing that will add up to nothing,” I told her.

“It won't go away like the ghost dances,” she said. “I've located a foundry. Near Heart of the Beast.”

“Did Miles send you a copy too?”

“A copy?” she asked.

“The letter from the Nez Perce tribe,” I said indignantly. I looked at the letter. It was on the phone desk off the kitchen; I hadn't yet moved it to the office and computer room opposite the pantry. Now that the death of my mother had sunk in, the letter had come to annoy me immensely. I knew more than anyone, we had paid for that land. My family paid for coming out on the Oregon Trail, with as much blood as could be twisted out of their dry ruthless hearts. It was no good coming back now.

“My business goes to Mr. Emmerett,” Hanna said.

“The Nez Perce want Heart of the Beast back,” I said, grabbing the letter.

“More of my unfinished business,” she whispered.

“It doesn't have anything to do with you,” I said. “It's not your business anymore.” The lights flickered from the storm. The refrigerator buzzed back on. I wanted to get off the phone and wade into the bathtub. In a lightning storm, you could be electrocuted in the bath if a bolt touched the house. I was in the mood for accidents.

I thought of an argument my mother and I had had about the heads. She wanted to have them cast and made permanent before she died.Someone might want them,she said, looking at me sadly from her chair full of sickness.To remember us.

Who would that be?I had asked icily. I declined to be saddled with sustaining my parents' memory, especially when I felt my parents were never squarely burdened with me. I floated behind them, always in their wake. An afterthought that ate.

I heard Hanna's breath through the phone. I began to get panicky the way some indigenous people do when tourists take their pictures. I thought talking any longer would put the evil eye on me. I didn't need any more bad luck.

“I'm coming out there,” she said.

“How can you come back here now?” I interrupted her angrily. “After all that happened? You ran away.”

“Can't run anymore. Maybe you can.”

“You don't want to finish those sculptures,” I reminded her slowly. “They're what sent you to Dammasch in the first place.” She wouldn't be able to get out of the institution, let alone all the way out here.

“You'll never get away from them. I never could.”

“I'll get away from them all right,” I said roughly.

Hanna remained silent.

“I just thought you'd want to know about Elise, that's all.” I took a drink of the Early Times. “Good-bye,” I said, and hung up.

Afterward I walked to the Civil War chest in the green room and took out the pictures of my mother and her family. On the Winter homestead, Heart of the Beast, I looked at my mother's past. I studied her parents and sister. As I set the photos out on the kitchen counter, I noticed one with Hanna on the knees of a man with a tall, open-crown raven-black hat, the color of his eyes. From his skin, his dark clothes, and blanket, I knew he was a Nez Perce, probably Chief Joseph's nephew, Peo Peo Tholekt. My mother had said long ago that he was the first one who noticed Hanna was an artist. “He was the one,” she said, narrowing her eyes and nodding.

I had forgotten things about my aunt, the way my parents used to talk about her and the wordinsanein the same breath. When Mother said she was having electroshock therapy, I imagined it was something like what we used on the cattle to prod them in the right direction.

I remembered seeing my aunt only once. I was six years old when we visited her at the institution. My mother, Jake, Hanna, and I were out on the great sloped back lawn that was bordered by the ominous Douglas firs known to scare patients with their fierce silhouettes so that they did not escape. Mother and Hanna sat in the Adirondack chairs talking about their parents' ranch.

They spoke of their childhood and their mother, remembering how she had hated having the Nez Perce wandering around so close to the family, camping in their tepees outside the house, asking for money.Their father, Willy, had liked them coming; he spoke some Nez Perce— just enough to buy their horses.

When Willy died, my father took over operation of Heart of the Beast. It was then he began running both places, hauling cattle back and forth, spreading himself thin and too thin again.

The first thing my father did was to run the Indians off. He said they were breathing down his back. He despised them, he said all they did with their money was get drunk. He became watchful of what I ate, because big women reminded him of all the lazy fat Nez Perce squaws. He assumed people were fat because they were lazy.

I found another photo of my mother and my aunt, taken when they were about eight and twelve. They were riding two leopard Appaloosas on the meadow of Heart of the Beast. My mother was standing on top of her saddle, holding the reins by their tips. Hanna, more timid, stayed glued to the seat, grimly smiling at her sister.

The one good thing my father did was to bring those horses down to the Bar S for us to break. The herd was dwindling in the hard winters of the Heart of the Beast hills. A wrangler had come by and told my father that the animals needed to be sent for glue or hamburger. I loved my father when he gave me those Appaloosas.

I cherished everything about them—especially the way they looked, as if they were half clothed in hide. The coloring of the Nez Perce horses was of combustion, as if there had been an explosion in them that caused the savage marks on their skin. Violent mixtures of black, white, brown, and red rippled across their pelts. The white markings on their faces and legs weren't orderly and clear, starlike or blazelike. They tore across their faces and fetlocks as if cut by barbed wire. And those Appaloosas had wild eyes, white around the sides of the brown like humans'.

The Nez Perce knew what they were doing when they perfected their horses. They loved their herds like a band of Gypsies, dirty, exotic, and figuring all the wealth in the world lay in the hide of a good horse and the arch of an arrow. The horses were bred for toughness, agility. Their color camouflaged them with a mixture as brutal as the land they came from. But more than anything, they were indomitable because of their will. Jade came out of that herd. I wasriding her on the last cattle drive when I finally confronted my father, and I've seen his shocked face every day since then. I picked up my father's glasses afterward, and never had a chance to give them back to him.

I began boxing Hanna's photos, figuring the least I could do was send them to her. I remembered how my mother and Hanna had talked that day at Dammasch about murder and lynchings, things that went on in their hometown. I noticed Hanna's glasses had electrical tape binding them across the bridge of the nose and on the left wing. She had been breaking them, one of the attendants told Mother. He was always repairing them, he said. Hanna just wouldn't look at her life.

I wanted to play hide-and-seek with my brother and another patient's kid, but they said I was too young. Said I'd cheat. Jake was right. I would do anything to beat my brother. He was four years older than I and had an unbearable advantage in everything. Hoping to get him in trouble, I started crying, next to the free tree of the hide-and-seek game. It was a great weeping willow in the middle of the lawn.

It was then my aunt walked up to me. I stopped crying to look at her face, and it had changed. It was as if the wind were blowing through it. The branches of the tree above me stretched out over my head and the breeze rustled them on the roots of my hair.

Hanna placed her hands across my eyes and screamed out to my brother, “One,” and started to count. As she counted, I began to see the colors. I remember thinking to myself, Why am I not seeing black? The colors changed depending on which of Hanna's fingers were pushing against my eyes. They were not colors I had seen before, because there were thoughts with them. It started out like a weepy stain of corrugated tin, and then dull purple, the tongue color of a chow dog; it turned absinthe green like liqueur, and red like the pillows of sultans and scarlet-throated birds. When she finished counting, I was standing there looking at the bronze color that everything turns before you faint. And then she took her hands away, and it was black again.

I remember opening my eyes, and walking straight to where my brother was hiding because I knew exactly where to find him. I turned around to run back to the free tree and stopped when I saw Hannaclinging to that willow. She was standing there holding on so tight it looked as if she were afraid she'd fall a million miles if she let go. I wanted to know what it was that Hanna had inside her hands. And I wondered, the way little kids do, if that tree was seeing colors, too.
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IKNEWICOULDN'T SLEEP THAT NIGHT, SOIDECIDED TOsearch the attic, gathering more of Hanna's things to send to her at Dammasch. I found buckets of dried red dirt, and crooked-finger metal pieces anchored into wood plates. All of this was covered by a plaster-spattered drop cloth that smelled of moldy canvas like that of an old burlap water bag.

But when I found the old law books, I forgot about the red dirt. Spread about in the middle of the room were a thousand or so books, leather-bound, caramel-colored, and rain-stained. I picked one up, it felt alive. The skin of its covering was as strokable as a pelt. Faded gold bindings lined all of them—holding vellum pages with purple ink blotches from the wayward drip of a quill pen. When I opened them, I imagined they spoke to me.

They were the laws of the country, my great-grandfather's, grandfather's, and mother's legal books:Federal Reporters from the 1800s,Northwest Reports, Elliot's debates on the Constitution. There were pages full of the addresses of John Jay, Patrick Henry, and James Madison. I found pale purple dried flowers among the debates between Henry and Madison at the convention of the Commonwealth of Virginia, amidst the discussion of slavery. There was a book entitled simplyMurder,suede-bound copies of the works of Thackeray and Twain, and a copy of the Gettysburg Address.

In one of the dark trunks with bronze locks, I discovered the Indian wars. They contained the books on the Indian campaigns written by my grandfather, the colonel:The Bannack-Paiute War, The Sahaptian War, The Yakama and Flathead Wars.

The colonel was Mark Steele, my father's father. After he retired from the war to end all wars, he missed combat. To make himself feel better, he continued wearing his military dress until he died. He practiced law as his father had, and wrote books on the Indian wars, long boring ones full of military campaigns, pyrrhic victories, and racism. I had never read them. My father told me about them once; they described how the Indians fought, laying waste to the land in the summer. They fired the grass and burned the country. They isolated the infantries with a lake of flames before them and decimated land behind. The soldiers were forced to feed on their horses, and pack supplies on their own backs. I hesitantly picked up the Curtis photograph of Chief Joseph and looked at the books, wondering if I had the heart to read them. I thought about the month of Cat-skinning that fall, all the while looking out over the Columbia toward Hanford, where Joseph had deteriorated on a reservation, reduced to asking only for a horse. I placed the books and photo back in the trunk and closed the lid.

Though my father had always done upsetting things, I tried to avoid blaming him. I placed the fault on his father, the colonel. He had become so hardened from his experience in the First World War that he never seemed to have thought twice about all those sons of his that died at birth. But I think in the end, the guilt overcame him. He knew he was killing them off one by one, by his pure will. Until my father came, the colonel's children died right there on the hospital table next to their mother. They never uttered a cry, nor ever competed with him for the undivided attention of his wife.

It all started with his picking one of those thin-lipped women who wasn't uppity enough to mind the suffering that went on out on a ranch. One who wouldn't be bothered when three of her four children died, and then gave up her life for the fourth child, my father. I noticed that there was no sign of her in the attic. No embroidery, quilts, or needlepoint. There were none of her clothes, nothing at all left of her person except the dust on a pot where she had cooked foodfor the men, and an old delicate watch with a diamond placed at midnight.

Everything changed when my father was born alive, I thought, sitting there in the attic. Ike must have always felt he had killed his mother. But I already knew, judging from my mother and me, that women and children never worked out in a place like this.

The colonel took up smoking Romeo and Julietta cigars, which in the end drew the black line through him and placed that old man down in his grave. He liked to blow the blue smoke into my father's crib until once when my father was old enough he reached out and grabbed the burning end, branding his palm.

I imagined my grandfather then noticed the thumb of his baby boy. It was thick and short and had an impossibly small nail that was taken up and shaped entirely by the milky half-moon of lunule. Ike's irregularity scared the colonel. He named Ike a different name from all of his other children—Mark Jr., Marky, and Marcus, and then he banished my father from the house to grow up with the hired hands in the bunkhouse. To survive if he dared. But I think he was afraid of my father; he left Ike, just like the king of Thebes who ordered his baby abandoned on the rock with a spike thrust through his feet.

Everything Ike did the colonel bettered. In my family, it was as if each generation tried to outdo the previous and the following. One hundred and fifty years ago, when the colonel's father, Ingram Steele, came to the state, he abandoned his wife and her only child one winter after the crop was planted. He left for the capital, Oregon City, to read the law and to become an attorney. Some of these books had been his. He journeyed there with his drooping Missouri eye, his walrus mustache and high white forehead. Ingram started the first law practice in the state and became the Speaker of the House of Representatives. It wasn't hard back then; there weren't many people to run against. He left the work of the ranch to his wife and her only son, my grandfather.

The men in my family had always practiced law and agriculture, the things of great societies. But there was a price for progress. My grandfather survived his father's neglect, but he made sure to pass on the favor to the next in line. After Ike's birth, the colonel bought off all thejudges in Illian, Horrow, Lynn, and Baron counties, so he won every case in his law career. And he made sure my father lost most of his battles.

He sent Ike out on endless tasks of walking the fields with a hoe and gave the honor of driving the first diesel Caterpillar in the West to a hired hand, a man the same age as my father. The colonel made my father almost blind by forcing him to read by candlelight and sent him off, lying about his age, to World War II and the South Pacific, where, he hoped, the misery of the weather and the impossibility of advances would be worse for him than dying at Normandy. My grandfather taught Ike how to treat my brother, Jake.

My father avenged himself in various ways. He married a woman who was a lawyer. He knew the colonel couldn't stand to admit a woman to his practice, and that he would have to see his legacy die out from his own prejudice. I think the colonel's prejudice had something to do with my father's treating me no different from my brother. It was rare. Extremely rare for a farmer to respect a daughter as much as a son, inasmuch as Ike respected anything.

I tried not to hate my dad when he screamed at me for not retrievingthe right wrench in the jumble of tools, or when he dragged me backward by my wrist and threw me onto the barbed wire fence that I had spliced by looping the wires instead of twisting them. It annoyed him that I was a maniacal reader of books. I think he thought it was a sign of laziness. I always thought it meant something that he did not name Jake after himself. But that generational war started all over again anyway. In the end, I guess my father won, though Jake used some of our father's tactics just as skillfully. Of those two, Ike was the last man standing, before I took him down.
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