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Praise for
A Sweetness to the Soul


“Jane Kirkpatrick’s particular gift is for capturing the authentic feel and flavor of frontier life; A Sweetness to the Soul is absolutely true to the people and the land as they once were. This is a novel that calls up a period early in the history of Oregon marked not only by hardship, sudden death, spiritual fortitude, and physical endurance, but also by community, one person reaching out to help another so that they might all survive.”

—MOLLY GLOSS, winner of the Whiting Writers Award and author of The Hearts of Horses




“This book portrays a love that conquers all obstacles and offers testimony to the miracle of God’s healing power.”

—Bookstore Journal




“In A Sweetness to the Soul, Kirkpatrick offers a testimony to God’s ability to fulfill our dreams, in spite of our human propensity to question the why and how of situations. Through the eyes of Jane Sherar, readers come to recognize that blessings are hidden in the midst of everyday life and often only understood within the context of the passing of time.”

—Cascades East magazine




“With profound skill, Jane Kirkpatrick weaves a tale of place and time. While entertaining, she teaches me history; while making me laugh, she unfolds significant soul lessons. The only good thing about coming to the end of Kirkpatrick’s superbly crafted book is knowing she is writing another.”

—MARY ANNE RADMACHER, artist and author of Lean Forward into Your Life and Live Boldly




“Her research gives the book depth; her empathy gives it a soul.”

—The Sunday Oregonian
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This book is dedicated to those who remember:

The People of Sherman and Wasco Counties,

The People
of The Confederated Tribes of
the Warm Springs Reservation in Oregon,

and Jerry.





GLOSSARY OF INDIAN WORDS




All words are Sahaptin (Warm Springs language) unless indicated,

ach’ái—magpie

akw’álq (Wasco)—root bag or sally bag

aswan—boy

chuush—water

chchuu txanati—“Please be quiet” said to a group

hehe—happy

ikauxau—owl

ikawa (Wasco)—badger

inanuksh (Wasco)—otter

iyái—pregnant

kápn—digging stick

kot-num (Wasco)—long house

k’usi—horse

k’usik’usi—dog

k’aalas—raccoon

kása—grandmother

lukws—round root with white flowers

nana—sister

niix máicqi—“good morning”

páwapaatam—“help me”

piaxi—bittersweet root

pimx—uncle, father’s brother

shaptákai—Indian suitcase

spi’lya—coyote

wapas—root bag or sally bag

wilalík—rabbit

yáiya—brother

From Warm Springs Sahaptin: How the Warm Springs Language Works: A Grammar. Copyright © 1991 by the Confederated Tribes of the Warm Springs Reservation of Oregon. Used by permission.
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“Desire realized is a sweetness to the soul” (Proverbs 13:19).

“‘For I know the plans I have for you,’ says the LORD, ‘plans for good and not for evil, to give you a future and a hope’”(Jeremiah 29:11).

Round and wrapped in rawhide with a feather hanging from the leather, its center is crisscrossed like a spider web with sinew. A bead or stone symbolizing the mythical goodness of the spider forms the center; the feather represents the eagle, the only bird believed to fly between the dream world and our own. Hung over a child’s bed while he sleeps, the spider web catches the child’s bad dreams to be burned by the sun in the morning; the good dreams know their way through and wait—to be chased by the child into the future.

DESCRIPTION OF A NORTHWEST INDIAN DREAMCATCHER
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PART I

THE BEGINNING
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CLOSE ENCOUNTERS

Like the slow rising of the river after an early snow melt in the mountains, he seeped into my life, unhurried, almost without notice, until the strength and breadth of him covered everything that had once been familiar, made it different, new over old. It was the summer after the tragedy. I date everything from that time, but isn’t that often how it is with catastrophes? And I guess, for me, that’s when it all began.

I recall little of our initial encounter, really, though in years since he has told me details enough to make me think I remember it well. But I don’t. At least not his part in it. Lodenma says I was mourning grievous injustices that summer. At twelve, I doubt I’d have used those words, but Lodenma, my lifelong friend, who is still eight years older than I, had three years of marriage beneath her chemise by that year—1861 it was—so knew first hand about grievous injustices.

No, I would have used words such as “smoking mad” or “hotter than a hijacker’s pistol” or just plain “flamin’ furious,” words that fit my frustration with the mules refusing to enter the pole corral that day. That alone told Lodenma I was grieving or mad, for every Oregon Territory child knows mules will not go where there is danger and attempting to force them is a waste of morning victuals. We should all be so wise.

The milling mules’ dust first attracted Mr. Sherar’s attention—that and the smoke from my small cooking fire. From a distance (he is fond of relating) he spied the powdery volcanic dust drifting like mist through the pines and firs and junipers. He wondered what created it. He stopped his horse, pulled his telescope from the saddlebags. Through the glass, he eyed a small boy, he thought, waving his arms while mules bolted on either side of the opening to a corral he could barely see for the dust.

“Surprised me,” he told me later. “Didn’t expect to see anyone so far from settlement, let alone a small boy pushing stock in the shadow of Captain Hood’s mountain. Wasn’t until I rode closer that I saw you were a little bit of a girl. Still are, just a bit of a thing.” He always shakes his head then, eyes atwinkle, and pulls on his grasshay-like beard in wonder, remembering.

That day, I’d pulled my skirt up between my legs and tucked the hem of the homespun into my yarn belt giving me more freedom to move while revealing two bony knees over bare feet.

“But it was your eyes,” he said, “that startled me. So dark, like obsidian globes nestled into white porcelain.” The Indians named them “huckleberry eyes” promising I’d be fruitful, which I guess I’ve been in a way.

Of course, I was flamin’ furious and I suspect my violet eyes, huckleberry or not, were as hard as black marble. And while I vaguely remember seeing a tall man on horseback off the trail holding a brass glass to his eye, I was more concerned with the mules.

Papa had sent me to fetch them. I was to bring the animals into the shady upper corrals, then ride one home. In the morning, he planned to return with me and push the small herd back to winter nearer our cabin named for the place along the Barlow Trail where those bound for Oregon crossed our creek. Fifteen Mile Crossing we lived at, in the valley of the Tygh people. Our old home is less than a day’s ride from this home where we live now, but I have not seen it since the altercation with my mother over Ella all those years ago. It’s funny, the pleasures we deprive ourselves of rather than face our fears.

After several disastrous attempts that morning long ago, I stomped again to the corral gate trying to see what would keep the animals from passing through it, wishing just for the moment that I had a herd of horses to contend with. Horses can be convinced to enter in, so willing are they to give up good sense to loyalty and making humans happy. Not so with mules.

I ran my fingers over the poles worn smooth by animal hides rubbing past; couldn’t find any slivers or thorns or bees. I looked over the ground just inside the gate but saw nothing but a few pine needles scattered like dead grasshoppers in the dust. Nothing I could see in the corral opening should have bothered them. And beyond, the corral was empty, quiet, cool.

Miss Em, the biggest, darkest mule, stood well beyond the circle of poles, but had not run off. It was as though she wanted to go in but something kept her out. Not unlike some people, I suppose.

“Come on,” I pleaded, walking toward her, my palm open in begging. I was getting hungry and she was usually easily caught up. I thought I might tie her to the railing and then gather others up one by one and lead them through. But that day Miss Em jerked back, twisted and bucked her head, kicked out at the hot noon air, snorted, then burst toward an abrupt stop just beyond the gate. Dust spattered like buckshot into the still fall air.

I started around her to herd all seven of them up and try once more to yell them through the gate when I saw movement from the corner of my eye. Just the glimmer of movement, near the center of the corral, almost like a bird’s shadow or like the seepage of water from a leather bag left lying in the dirt. But there was no bird, no bag. And no water in the dirt.

I turned slowly. The movement increased, in several directions now, the ooze taking on familiar shape and multiplying. More than one. A den of them, in fact, writhing and turning over each other in the dirt just beyond the gate, making the dust move ever so slowly like the beginnings of an avalanche of snow. The movement formed into diamonds of brown and white and then I recognized them and their hiss.

Their presence incensed me, left me with an exaggerated sense of outrage, of invasion, that they should be there, in my corral. Childish fury propelled me toward revenge.

Charging to the fire, I grabbed a limb with flames burning at the end, then jerked the kerosene lamp I’d set quietly beside a sitting log. I gave no thought to the danger. I spun toward the reptile pile, sprayed the kerosene from the lamp over the writhing forms, and dropped the flaming stick.

Rattlesnakes never bothered me after that. At least not the legless kind.

The stench and the black smoke it billowed up into, the braying and snorting of mules, and the scorch of heat at my feet and my face are my strongest memories of that day, not that moments later I met the man sixteen years older than myself who had been staring at me from a distance and whom in less than twenty-four months I’d marry.
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FLUFFY MAN

Joseph was totally taken with Frederic Tudor, and I suppose that’s when the dream really began though it must have been misting up over the lakes of New York long before he met that fluffy man.

I couldn’t believe it when Joseph first told me of this fluffy man’s wild scheme. We were lying side by side watching the December snow pile up against the isinglass, listening to the wind howl in outrage at our comfort and safety inside our small Oregon home. As the ice formed on the glass, Joseph told me.

“Ice? In the tropics? But how could that be?” I asked, propping myself up on one elbow, sure he was teasing me, something he could easily do with his sixteen years’ head start on my experience. But he wasn’t. He stretched his muscled arms behind his head. His blue eyes took on a faraway look as he remembered that strange little man who taught him about risk and dreaming.

He met Frederic the day he tried to leave New York, a place Joseph had no reason to desert. At least that’s what the family lore is. I’ve heard wide versions when we’ve ventured back east to sit around the family table with his brothers and sisters, nieces and nephew. They all say he had no reason to leave.

Joseph’s father owned a large farm near Nicholville in upstate New York where Joseph once served as the family expert in stock handling. Though he could match a set of horses to the harness better than most around the county, by the time he was twenty-three he’d settled on his preference for mules over horses “because of their superior intelligence.” It’s a point he debates still over cards in the saloon.

His father ran a store that offered everything from garlic to harrow plows, pickles to pitchforks. They fed the store from the local produce, imports, and their own millinery and mantua-making operation. Not the flimsy over-garments of the French but American corsets, stiffened with whale bone, sturdy hemp, and flax. Those corsets cinched and shaped the women of an expanding nation. I always felt they cinched more than shaped, but no one ever asked those of us who wore them.

When I visited their store in later years, I was totally taken by the rainbow of colors of calico and the leather boots of Moroccan blue that stretched from counter to rafters. Barrels of pickles floating in salt brine and wire baskets of brown eggs and wheel axles and cooper’s rings shrunk the aisles requiring ladies of the day to walk sideways with their wide skirts, their cloth handbags dangling from their wrists rubbing against the bounty as they passed the clerks bent to their work. So much! Such luxuries! And Joseph left it all and had to argue with his father for the privilege.

Joseph says his arguments with his oldest brother James sizzled like any youngster trying to best his older brother. But his arguments with his father burned. “His nostrils flared” with the mere mention of The West. Joseph reminds me that the Hebrew word for “wrath” is translated as “flared nostrils,” and I can almost see the old man’s outrage rolling up his Irish face, his thick white mustache bobbing as he spoke: “Ye’ve no need ta go like yer bro,” (Joseph could mimic well his fathers words). “Ye’ve all ye need ta here.” Then he’d slam his hand on the table and watch the pewter plates rearrange themselves as they often did around Joseph’s family table.

“Papa never did understand,” Joseph said. And he never crossed the divide to visit us in later years, either. That always bothered Joseph since he saw his father as a kindred spirit having immigrated to the new world from Ireland before Joseph was even born. Joseph saw himself as doing little different.

Maybe if James had not gone west first and done so well, it might have been less troublesome. But Josephs oldest brother had made the trip around the horn in forty-eight and hit the California gold fields like a hungry coyote in a rabbit warren. He returned four years later laden with a dishpan full of nuggets, treasure enough to last the family a lifetime. After that, his father could never understand why anyone—especially the baby—would want to leave New York.

Of course, my husband sought a different kind of treasure and his father couldn’t see the vision. Joseph acknowledges that inexperience hampered his ability to articulate well enough for his father to accept and understand his youngest son’s dreams. But I suspect parents never truly accept their children’s plans as real until they break out on their own and make them so, regardless of how well they speak their dreams.

Joseph’s articulation improved immensely after he met Frederic Tudor. Now there was a visionary! Joseph encountered him the day he walked into a saloon in Albany, New York. Joseph had just missed his intended ship, the ship he planned to take to the Isthmus of Panama on his way west. No reason to have missed it. He just got distracted by the sights and sounds of a strange city. His only regret in missing the boat was that he also missed hearing the calliope. He’d paid extra for that music meant to entertain the deck passengers. He’d wanted to hear the pipe-machine press out happy notes as they sailed across the ocean. An extravagance to be sure. “But what’s money for if not to pay passage into interesting,” Joseph told me more than once. And then he missed that ship.

Having to wait for later passage, he slipped inside the cool, dark saloon and there met Frederic.

Surrounded by boisterous men with sweat stains streaking their hats, bearing calluses on their hands, Joseph spied that portly man almost as tall as he was wide who “looked like a ball of dough with legs.” My friend Sunmiet, a Sahaptin-speaking Indian, would say such a person was a “fluffy man,” round like a dandelion fluff, but she never met him. Neither did I though he touched my life.

Frederic impressed Joseph. He wore the finest cashmere suit, hand-tooled boots and a top hat. A red cravat pushed out of his vest like a biscuit pulled from yeast and he talked with his hands, swinging them about in wide arcs, and slapping the side of his head to make a joke referring to himself in German as “dumme Hund,” which I’ve since learned means “dumb dog,” a contradiction to be sure. But the most striking feature of the man according to Joseph—besides his ability to hold the attention of the entire room in the palm of his hand—was his beard. “Two white stripes on either side of his chin with a dark swatch in the center making him appear as the brother of a skunk. Which he wasn’t,” my husband reminds me, though there are others who might have debated that.

Frederic Tudor had a dream that seemed so bizarre and farfetched that when Joseph told me of it during the first years we were married, I simply thought he had cogitated on the memory too long and so had fouled it up. But he had actually worked with Frederic and helped him during those months aboard his ship, and so remembered well.

The visionary mind takes many turns before settling on any specific path. It’s been the experience of my husband at least and many others who set out to settle in Oregon Territory. Frederic told stories of his own detours into strange investments before he settled into success: selling a salve he acquired from an itinerant photographer said to heal the skin; creating a hotel in the hills near his home of Kircheim-Tech in northern Germany, and a summer on a tropical island spent making Beches-de-mer for export. Joseph said the latter sounded like some delicacy served in Portland’s finest restaurants. To me it sounded like what fills a baby’s under napkin in the morning, but that was after Joseph told me that the “delicacy” Frederic shipped came from dried sea slugs sold as aphrodisiacs to the Chinese.

Frederic’s strange meanderings into those early ventures were mere side trips along his path, it seems. While the ship’s oak creaked, he told Joseph over late-night brandies in the captain’s quarters what it was that truly captured him, heart and soul. Frederic shipped ice. From the frozen lakes and streams of New England to the hot ports of New Orleans and across the ocean, to the West Indies, he carried frozen water.

“But how did he keep the ice? Not deliver just puddles of water?” I asked my husband, skeptically.

“Wood chips. And sawdust from the ship yards. And a special cooling system designed by a friend. He had lots of help from friends,” Joseph told me.

That a man could see in the familiar and the every day something that could be uniquely rearranged fascinated Joseph, and me, when he told me of it and I finally believed. Frederic had viewed the ordinary and with vision, made it extraordinary! Joseph had seen those same lakes and rivers all his life, thought about them only as they fit into the scenes around him, the way they drained an area, what life teemed within the ponds. In the winter, he thought little of them as frozen except when he brushed snow off a circle to skate about, pulled a fish out through a jagged hole in January, or shortened a trip by horseback because the frozen rivers were easily crossed. It never occurred to him to capture the winter of New England and sell it in the summer. Why, who knew what other sort of ordinary things could be converted into challenges of elements and skill? Who knew how changing the way we see things could also rearrange our lives?

The odds against Frederic’s success were enormous! He had to find caves or warehouses close to the ice for storage; locate sawdust to cover the blocks; load the frozen cubes onto the ships and keep them cold while riding the waves through the heat and the humidity. Frederic gambled always with the elements. And people. He had to rely on efficient and expert help at several steps to prevent the precious cargo from perishing before one’s eyes. Then arriving in the hot cities of the south, he must have raced the heat, finding buyers quickly enough to outwit the sun. So many things could go wrong! Chance—if you believed in it—had many opportunities to deal the man disaster, but I suspect Frederic liked the challenge most of all.

In its time—the late 1850s—it was a remarkable vision and it doesn’t surprise me that Frederic sometimes punctuated his stories with the slap of his head and his deprecating comments that he was a “dumme Hund.” Joseph could repeat the gesture, German accent and all. But Frederic’s ideas were dogs that did hunt!

“He told me something else that sticks,” Joseph said as he relayed their encounter to me years later. “He was a happy man though not so much from the money he made as the effect of his ideas on the folks around him. Said he liked the sparkle in the eyes of children first time they saw ice or the look of surprise when grown men and women felt the cool of another world against the hot skin of their own. He didn’t have a family, I guess. At least he never mentioned them, but those kids sure liked him. He warned me not to let little minds or discouragement make my choices. ‘Dream,’ he said, ‘then mit faith, do.’”

Their encounter those years ago impacted Joseph greatly. He was terribly taken with Frederic’s mind, the way he converted the ordinary into something extraordinary. Their encounter truly set him to considering his life in a different way. From that moment on, Joseph sought his own ice adventure and stopped looking and started doing the moment he found it those years later at the falls.
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SISTERS

Joseph had a passel of brothers and sisters, all older. I suspect they indulged the child which probably accounts for his belief that he could do anything if he set his mind to it. Initially, he figured his successes were all his, not allowing for any help from heaven.

I relied on heaven earlier. My own childhood began as the second of six born to my mother who did not marry until she was nearly thirty. By the time I was two, I was an only child. My parents kept the memories of their first-born, Ambrose, tightly refuged in their hearts. He lived before me and then died. Ambrose had moved with us to Oregon from Virginia, of course, but before Rachel arrived, he’d already been laid to rest in the Fort Dalles cemetery. “First child buried there,” Papa said once then set his jaws whenever anyone mentioned his son’s name, and I noticed over time that no one did.

My first memory is that of hearing a baby cry. Flames rippled shadows like water on the cabin walls while I huddled on my bed and watched. Like the call of a distant red-tailed hawk, the crying pierced my thinking, agitated my thumb-sucking. Shriveled and white, my stubby thumb resembled the tapered end of a tallow candle, but it tasted like security to me. I popped it into my five-year-old mouth, but it didn’t stop the crying. The harder I sucked, the more that baby cried and there was nothing happening behind that second-room door.

I was hot, though it was cold outside in the April night. Behind me, a hide-covered window kept the night air from slipping like a cold shadow over my shoulders. Pungent resin beaded on the warmed cabin logs. My dark hair stuck to my face and got caught on my thumb, some. Hound moaned under the bed and I knew I’d be in trouble if Mama or anyone else discovered I’d snuck him in for the night.

I needn’t have worried over Mama, being she was the one preparing to deliver. But on any other night, I wouldn’t have tested her. She was a giving woman, looked often after others, but she rode life with a firm hand on the reins and one didn’t consider putting an obstacle in her path lightly. Hound under the bed would have been an obstacle.

Without warning, Lodenma, the midwife, scurried out through Mama’s door and into the main room of the log house Papa had built at Fifteen Mile Crossing the second year we homesteaded in Oregon. Lodenma’s bending to the fire made the room darker for a minute. She wiped her hands on the long apron and dipped water from the caldron steaming in the fireplace. The water hissed as it hit the colder pan Lodenma came to fill. Her knuckles were large and red; working knuckles.

She turned to me, her thick braid swinging. She said with sternness: “See what you can do about the crying, Jane.” It seemed every adult could direct a child in those days, even if the adult was only thirteen which was all Lodenma was.

I felt frozen to the bed. I could smell the dusty corn husks beneath the thin muslin cover I sat on. They scratched my sunburned legs. I could hear the hissing and steaming at the fireplace—but I didn’t want to hear Lodenma tell me to stop my sister from crying. I didn’t know how!

“How is Mama?” I asked.

“She’s doing fine though she thinks not. Wish your Papa was here. Her harsh words are meant for him anyway.”

I thought about my Papa riding off on his big mule, dabbing with a blue bandanna at his right eye socket. Water oozed from behind the marble that filled the space in his face that had once held an eye. “I wish Papa was here,” I said.

Lodenma grunted and redirected me to my crying little sister. “He’s not, so it’s up to you. Rachel’ll quiet. Just be with her.” Lodenma set the pan down for a minute then shooed her hands toward my direction, like clucking chickens into their pen. She watched me until I slid from the cornhusk mattress and began to move across the green and yellow planks of the floor that had once been our wagon bottom. I still sucked my thumb.

The sunburn stung. No one had thought to put bear grease on my legs. I was too tired after grubbing sagebrush all day to even notice that my dress had exposed my skinny legs to the hot Oregon sun. And Mama clearly had other things on her mind.

A little cloud of corn dust stirred around me as I waddled toward the cradle and the now hysterical toddler. Tears squeezed out from her eyes sealed in anger. Her face was chapped almost, from crying. I don’t think I ever saw such red, raw pain as I saw in my sister’s face, and I felt ashamed for my delay in coming to her aid. I gave her the only thing I could think of that might comfort her: my thumb.

Looking back, I realize Rachel was just then learning to drink cow’s milk instead of Mama’s which added to her distress. How hard it must have been to have regular suckling suddenly cease.

I bent to Rachel and talked in little sounds she always liked when Mama did it. “It’s a-right,” I said, “It’s a-right.” Leaning almost backward, I circled my arms around her, her face to mine. Despair dribbled from her nose. Her dress trailed down and caught between my legs and I barely made it to the bed before flopping her down. That startled her I think because she stopped crying, her brown eyes staring up into my blue ones. I always remembered that: Startling someone could bring them out of their fit.

So Rachel turned quiet when I dropped beside her and put my arm around her shoulder and we both sat staring at the closed door that kept us from our mother.

Lodenma grunted approval then left us girls to return to the matter at hand: My mother, Elizabeth Herbert, was about to give birth to her fourth child in six years.

Sister Pauline was born that April night of my first memory and it was her crying behind that closed door I remember next. I’d just settled one child down and another popped up distressed! When she scurried out of the second-room door, Lodenma told our wondering faces that the baby’s crying made good sense, told all of us she was alive.

By then, I wasn’t sure if Papa was. He wasn’t anywhere around. He said he had to ride to Dalles City, to talk with men about more land and whatnot. Mama said he was “barkin’ at a knot” with all that land talk, that he should just take care of the 639 acres we already had. But I suspect hearing her hurtin’ in childbirth might have sent him on his way. And he had “interests” he said, giving him an excuse to be gone.

Mama said men always had important, busy things to do and women were to help them, stand behind them. In return, men would provide for them. She said Scripture confirmed that.

I suppose I thought it wise counsel until I learned to read and found all those ads placed by husbands for their runaway wives who apparently now resided somewhere in the territory. They offered good money for their return! Some folks even made a living finding and returning them. And I wondered: If they were taking such good care of their women, why’d their women leave?

Mama never left Papa, of course. But he left her that night, though Lodenma said he laid the swaddling clothes out for the newborn just before he rode out, something I think a less loving man would fail to do.

Mama usually had the last word and did that day too before Papa headed out on the mule.

On the morning after Pauline’s arrival, Mama sent me out to gather up the milk cow. At dawn, when the earth has that murky under water look, I headed out. My bare feet left little impressions on the frosty ground. Precious, our old cow, let me catch her up after some deception on my part (I put pebbles in a bucket to let her think it was grain!). As I milked, the sun came up pink over the grasslands and sagebrush, spread like a blush toward the timbered hills behind our farm. I burrowed my head into the warmth of Precious’s side. She didn’t even kick or dance when I warmed my hands in the clammy space between her udder and her leg.

The rhythm of the liquid with its distinctive scent as it made its way up the sides of the pail almost put me to sleep. I was tired from having Rachel’s feet in my back most of the night. Precious woke me up. She swatted her manure-stained tail at my face and dropped a glob of green into the milk. “Precious!” I complained wiping the slime from my cheek, “now I’ll have to strain it!”

Whining at the cow about the extra work she’d given me made me miss what Rachel did. That little one slipped from the house in the dawn and headed to the paddock, toward the mules. I heard Miss Em, the big black mule, snort with flared nostrils then move with quick-quick trots across the field, her target sure. Only then did I see Rachel crawling, approaching the split rails. In slow motion I stood, yelled at her, my heart pounding against my ribs. “Rachel! Wait! Please don’t go in there!” I shouted. “Please, God, make her stop to think,” I prayed. She stopped just long enough to toss her sassy head at me then bent to slip between the rails. Miss Em, true to a mule’s nature of disliking little things, came charging toward the small intruder and I saw disaster in the making.

But Providence intervened where my short, skinny legs could not.

Rachel’s smock caught on the split rail bark long enough for me to catch her up and launch into a lecture, as I’d seen my mama do often enough, until we heard Papa’s mule. Miss Em tipped her ears toward her herd mate, no longer caring about the paddock’s threatened invasion by two little girls.

“Papa’s home. Maybe he brought us something,” I said to distract Rachel, relief gobbling up my scold.

She sniffled and we walked hand in hand to the milk pail and then to Papa as he tied his mule to the post. He didn’t ask why we were up so early. He said nothing even when I told him the good news that we had another sister. A funny look crossed his face, like the mule had just stepped on his toe. But he wiped his watery right eye and finally said: “A thorn I am among my roses.” He stroked my hair with his wide hands, absently, as though I wasn’t there.

That’s when Mama appeared in the doorway. She had words with him that made my stomach burn and reminded me he’d brought no present as he’d promised. Cheated out of scolding Rachel, tired with milk left yet to strain, I added my sharp tongue to Mama’s. “Only thinking of yourself,” I told him and rushed past Mama to the inside, Rachel trailing me.

Lodenma held Pauline, and it was here I found my refuge. Tiny, wrapped in cloth once bathed in sunshine, I fell in love with that small, noisy infant in an instant. She needed me, could not even find her thumb! I stuck my finger into Precious’s milk and introduced it to the mouth of the newest child who lay squalling in Lodenma’s arms. When she tasted my milk-coated pinkie, she quieted, sucked like a cat’s tongue on my finger.

“You’ve a gift with little ones,” Lodenma said. “Not everyone could bring quiet to a toddler or soothe an infant with a milk-dipped finger to her mouth.”

I’d done both that first night of my remembrance and felt good about it. I even imagined the kind of mother I’d someday be. All my life I’ve remembered that night when what I did for the babies worked. I protected them, stopped their crying, and what I had to give, someone wanted.

After the tragedy, I wondered more why the Lord would give me such a wealth of gifts, only to later take them back.

Some questions are hard answered.
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PANAMA LOSS

In the sultry steam of Panamas Isthmus, Joseph sweated his way toward me though we didn’t either of us know that yet. It was the August following his encounter with Frederic and that fluffy man’s ice. Joseph arrived in the Isthmus of Panama in 1855 and could have taken the newly completed railway from the Atlantic to the Pacific—once he gave up the lazy days of New Orleans and the late-night feasts at Frederic’s table.

But once in Panama, Joseph found himself drawn to the stock corralled close to the docks and felt he would rather be there with the mules and the Indios than riding the rails with the rich.

Once they began the trek across the narrow strip of land he had second thoughts.

First of all, it was late in the traveling season. (When Joseph told me he arrived “late” in the season, I should have been forewarned. It is an issue we have argued about often as he becomes distracted by whatever passes before his mind, totally forgetting that I might like to arrive someplace on time.) Traveling late meant partaking of a much smaller mule train across the land bridge. The smallness allowed for better conversation with the natives but opened the group up for bandito attacks.

Joseph said it was also early in Panamas rainy season which meant downpours for several hours each day. In early evening, the rain abruptly stopped revealing steamy forests marked with illusive views of pumas and ocelots and white skies sliced with streaked sunsets and colorful toucans. The mountain trails after the rains were as slick as dog-licked plates and the mud promised to stick tighter than horsehide glue to any traveler straying from the trail. Joseph rode the largest mule, his being such a big man, over six foot plus two.

The Donario family handled the mule string. Stocky Benito Donario moved like an efficient chicken, his head bobbing as he checked here and there for loose packs, frayed ropes, replacing and repairing. Broken teeth flashed a ready smile against a brown face as smooth as a baby’s. I don’t think I ever saw a wrinkle on his forehead. Even years later only tiny ones finally formed around his eyes. His front teeth were separated by a space wide enough to spit through, a skill that always charmed the children.

The sparkle in Benito’s brown eyes defied their droopy appearance. When Joseph met him, Benito wore the bright striped wool serape of his people and a flat-brimmed leather hat that was not. “Gift,” he told Joseph when he asked. “Of Californio man.” Benito wasn’t much younger than Joseph, around twenty or so when they met, but he was three years older than his wife.

After what happened on that trip, I was surprised that Benito made the choice he did, immigrating with Joseph. Benito and his young wife, Maria, had made the trip through the Cotillierra Mountains several times leaving the ocean beaches, rising slowly up through the mangrove thickets into the leafy trees of the mountains.

Joseph thought the Donarios good handlers and after the second day he was surprised when Benito moved Maria into the middle position with her horse leading a string of two mules, allowing the “gringo” to ride drag. Usually, gringo clients rode the safer, center slot in a mule string, where the experienced drag could watch to see that nothing went awry.

Joseph said Maria was exceptionally skilled. Quiet, wearing her long traditional dress and wide-brimmed hat, she carried herself regally, had gentle beauty. Once he started to signal her that a rope had drawn up between one of her mule’s legs but she had already noticed. She stopped her string, got off, and wove them into a tight circle that permitted her to untie the rope, pull it through the animal’s legs and reattach it, then unwind the string without a single mix-up all done as easily as his mother wound yarn around her peg.

But it seems Maria was with child, a fact Joseph noticed while she sang her quick-paced “Punta” as she and her husband playfully prepared the evening meal. The three were dry inside a stone hut just off the trail the second night out. Mules were staked in the lush foliage close to the trail; the trio prepared for the night.

Flour from the flat pancakes Maria patted out for supper dribbled onto her stomach and as Benito playfully brushed it off, Joseph saw the telltale mound.

It bothered him. “It was no place for a woman and not a pregnant woman surely,” he told me. He was always of a mind to protect females and didn’t understand that in doing so he sometimes did not act in ways that showed respect for the strengths of the weaker sex. He once told me he could never see any woman he was bound to performing such tasks, a thought which always made me laugh as I remember what we’ve endured together through the years, and what we would have failed to accomplish if he had “protected” me from what I chose to do instead of learning to respect my wishes.

He dared not discuss his reservations about Maria being on the trail. In those days—and perhaps still—it would be unseemly for a gentleman to broach such a subject with another man, especially one he did not know well. But Benito saw Joseph’s look of surprise and told him: “Is better she with me now than to be alone.” Benito didn’t seem the least bit alarmed that his wife might deliver there in the mountains.

But he had taken the precaution of changing Maria’s riding position, moving her and her mules in between the men on the string, a fact he pointed out to Joseph who counted it as wise, but insufficient. “You do well, so we put you last,” Benito told him. “I watch Maria. Have delivered many babies. Brothers and sisters,” Benito said, his wide-sleeved poncho swinging on his short, stocky arms as he motioned, palms down, “not to worry.”

Joseph hadn’t expected Maria’s time to be close enough to warrant the delivery discussion or consider long the thought that the young adventurer from New York might become a mid-wife! But before he could protest, Benito suggested they head outside where he changed the subject to California.

“Will you look for the gold there?”

“My brother brought home a dish pan of nuggets and it did not bring him peace,” Joseph answered indirectly.

“Las mulas son corrajudas,” Benito said then translated his Spanish. “‘The mules are bad tempered,’ but you are happy with them. They like you.” And while Joseph agreed with that observation, it seemed not to follow in the discussion until Benito added: “Maria and me, we take mules to California, bring supplies to gold fields. Make good money. Send some home, but have Maria and bambino here,” he tapped his heart, “and by side. Like you, seek different treasure.”

Joseph said he watched Benito swat at bugs, stunned at the enterprising suggestion just when he’d confined Benito to predictable—and truthfully, maybe a little dull. Benito’s simple appearance deceived my Joseph. But to his credit, he let new information in and changed his mind. Joseph heard a mule pawing impatiently near the cabin, just out of reach of the lamp light. Joseph said that was the first time he’d considered combining his interest in the mules with his brother’s facts and figures about the gold fields. For Benito was correct: the men in the fields needed everything and would pay top prices for muslin for their tents and baking powder for their biscuits. Better, they would pay to have their gold taken out, but only with a skilled handler willing to take risks. And only with a man of impeccable integrity who would risk himself for their fortunes.

He had decided to explore this idea further when Benito abruptly suggested they retire. He said good night and took his leave around the corner of the stone hut.

Joseph lifted his leather-bound sketch book from his vest pocket and made some notes. I have that little book still scribbled full with his thoughts of California, Benito, bambinos, and gold. He brushed the gnats from before his eyes, grateful for the lull in the daily downpour. He smelled damp wool and knew the steamy heat had saturated his red wool vest. He smelled his own scent. Returning his leather book to his pocket, he stood, planning to enter the hut to offer Maria the bed she and Benito had so graciously prepared for him as the “gringo client.” Perhaps he was distracted with the innovative thought Benito raised, or perhaps he was just tired—whatever the reason, Joseph didn’t notice the restlessness of the animals until later, thinking back. So before he could make his chivalrous offer to Maria, he heard the scream of a woman, a scream that sent him plunging through the hut door to her side.

It was no woman.

Maria stood inside, shaking, but the scream rose again from the far side of the hut, where Benito had gone to relieve himself. “Benito?” she said, her brown eyes full of worry. Joseph said he grabbed his Sharps rifle and ripped a lantern from a post. He headed toward the sound trying to place it. Woman? No. Benito? Not likely. Familiar? Yes.

Then he remembered: Cat! Cougar! Like he’d heard in the mountains of New York in the late winter when food was scarce and the felines slinked their way like fallen women down the ravines to the pastures and corralled cattle.

Joseph raised his rifle to his shoulder when yellow eyes flashed in the lamp light. Too quick for him! As he rounded the hut, cursing Maria’s independence and unwillingness to stay inside, he stopped in time to see the dark streak stretch its length toward the back of the smallest mule standing not five feet from Maria. He shot once and the cat skittered into the dark and denseness of the foliage.

Maria did not cry or scream but went immediately to soothe the frightened animals, her eyes searching for Benito who appeared, flushed from his own encounter with the cat. “I smell it, but could not see it,” he said, making his way to Maria.

“And I saw it, but could not kill it,” Joseph told him. He felt bad about missing the animal or worse, that he might have wounded it and thus would make it more dangerous than it was.

“Hungry. Old and toothless or would not have attacked so close to man-scent,” Benito said. “Is too dark to track.”

In the morning, the rain had washed any signs of blood away and the trio left early after an uneasy night. Joseph said he did not sleep even when his watch was over, and he was pleased that at sunrise, they were all ready to head on down the rain-slicked trail.

What happened next stays with Joseph years later though he is older and has cared for many, is wiser and accepts that he has been forgiven. But he still holds himself at fault.

The first time he told me of it, tears welled into his soft eyes, and I held his broad shoulders in my arms and let the wetness from his eyes dampen the tucks of my calico while I stroked his hair over and over the way a mother does a child she knows has wounds so deep no one can heal them. Of all the gifts he ever gave me, his willingness to share his tears I count most precious. It was a gift I held with tenderness despite how frightened his crying made me. No man had ever laid his feelings on my shoulder. It was only later that I understood how a man of strength must be yielding too or he will surely break. I was pleased to be a person he chose to bend with.

He told me that in the morning, following his missed shot, the trail was slick but the rain had stopped. A blue heron lifted its legs, heavy against the thick morning sky. Joseph said he thought of a hundred things that could go wrong: banditos, slipping on the trail, Maria giving birth, and of course, the return of “el gato,” so he kept himself and his Sharps ready and alert.

Maria rode before him wrapped in her bright serape, her wide-brimmed hat pulled down over her dark braid. He thought her a capable and pretty girl, he told me, and Benito a lucky man. Almost before he finished that thought, he saw the form from the corner of his eye and believed at first it might be a bird lifting in flight or a snake dripping from the branch beside him. But the general restlessness of his horse and the mules ahead told him it was not.

In slow motion, into the middle of the string, the cat arched through the green onto Maria and her mule all at once and pulled them over, girl and packs and animal, pulled them as they fell. The soft thud as the fractured three met the rain-soaked earth is louder still in Josephs mind he tells me, louder than the too-late crack of his rifle; the memory of the cat’s attack even more vivid than the despair falling onto Benito’s cheeks as he screamed for the life of his lost young wife.

But it was the plaintive look of Maria’s eyes as life left them that propels Joseph decades later to give so much of himself, attempting, I think, to seek God’s forgiveness for what he could not have caused; wanting to believe, perhaps, there is always good in God’s plan for life despite the pain that comes with it; pain enough to make us wonder.
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