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meet my love Bobby at the Indian boarding school in Mew Mexico, whene T've
been sent to make something of myself. "Painter Girl," he calls me, smiling, with
dimples in both cheeks. | let him make love to me, even thaough I'm afraid and |
kriow | shiouldn't. Afterwards, we go for walks, huddling closely together against
the night air in cur hand-me-down coats that aren't quite warm enough, crunch-
AL ing snow beneath our flimsy tennis shoes. Bobby and | walk little during those
waalks. We hold hands and watch our breath fog in front of us while a million stars
light the sky. | hope for a falling star, sa that | can make a wish, At boarding school,
halding Bobby's hand, | still believe in happiness, and that wishes can come true.

Bobby is a basketball star at our school. He is half-Kiowa and from the dry,
plains, western part of Oklahoma, the same as me. Bobby is proud, sees himself a5
wartior, like his father and grandfather, who were some of the best horsemen inthe
tribe. Bobby talks about enlisting far Vistnam when he is old enough. At seventeen,
Babky is as good at drinking as he is at basketball.

At the boarding school, everyone treats me special because my cousin is
T Cannion. White people love his art and say he is the Indian Van Gogh. My paint-
ings are not as good as Tommy Wayne's, as our family calls him, But like rry cousin,
| paint Indians. Indians sitting in wicker chairs, one weathered brown hand resting
on blue jeans, the other raising a cup of Folgers to unsmiling lips. Indians smoking
cigarettes while leaning against Chevy pickups bought with gas royalty money, the
imaginary buffale roarning the plains in the distance.
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BORAY AND: | RETURN TO Oklahoma in the summer, when my swollen belly betrays
our secret. My mather is unable to look me in the eye "MNow you're just as warth-
less as every other Indian girl around here,” she says. Bven though it hurts that my
mather is angry and it's too hot and I'm too big to paint, | don't care because I'm
with Bobby and we're making a family.

We don't have any money, sowe go to the Indian Health Services clinic at the tribal
comples The clinie is a rarmshackle of two dilapidated prefab buildings, the smallerone
used as the waiting room and the other as the doctor's office and examination room.

We arrive garly, but the waiting room s already crowded and my name is
thirteenth on the list. By midmorning, there are no empty seats and the air condi-
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tioning unit, embedded in the one small window, cannat keep the waiting room
comfartable. Mext to me sits an elderwha reminds me of Grandma Parton because
she holds her oversized purse tight to her lap, as if someane might steal it if she
loosened her grip. The woman gives me her copy of the Oaily Gklahomean when she
is finished reading it | scan an article sbout the nomination of Thurgood Marshall
1 the Supreme Court and then use the newspaper to fan myself,

| sit &cross fram a man about my mother’s age who wears a baseball cap that says
"Korean War Veteran.” Every thirty minutas or so he rises from his chair and goes outside
to the open-air walkway connecting the two prefab buildings to smoke a cigarette. By
his third cigarette, Bobly's joining the man, and | save their seats while they are cutside.

5ome people pass time in the waiting room by snacking on crackers and cof-
fee. | hear my own stormach rambling as the clock shows noon, We forgat to pack
food, but Bobby has a quarter, and we share a Pepsi fram the wending machine

A few of the Indians complain about the long wait. “It's free health care. What
do you expect?” the bored-looking girl behind the counter says to all of us in the
waiting room. She is light-skinned, prabably not even a quarter blgod, We know the
health clinic didn't come free to our people, but nobady argues with her,

When my name is called, Bobby helps me aut of the chair and we cross the
open-air walkway and the smokers and enter the examination and office room. "Close
the doer” the doctor says without looking at us, It s very cold in this room and | shiver,

| close the daor and stand awkwardly next ta Bobby. The walls are blank, except
for a framed copy of the doctor's diploma from the University of Oklahoma. In the
picture on his desk, the doctor wears a self-satisfied smile and his arms surround his
pretty blonde wife and four woung tow-headed children,

The doctor tells me to lie on the table so he can listen to the baby's heartbeat,
He asks me if | know who the father is, and | point at Bobby, He asks if we intend 1o
keep the baby ar give it up for adoprion, | tell hirm we will keep it, of course, | don't
share that | hope the baby will be an artist, like me,

Afterwards, the doctor hands me paperwaork. *| need your signature”

I try 1o pass the papers ta Bobby, but he shakes his head no, crasses his arms,
and looks away. | scan the three pages, but | don't understand the meaning of all
the words. “Should | read this whole thing?” | ask

"D you know how ta read?” His Face is without expression,

| feel my chesks grow hot, and | turn to Bobby, wanting him to speak up for
us—for himself, for me, for our unborn child, and for our people—but Bobby isn't
lpoking at the doctor or me. He is focused on his used-to-be-Indian-school-sports-
star shoes, which have seen mare bars than basketball courts since we left school,

The doctar's eyes have settled on Bobby, and on his face | catch the pity and
irritation he feels towards aur people. Ta the doctor, Boblry is not a basketball star,
or the most popular boy at our boarding school, or the father of my child. He's just
another Indian filling up the waiting room of the clinic. The doctor has reduced
Bobby to his smell: cheap whiskey, cigarettes, and poverty,
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I fight tears by staring at the green PAINTER GIRL tattooed above my knuckles,
carved by a friend one night at boarding school. The doctor can't see me as beauti-
ful, like Bobty does. He doesn't know 'm the cousin of T.C. Cannon and he doesn't
koo that | Can paint, too, and that | paint with ry soul,

This man is just one of a string of white doctors stuck serving Indians o pay
off medical debt, and as soon as he can, he will flee to Oklahoma City. Where's the
Indian doctor, lwonder, someane who looks like us and doesn't ask such questions?

Pwant to tell him that we signed his treaties, and in exchange for the land, we
wete quaranteed education and health services, and that he works for us. But no
words form in my mouth. Babby, too, is voiceless—he isn't going to say anything
in defense of me, hirm, our family, or our people.

“It gives us permission to treat you,” the doctar says, breaking the sitence inthe
raom. He's looking for something in one of his generic gray desk drawers,

Without reading the words on the page, | sign my name in blue ink at the
baottom, 2n impulsive decision that will bring upon my family unimaginable horror
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INT.CS PAINTING WO Shot the Arrow. . Who Killed the Sparrow. . .7, a Navajo girl stands
on a white plane, her back 1o the viewer while she faces a green atomic bomb
explading ten miles distant. Her hands are crossed at her lower back, where her shirt

tucks into a long skirt, | always wondered if her hands were crossed in submission, or

in resigniation of the approaching bomb. T.C. meant this painting to show another
control device that would keep the Indian quiet for a decade or 50,
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“CONSENT TO STERILIZATION FOLLOWING & stillbirth,” they tell me when 1 wake in the
hospital. For weeks afterwards, | lie in bed at my mother's hause, my hands dutch-
ing the folds of abdamen skin that ence stretched to hold my baby and now hang
loose around my midsaction like 2 deflated tire. | squeeze the folds like | squesze
dough when making frybread. Sometimes | grip so tightly tears form in my eyes,

I am tald the baby was a girl. 1 leave my bed one night while my maother and
fobby sleep, and stand in the moonlight. | light the rolled tobacco in an effort to
pray to the Creator, | want to ask Him to watch over her soul and to ask Him to ease
miy suffering, but | am too angry and my guestions are too many and | can only
throw the tobaceo to the ground and stomp it, until the corn husk is torn and the
tobacco has become part of the dirt,

| mourm the lass of my dreams. Bobby and | were to make four babies. There
would be two girls and two boys, and they would play with one anather, holding
hiands and rurming in the sunshine, We would pow wow all summer, and the boys
wiould become famous fancydancers. The girls would dance, tog, in jingle dresses
made from tobacco can lids molded by my fingers.
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. Cme aftermoon, Bobby appears, smelling of alcohal but brimming with hope, He
orings me a book of art. Its pages hold the artwork of artists, mostly Indian, whao painted
the Southwest and the Native people living there Babiy thinks this will make me happy,
like | was before. But the 145 has scalped rmy insides, and | can only turn frorm Bob:::q,f.
refuse his touch. My fingers feel no need to hold the Brushes; | can't look at the can'.-'as:

When Bobby disappears into the Indian bar at the edge of town, | take a black
jSharpie 3 the pages of the art book, covering each page with the thoughts and
images that won't lzave my head, that consume miy being.

Andwhen my body is able to walk again, | leave Oklahomato begin my quest
lwander into the desert of the Sauthwest. Bobby deesn't fallow me. .

Approgriation of Cruciffed Waman by Fritz Scholder (15761,
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1T HAPPEMED TO OTHERS, _
In a bar in Gallug, | meet a girl who, at barely fifteen, was 1old she was having

her tonsits taken out, Instead, they rernoved her ovaries, She discovers it later, whern
; ¥ eari
che has maried and is ready to start a family. .

Ir Los Angeles, | rmeat a waman wihia, &t Dwenty-six, soug hta wombtransPlant

because she h;an:l been having trouble getting pregnant. The doctors wha sterilized
= : wyersible.
fer five years hefore told her that the hystereclonmy was reverm. .

I gny; for all of us when | hum those lullabies sung to babies for ge nerf":n-:uns,
passed down throughthe fernale lineage like the hand-sewn Blankets [ gripwith sad
fingers and broken hands. Those hlankets are the babies the wombs can no longer
hald, These songs of pain rise up o the clouds, like rain in reverse.
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SOBEY PROVES HIMSELF AWARRIOR, He enlists in the army and serves in ?nne-year oL
of Vietnarm, He writes letters to me, miailed to my mather's house, whucf\ I ﬁnf:l PRGNy
years later, when | return from the desert to care for my mother, whom ' losing gne
limi at a time to diabetes. Bobiny's letters don't say muchabaout ccur.ni:uat,orth{e &DldliF.S
siound ki, and he daesn't talk about us. On pages yellowed by time, he writes of .hI‘S
discovery of the Montagnards, the small tilt people of Vietnarn. Boblby calls them T o
indians of Vietnam, the aberiginal people living inthe rfé:;n‘[:y way before the other
avs they have their own dialect and dances. .
vmtn?:efeﬁui?t?:t a?pnw z:ow in Anadarka shorthy affter rrr;..r rnot.her’f. dial:: The
lanky basketball player has become a man heavy xf-.nth fauly;e_ His cheeks droop
towards the ground in a way that tells of the wounding qf hiis soul, i
\We greet one anather in 2 hug made awkward by time. 1 thank Bobf::-y ar his
letters: he tells me he's sorry he missed my mother's funeral. Later that nsgr?t | see
him stumbling to the parking kot with a much yﬂum_;%er WOMan Underhh!; ar:né
laughing and kicking crurmpled, empty beer cans at Eheur _feet. I returln tothe .::-uﬂn
that belonged to my mother, 10 its wihite walls that feel like they might cave In
re if | stay too iond.
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DILEING MY QUEST, | FIND mMoments of solace in the dese rt with the help u;f'prayg?t
srudges and peyote medidineg and ceremanizes. One might, | follow thlr;-|~ ire a§ i

ciretches up towards the top of the teepee, and thgre, thmugh the smg dr:pe;al:g
at the top, | see amoon, full and alive with possibility. The fire in the rnicldie c:-h i
teepee shines hot on my face and chest and | feel conjpelled Fu:: trace ro;tg i:-he
tures into the dirt. By sunrise, 've told a complete story in the Fhrt surrounding the
pendleton blankets that have provided me 2 seat during theln:g_h'[. L

| realize it is time to return to Oklahoma and to the Wichita Mountains tha

have always been my hom:
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T.C. PAINTED A SYMBOLIC history of the Plains Indian people for the Daybreak Star
Cultural Certter in Seattle, Starting from the left edge, the pairting is dark, only
partially it by & prairie fire and an ancient moon that illuminates a small clan of
people wha wander, lost in darkness and superstition. In the center, Mother Farth
shines upan their land and offers gifts of buffalo and medicine On the right side of
the panel, there are three major figures, a sun dancer, 4 Kiowa peyote man, and a
gourd dancer. When T.C. finished, he realized it was a mural rather than a painting.
He wrote that a single painting was paint as lyricism, while telling a story through a
mural was paint as an appendage of the soul.

The walls of my mather's house, which have haurted me since | returned fram
schaol, eighteen years old and pregnant, now pulse with a strange life force, teas-
ing my furicus need to paint, which began that night in the teepee with those dirt
sketchings. | pull money from the envelope tucked beneath Mother's bed and buy
carvass, brushes, and paint. | inhale the sweet linseed oil like 2 junkie, like it is holy
water and might save my soul. | push the furniture out of the house, stacking the
warn pieces alongside the road to be collected by the vultures that swarm, keeping
watch aver me, thinking | haven't been the same since It happened,

Wy not-so-nimble-fingers clasp the brushes as if afraid to let go again, and | paint. It
begins with a small scene inthe corner of Mather's living roarm, but saon expands into
a larger stany cavering the entire wall. | cannot put the brushes down, | cannot stop, and
I finish the lving room, only ta continue down the hall lsading 1o the two bedrooms.

| forget to eat and | sleep anly in forty-minute naps that come suddenly and
unexpectedly, forced out of sheer exhaustion. When | wake, my hands, coversd in
paint and peeling from dryness, clutch the brushes and | begin again, | stop only
when | cover the entire inside of my mother’s small house with my stary, my mural,
an appendage of my soul,
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MY COUSIM IS T C. Cannan. White people love his art and say he was the “Indian Van
Gogh'' Like my cousin, | paint Indians, On the walls of Mother's house, | paint the
Indian babias my body could never hold, These painted children occupy the walls;
four ghost babies hovering in a dark section of the mural, trapped in a motherlass
purgatory, their bellies knowing only hunger and separation. The darkness surraund-
ing themis alcohol. Assimilation pelicies. Genocide. Their father hovers nearby, his
sad cheeks melting towards the red-dirted ground, He is unable to face the children
and trapped in a hellish darkness of his own. He won'tlet himself hear their screams.
Mty image lurks abowve my babies, forced 1o forever watch their suffesing. The
heart craveswhat it cannot have, the armis ache forwhat they can never hold, and the
engarged breasts leak milk that might feed the thirsty mouths of my babies. If only.
| weas once called Fainter Girl, and like v cousin T..C,, | paint Indians.




