
    
      [image: Cover]
    

  

[image: Feedbooks]

Kindred Spirits

RoseMary McDaniel a.k.a. Amy Hayle





Published: 2012

Tag(s): "Fruithills Suspense Series" horses "Indian tribe"
relationships




Kindred Spirits

By RoseMary McDaniel

 

“There are more horses than people around here, and the horses
are nicer!” declared my sister Jane at an early age.

 No producing of any amount of facts would convince her
that she was wrong, especially concerning the second part of her
argument. She was correct that in our small area of the world, in
the valley of the famed Fruithills, we had an abundance of horses,
ponies, and the like. I’ll admit that I’d never been ill-treated by
a horse, but by people, well, maybe Jane was right about that,
too.

Being 5 years older, I remember the first time that Dad sat Jane
on one of the horses on our farm. She was about 3 years old, and
she once she had been on the back of that tired old farm nag, it
became her worthy steed. Although she had to be lifted up to ride
for some time thereafter, it didn’t take her too many years to find
a way to mount him herself. Once she did, she was gone for hours on
long summer afternoons into the many woods that surrounded our
farm, and never missed a chance, once chores were done after
school, to ride off into the fields beyond the fence.

I liked riding as well, but my focus was never on the kind of
need for freedom and solitude that Jane craved. I was like the boy
my Dad never had, and trailed after him and took over chores as
soon as he’d let me.

 

One afternoon, I decided to follow Jane into the woods, curious
as to what she actually did during the times she simply disappeared
into the thick underbrush and only came home in time for supper.
She’d never miss that, of course, delighting in the rich farm table
loaded with Mom’s home cooking.

I’d let her get ahead of me that afternoon, and after waiting a
few minutes, followed her along the trail of downed grasses that
marked the path she had taken. I could hear her voice, before I
actually saw her, so I slipped off my horse, secured his reins, and
quietly approached where I could peer around the trees to see what
she was up to.

Her horse quietly grazed beside her, and Jane sat on the ground
nearby, earnestly holding a conversation with no one that I could
see. She’d ask a question, listen intently, bob her head yes or no,
and then speak again. It was like some kind of semi-reality
performance, and I slipped closer to catch her words.

Then I froze as I heard her voice clearly, and couldn’t
understand a single word she was saying. The sounds were clipped,
some guttural, and she would laugh in a way that sounded much older
than her age then, of about nine years.

As I stepped a bit closer, a branch cracked beneath my foot, and
looking up, Jane spotted me.

“What do you want, Sally?” she asked, her tone wary.

I tried to be nonchalant as I replied. “Just out for a ride,” I
said. “It’s a nice day for it.”

“It was,” she answered and climbed back on her own mount. She
headed for our farm without another word, and I followed without
comment.

It wasn’t the first time that I’d heard her speak that way. When
she was a mere tot, before she really put sentences together, I’d
hear her at night sometimes, talking away in her crib in those same
sort of utterances. I’d even asked my mother about it, but she
merely smiled and said that babies sometimes have their own
language, and that it would pass.

 Although the night conversations eventually stop, the fact
was that Jane and I were never really very close playmates.
Admittedly, she was quite a bit younger, but even when our cousins
came to visit and we broke out the board games, she could rarely be
coaxed to take part, while cousins her age joined eagerly in the
fun.

Nobody seemed to find it strange, except for me. They’d all
shrug and say “That’s just Jane,” should I raise any questions
about her actions or non-actions.

At school, she quietly did her lessons, as necessary, but never
really developed close relationships with anyone in her classes. By
the time she was in the second grade, I was already off to Junior
High, and our worlds grew further apart.

Thinking back, with the benefit of knowledge of some of the
medical conditions that are attributed to the kind of behavior that
Jane sometimes portrayed, I wondered if perhaps she, too, suffered
from something more than just a type of personality quite unlike
mine. But eventually, I accepted that some people like Jane were
just different and left it at that.

 

Jane had one other main interest, besides horses. She was
fascinated by the stories of the Indians who had lived here many
years ago. She was always a dedicated reader, and never missed a
chance to get new books at the library. Back in our childhood days,
the library was our only chance to explore the world of
information. Reading materials in our home consisted of newspapers,
a few farm magazines and the Bible. There was  no internet, of
course back then in the late 1950’s, and only the occasional radio
show and later a black and white T.V. brought the outside world to
our farm.

The cork bulletin board in Jane’s room was soon filled with
clippings, photos and memorabilia of a local band of the Indian
tribe, the Potawatomi. I also learned about the history of tribe
called the Pokagon, “Keepers of the Fire”. You couldn’t help but
learn about them being around Jane, it was her passion. 

To be sure, the story of how the local band was able to remain
on their lands in Michigan and Indiana was intriguing. They did not
join a forced march removal of 800 others from their ancestral
villages along the St. Joseph, Paw Paw and Kalamazoo Rivers to a
reservation in Kansas by the U.S. Government in September of 1838,
breaking the promise of several earlier treaties. It was known as
the “Trail of Tears,” or more accurately the “Trail of Death,” due
to the many deaths and hardships along the way.

Jane was vocal in her defense of the Indians right to remain on
their land, and because of this long-ago event, she formed her
unfavorable opinion of government authority in general.

My parents viewed it as a phase, something she’d outgrow as she
developed interests in other areas, perhaps thankful that at least
she was occupied with something that drew her interest. To be fair,
our parents were busy in maintaining the farm in the 1950’s and
60’s, as my father’s business interests and investments grew in the
booming recreational vehicle (RV) industry in the area after he
started his own business, which expanded and developed beyond the
small town where we lived. My mother backed my father 150%, taking
over chores as needed, hiring the help to bring in the harvest and
providing Jane and me the support of both mother and father, as he
spent more and more time at his workplace.

One thing was constant, however, my mother’s home cooking. My
father had said that she’d made a promise when they married that
she’d always have lunch on the table for him everyday, and for many
years, she did. Our farm was a few miles out of the little town
where his business was located, but he made it home for lunch
nearly every day, often bringing co-workers along with him to enjoy
the spread my mother provided.

It was nicknamed “The Groaning Table,” by those who regularly
attended, referring to the groans of “I can’t eat another bite,”
uttered by diners when my mother would set out the wonderful
fruit-filled dumplings, puddings and cobblers she made with apples
and peaches and strawberries from the local Fruithills, amply
covered with real whipped cream. And of course, they would indulge
after all in the delicious desserts.

Jane and I partook of these communal meals only during the
summertime, since we took our lunch along to school. But Jane
usually filled her plate and disappeared outside, while I lingered
to enjoy the friendly conversations and the joking back and forth
between my parents and those who shared the meal.

 

Among Jane’s treasures were a few arrowheads and other small
artifacts that she’d found along the small stream that run behind
our home and fed into the river. From what I’d heard from Jane, the
Indians who’d roamed the area around the St. Joseph River used the
area for hunting and fishing, while their permanent camps tended to
be further to the north in Michigan. One day, I noticed that Jane
had a little beaded pouch or bag with uniquely woven flower
designs. It looked quite old.

“Where did you get that?” I asked.

“From a friend,” she replied, but would provide no further
information. Later that week, when I’d gone to her room to look for
a sweater she’d borrowed, I saw the bag on her dresser and picked
it up to examine it more closely. It seemed familiar, and I glanced
up at the photos pinned to her bulletin board. There was a image
I’d remembering seeing before of a beaded pouch and a basket,
perhaps torn from a magazine. The pouch I held was similar to the
one pictured. Surely, this wasn’t something she’d found in the
woods, still so well preserved from the past. Yet, I couldn’t think
of a single person who could be considered a friend who would give
Jane such a gift.

I saw my sweater lying on a nearby chair, and feeling a little
creepy at spying on Jane’s privacy, I lay the bag back where I had
found it, and left the room.

 

As we grew older, Jane changed little in her preference for her
own company. She made decent grades, stayed out of trouble, and at
least as far as our parents were concerned, was no problem, except
for one rainy evening when she rode off on one of the farm horses
and didn’t return by dark. That was the agreement that our mother
had made with Jane. She could go riding as soon as her chores were
done, but she must be back home by dark. She was just thirteen and
anxious to be independent, even more than she had always been. On a
late summer day, she’d hurried through her chores, filled a
saddlebag with snacks and a thermos and she was off, flying across
the fields toward the woods. It wasn’t long until the clouds turned
gray and it was apparent that a storm was headed our way.

Jane wasn’t one to let a little rain deter her, so when it began
to pour, splashing big raindrops in the barnyard and sizzles of
lightening and booms of thunder dotted the sky and air, we figured
she’d found shelter somewhere to wait out the storm. But when it
became apparent that the rain had stopped and she’d still not shown
up, Mother began to worry.

Our father had gone out of town to visit a new customer for his
RV components and even when he phoned to check in earlier that
night, Mother didn’t want to worry him. I’d offered to go looking
for her, but mother had decided to wait a little longer. Finally as
it neared midnight, she agreed that I could ride after Jane, so I
did.

Having ridden with her on the few occasions she allowed me
along, I knew the general way she might go, but I didn’t find any
trace of her. The sky had cleared and the half moon overhead spread
a misty light ahead of me. I was just about to turn around and head
back, when I heard the whinny of a horse behind me. I saw Jane on
her horse, paused at the edge of the woods, and for a split second
I thought I saw another mounted figure in the distance behind her
and the far off glow of a campfire.

Seeing me, Jane quickly rode toward me, without a word.

“Where on earth have you been?” I scolded her. “Mother is
worried silly.”

“No need for worry,” she announced calmly, “I was quite
safe.”

“Safe where?” I asked. “There’s no shelter in that
direction.”

Then she edged her horse closer to mine, and smiled that strange
far-away Jane smile as she said “I found them, Sally, at their
summer camp, just like the pictures in the books I’ve read.”

“What are you talking about?” I said in a harsh voice. “Found
who? Some hobos in the forest?”

“Of course not,” Jane scoffed. “I found the them, the Keepers of
the Fire.”

“Are you crazy?” I asked. “There aren’t any Indians for miles.
They live up in Michigan and don’t camp here in the woods.”

Jane maneuvered her horse around mine and started back toward
our farm. “Don’t believe me, then,” she said. “But it’s true just
the same.”

She never mentioned it again, and although I tried to bring up
the subject later on, she turned a deaf ear to my questions, and
eventually, I stopped asking.

After that, I was too busy with my graduation from high school,
and then going off to nursing school to pay much attention to Jane.
That was basically how the rest of the family dealt with her. Not
say too much; not ask questions, and just keep the peace.

 

When I came back home the following summer, I found Jane with a
new horse, taking it through its paces. Although she’d loved all
the old farm horses, apparently she had become fascinated with one
particular breed of horses, the Appaloosas, originally bred by an
Indian tribe in the far northwest. Father had bargained for the
gray dappled colt from a client who’d bought it out East where the
breed had become popular, but found it a little too spirited for
his young daughter.

Jane had no fear and bounded with the colt immediately and had
named it “Nikan,” which she told me meant “My Friend.”  After
that, it was as though the two of them were one. With her darkly
tanned complexion, deep dark eyes and long dark braided hair, she
could have been mistaken for an Indian, herself.

While I, with my paler skin and lighter hair and eyes, avoided
direct sun and mostly wore a hat whenever I helped out with chores,
oddly, Jane now filled the tomboy the role that  father had
originally planned for me, his elder child.

One afternoon before I returned to nursing school early that
fall, I sat with mother on the porch sharing a pitcher of iced
lemonade and chatting, enjoying the breeze that further cooled that
side of the house.

I brought up the subject of Jane’s future education. “Does Jane
know what college she might like to go to?” I asked.

Mother looked slightly uncomfortable. “I don’t think she’s
thinking about college.”

“Not at all or not yet?” I asked.

Mother took a long sip from her glass. “I think she’s talked
your father into letting her work the farm for him.”

“Jane?” I said in amazement. “I’ve only known her to hurry
through her chores and take off on a horse for the woods.”

“You’d be surprised how well she and your father have gotten on,
lately,” Mother replied, and then hurried on, “She’s taken over a
lot of the managing that I used to have to do,” she said.

“At thirteen?” I was incredulous.

“Nearly fourteen, actually,” Mother answered. “She’s a whiz at
math and very organized. She’s extremely efficient at
bookwork.”

I was silent as I had a pang of jealousy recalling that I’d once
thought I’d be the one to work alongside my parents some day on our
farm, but I now realized that my earnest desire to have a career in
nursing left my spot in the family for Jane to fill. Sensing that
my mother didn’t want to discuss it further, I changed the
subject.

Later, I wondered if my choice of the nursing field was a
reaction to my desire to better understand the needs of different
types of people, like Jane or perhaps a reflection of the nurturing
nature of my mother. After I returned to school and became more
involved in earning my degree, I found nursing related activities
that only allowed time for a short visit to the farm in summer
before each new school year began.

 

But in the late summer after my graduation from college, just
before I was to take a nursing position at a hospital in Missouri,
I returned for a week’s stay on the farm. The first person I saw
when I drove into the yard was Jane, looking more than ever like an
Indian, talking earnestly to a man I didn’t recognize on a
tractor.

I got out of my car and walked over to them.

“Hello, Sally,” Jane said. “Meet Bo.”

The man jumped down from the tractor and took my hand in his
enormous paw and shook it heartily.

“A pleasure, m’am,” the man said. “Jane’s told me a lot about
her older sister.”

Not sure how to interpret that statement, I merely nodded and
said politely “Nice to meet you, too.”

“Bo and I were married last week,” Jane told me, as he put his
arm around her shoulder, towering a good foot taller.

“That’s certainly a surprise,” I said, and then recovered to
add, “Congratulations.”

Just then, our father came out of the barn, strolled over and
gave me a hug. After that it was a busy time, as cars pulled into
the drive, and the usual lunch time crowd gathered for a seat at
mother’s “Groaning Table.”

I didn’t have a chance to ask anyone about this older stranger
who’d suddenly turned up as my barely 18-year-old sister’s husband.
He was not handsome and not ugly, just big and strong, with a
smiling face, dark brown eyes, and a bald head. His high cheekbones
made me think that Jane might be carrying her attraction to all
things Indian a bit too far.

 

Later than evening, I joined Dad for a cup of tea on the porch.
Jane and Bo had gone to their small cabin, one of several that Dad
had built some years ago for guests, and Mom was watching her
favorite evening television show.

We sat in silence for a few minutes, until I couldn’t stand it
any longer

“O.K.,” I said, “What’s up with Jane suddenly married to someone
I’ve never even heard about before?”

Dad sighed and reached across the arm of my chair to pat my
hand. “I know it’s probably seems odd, but Jane isn’t like you. She
needs somebody there for her; somebody to depend on. I hadn’t
wanted to break the news to you until I could do it in person, but
your Mom and I won’t be around forever, and I doubt you’d want to
come back to live here on the farm, so when Bo came along, I knew
that it would be the answer to letting Jane take over the farm
eventually. Bo would be there for her, even when I can’t be. I
hoped you’d understand.”

Tears came to my eyes as I said, “Of course I do, Dad. You’re
right, Jane does need somebody, and if you think he’s the one, then
I know you did the right thing to encourage it. But you and Mom
better stick around a long, long time. I want to be able to bring
your grandkids back to visit.”

I could see Dad’s grin even in the gathering darkness. “So, my
girl, you’ve got a likely candidate in mind? When do we get to meet
him?”

I laughed. “I’m not ready to bring anyone home to meet the
family yet,” I said. “But I have met someone, a young doctor, just
starting out. With both of us in the healthcare field, we have had
a lot to talk about. It might just work out. I just don’t know yet.
But when I do, you’ll be the first to know.”

“I take it you’re not planning to spend the summer with us?” he
asked.

“I’ve taken a position in a hospital in St. Louis,” I told him.
“But I planned to stay this whole week, if that’s all right.”

“You know it is,” he told me. “And the young doctor?”

“Yes,” I said smiling. “It’s the same hospital where he’s a
resident.”

“Ah,” Dad said. “Then you’ll have someone to take care of you,”
he paused. “Although I know you don’t need the same kind of support
that Jane does. But it’s a good thing for you to have it, just the
same.”

I nodded my agreement, and just then Mom appeared in the
doorway. “How about a piece of my fresh-baked gingerbread with
fresh cream on top?” she asked.

“Don’t have to ask us twice,” Dad replied, and we got up and
followed her into the house.

 

The week went fast, and I enjoyed my time with my family, even
letting Jane and Bo talk me into going to the annual Labor Day
Weekend Pow Pow in Michigan. He was in his element here, and Jane
as his wife was not only accepted but respected. The songs,
dancing, food and prayers were a celebration of the Potawatomi way
of life. Jane fit in here, and I was pleased to see that she was a
part of Bo’s tribal community. We even visited the Indian casino
and although none of us were gamblers, Jane told me it might be my
lucky day; and I believed her and actually won $50 at one of the
machines for a single quarter.

 

Before I left, Jane, Bo and Dad shared with me their plans for a
new large barn and training facility that they were planning to
build on the farm. Having done so well in his RV business, Dad had
bought a number of additional acres years ago and there was plenty
of room for expansion. Jane was excited about raising horses, her
beloved Appaloosas. I was pleased to see Jane so happy and animated
and I hugged her when I left. I held out my hand to Bo, who
solemnly shook it, and a look passed between us that told me I
could trust the care of my odd little sister to this giant of a
man.

 

As the years went by, Dad passed and so did Mother, and I made
fewer and fewer trips back to the old farm to see Jane. She and Bo
never had any children, but their farm flourished and the horse
breeding operation became a big success. I was busy with my own
career and marrying that young doctor, who became the most
important person in my life, until our children came along. When
they were old enough, they enjoyed a few weeks every summer with
Aunt Jane and Uncle Bo, while I rarely found the time to accompany
them.

But it was my own daughter Lily who provided me with a view into
Jane’s life on the farm, although Lily corrected me to say that it
was now a ranch called Njezhek which meant “just now.”  I
thought it represented well Jane’s ability to live in the present,
yet honor the past. She may have not preferred a lot of modern
conveniences, but Lily and my son Paul confirmed that that Bo kept
up with the modern world, while Jane preferred simplicity. Lily
seemed to have developed a bond with Jane and her love of the woods
and accompanied her on her afternoon rides, while Lily’s brother
Paul preferred working with the horses and in Bo’s blacksmith shop.
He also liked to assist with lessons, and led the trail rides for
the tourists who came to stay at the ranch, and accompany those who
came to view the the training facility where  groups like the
local Marshal’s Posse would train and hone their riding skills.

 

Just before each Labor Day, the local Pokagon tribe still held
their Pow-Pow which was a gathering and place for Native people to
meet, dance, sing and renew and strengthen their rich culture. Lily
and Paul went with Jane a number of times, and they watched as Bo
participated in the Men’s traditional dances. 

Jane and Bo had become acquainted with an orphaned young Native
American brother and sister, distant relatives of Bo, who had been
on their own since their early teens, when their parents were
killed in an auto accident. Dawn and Ben, (their English names),
worked for the ranch, helping with the horses and the events on the
farm. Later, they were invited to move into the small cabin on the
farm where Jane and Bo had lived before moving into the big house
when my parents died. The two siblings worked full time there and
became like part of the family.

Lily and Paul learned much about Native culture from them on
their yearly stays at the ranch, and in fact, they were so
impressed that they both decided to attend the local South Western
Michigan college for a year, where learned more about the history
of the local tribe and studied the artifacts and exhibits at the
college museum. Evidently, it affected their future careers as
well. Lily went on to major in and earn her degree in Social work
with an emphasis on Indian affairs and eventually went to work on
an western Indian reservation. Paul pursued a medical education and
became a doctor, finally joining Lily on the reservation as a
resident doctor.

At first it was a little hard for me to accept that Lily and
Paul were so influenced by Jane and Bo, and yet in another way, I
was pleased that they were able to connect with her in a way that I
never could.

 

Life went along pretty much as always for a number of years. But
my husband Jim died, too young, of a sudden and unexpected heart
attack, and I was lonely working in the east, with Jane in the
midwest and my children both farther to the west. So, I decided to
take a long vacation, perhaps permanently as my 55th birthday
dawned and accepted Jane’s long-standing invitation to join them on
the ranch. They had added over the years to the guest cabins with a
number of tourist lodges, complete with cooking facilities, and
they graciously offered me the use of one for as long as I
wanted.

Jane was almost 50 herself, and Bo was, I believed closer to 60,
although I never really knew his true age. However, he seemed as
vigorous as ever as he worked about the ranch, with Ben’s help.
Dawn had taken over many of the housekeeping duties from Jane, who
devoted her time to working with her beloved horses.

Once I had settled in on the ranch, I noticed that Jane still
took those late afternoon rides, heading north westerly into the
woods and the beautiful sunsets. One afternoon, I followed her, as
I had long ago.

I came upon her as she sat on a log, eyes closed as if in
meditation, her horse grazing beside her. As I approached, she
opened her eyes, not surprised to see me.

“Sit beside me, Sally,” she said.

I got off my horse, secured his reins and lowered myself to the
log. I looked up to the west, through a clear spot in the trees,
and saw the beautiful pinks and oranges of the sunset. “It’s very
peaceful here,” I said.

“It’s one of my favorite spots,” Jane said, “Always has been.
Would you like to take a walk with me?”

“Of course,” I answered, not sure where she would lead me.

We walked in silence along the leaf-strewn ground, the dryness
crunching beneath our feet to a clearing, several hundred feet from
where we had left our horses. Here was the fast moving creek that
led toward the river, quite a distance beyond. 

“This is where I find them,” she said, smiling. “The spirits of
those who lived here long ago and still roam this land.”

I didn’t know what to say.

“No, I’m not delusional,” Jane said. “Just sensitive to them. Bo
is as well. In fact, your children have felt their presence, too.
This where the summer camp was and where those of long ago return
in spirit. Do you not feel anything here?”

I stood silent, listening to the rustle of the wind in the
trees, the leaves stirring on the branches as they loosened their
hold and drifted down to the ground around us.

“I don’t know,” I said as truthfully as I could. “There is
something here, but what it is, I’m not sure.”

“You just need to open your mind to the possibility,” Jane told
me, putting her arm about me in a rare gesture. “I just wanted to
share this with you, as I have with your children. This place
brings me peace. I have told Bo that when I die, I want to have my
ashes scattered here, not buried in some plot far away.”

I didn’t know how to reply, but I realized that Jane did not
require one. Instead she took my hand and led me back to the place
where I’d found her.

She went over to her horse and mounted and rode off toward the
farm. I followed her. I wasn’t sure how I felt. In one way, I had
for a moment entered her world, a place very strange to me, and yet
I had shared the peace she felt. Her comment about death was
somewhat disconcerting, but frankly, since my husband and our
parents were gone, the thought of it had also weighed heavily on my
mind.

The autumn weather settled in, and with it, a period of activity
began, as late season visitors filled the other lodges and cabins
and brought with them a sense of celebration. It had always been my
favorite time of year, and Jane’s as well, and I felt closer than
ever as we worked together with Dawn and the other staff preparing
the hearty meals that included seasonal treats like roasted turkey,
cream topped pumpkin and apple pies and spiced vegetables. It
reminded me of the “Groaning Table,” of my parents’ era, when there
was good eating and joyful times on what was then a farm.

However, the season brought an unprecedented number of storms.
Late evening thunder and lightening would awake us, and the rain
would pour against the windows only to soften to a patter that
would lull me back to sleep. 

One afternoon, the storms rolled in early, and the normal
activities on the ranch were curtailed as the weather lingered. Bo
had gone out to secure the horses, and found that one had broken
free and disappeared into the woods. He and Ben set out to find the
errant young mare, and each had gone a different route into the
back country. 

The storm raged for several hours, and although Ben had returned
after finding the horse and brought it to the barn, Bo had not come
back. Ben then led a search into the deep woods, and found why Bo
was missing. He lay very still under a huge branch from a tree that
had been hit by lightening and which had fallen on him as he rode
under it. The horse was dead as well, laying beneath him. Ben had
been the one to find him, and he had sent Dawn back to find Jane
who had been searching in another direction and take her back to
the ranch.

But Jane had insisted on going to where they had found Bo. As
the others watched, she knelt on the ground next to his body, where
only the upper portion was visible. She took his head in her arms,
stroking it and speaking softly to him, as the tears flowed down
her cheeks.

 

There wasn’t a funeral for Bo, but rather an celebration of his
life was held in the forest, and Jane later spread his ashes in the
spot she had pointed out to me. My children, Lily and Paul had
flown in to attend, and stood beside me, as we watched Jane perform
her last act of devotion to her husband.

After Bo’s death, Jane seemed more of a shadowy figure than
ever. She went about her daily activities as usual, but without the
enthusiasm that she had once displayed when working alongside Bo.
Ben and Dawn became very protective of her, although they were very
careful to include me in any decisions about the ranch
business.

Jane was still happiest, it seemed, on her late afternoon rides
into the woods. I thought about trying to go along, but decided
that what she really sought was solitude and perhaps felt closer to
Bo there.

Jane had been unwell for sometime, when Ben and Dawn finally
convinced her to visit the family doctor in the next town, and
asked me to accompany her. I drove the ranch Jeep, and Jane was her
usual quiet self as we went there. She went into the appointment
alone, and when she came out, a short time later, she merely nodded
to me that it was time to leave, once she had finished her business
at the counter.

On the way home, I thought of a thousand questions to ask her,
but she responded to the few that I asked with accustomed
reticence. 

“It’s just a skin condition,” she told me. “Too much sun.”

And that was all she had to say.

I finally had to learn the truth from Dawn.

“She has advanced skin cancer,” Dawn told me, after she had
taken Jane for several followup sessions at the doctor’s
office.

“They can cure it, can’t they?” I asked. “Chemo or
something.”

“She’s being treated,” Dawn said. “But frankly, it’s just a
matter of time.”

I didn’t want to believe that. But as I watched silently, day
after day, it was as though Jane was fading away before my very
eyes. I tried drawing her into conversations about it, but she
would only tell me she was tired and go to her room to lie
down.

Eventually, she rarely got out of bed, not even taking her daily
rides to the woods. It was then that I knew that the end was
approaching. I could not believe it. My younger sister, always the
energetic one, the healthy one, had a terminal condition. As a
nurse, I knew that the form of cancer she had was an aggressive one
and often not curable, but still I hoped against hope that she
would recover.

As she grew worse, Dawn, Ben and I decided that we would not
send her to a hospice, but care for her at home, where she wanted
to be. My children Lily and Paul took leaves from their jobs to
come back to the ranch to say goodbye to their beloved Aunt Jane,
who roused from a mostly medicated state to kiss and thank each of
them for coming. It was then a waiting game. On one hand, I didn’t
want Jane to die, yet I knew that I didn’t want her to
suffer. 

Late one autumn afternoon, My children and I sat on the porch
drinking sun tea and watching the colorful sunset, when Dawn and
Ben joined us. 

“Jane is resting quietly,” Dawn said.

“I should go in,” I replied.

“No,” Ben told me. “Watch the sunset and think of how much Jane
has always loved it.”

We all sat in silence, watching as the sun sank lower and lower
in the western sky. Suddenly, at the very edge of the woods, we saw
shadows emerge that had blended into the background. It was the
silhouette of a large man, dressed in Indian garb, leading a
dappled horse with a similarly dressed rider on its back. Then they
stopped, turned toward us, and one last ray of sunlight highlighted
their faces.

“It’s them,” Lily cried. “Uncle Bo and Aunt Jane!”

Then we stood up from our chairs frozen in place as we saw the
smiles on their faces. Jane raised her hand in a gesture of
goodbye, and as we watched, the light faded, and they blended once
more into the darkness and disappeared. 

“I must go to Jane,” I said, and hurried back into the house,
followed by the others. But as I suspected, Jane was already gone,
a peaceful expression on her face. She had joined her husband to
follow him to where the spirits of long ago still inhabited the
woods beyond our ranch.

 Some days later, I went with Lily, Paul, Dawn and Ben and
the rest  of Bo’s tribal family to the woods for a ceremony
and later to scatter Jane’s ashes where she had lovingly placed
his.

Jane and Bo had left the ranch to be shared among Lily, Paul,
Dawn and Ben, although it would be Dawn and Ben who would run it.
But the lodge where I had been living, and a bit of acreage around
it had been left to me for my lifetime. It was home to me now, and
here I would remain, until I joined my husband, parents, and Jane
and Bo. 

Some might say that it was a group hallucination we all shared
that autumn afternoon, seeing Bo and Jane as they left us, but I
knew that vision had been a window into the world that they had
shared, with a hope for the rest of us that what must die in the
flesh is inevitably born into the kindred spirit.

 

THE END
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