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We only had time to grab a single pot, so | put in it what | could. Flint and
tinder, fish hooks, string. From my mother came bread and a strip

of venison, from my father a coin with a dead king on it. When he was
our king, we never liked him, but in a foreign land we might want

to remember him. | put in water and thirst, rain and a warm quilt, some
residue of woodsmoke around the lip. | quickly knocked down the
corners of my room and some twigs that looked like lodgepoles. | added
bricks to make the pot heavier and iron nails to prick my fingers when

I reached in. My grandmother gave me her dances, or anyway some

of them, and while crumpling them to make them fit | shed a few tears
on top. She told me my tears would keep them supple. | knew it was a lie
meant to console me, but because it came from her | brought it along
just the same. When | had crossed the boundary of the village, | leaned
into the pot and added a second lie to the first: ‘l don’t need your
consolation’, I told my grandmother. ‘l am a man.’ | picked up squash
and beans and okra and potato pancakes. The two lies echoed in the
pot, as if my grandmother were still speaking. ‘Put a fire in the pot’,

| heard her say, ‘and a trap made of green saplings for the salmon

to jump into. Do not marry your sons to Canaanite women. Remember
my commandments and do them.’ | thought | was fleeing the invaders
but when | saw that they were before me, too, | stopped where | was
and buried the pot. | planted okra and squash and potatoes and beans
and cut a dozen young ash trees for lodgepoles. | married, begot
children, ploughed fields, erected temples, and set a large stone at the
boundary of my village. In the summer we went fishing and hunted.

In the winter we studied the prophets by firelight. One morning, a party
of invaders came over the ridge. There were more of us than of them,
but we were taken by surprise and many people were killed before

we drove them off. | took one of my grandmother’s dances and buried
it with my children. | don’t know if that was right. We had more children.
One morning, another party of invaders came over the ridge and this
time they killed me. | breathed in, somehow, still, with one eye missing
and a hole in my throat, lying in the beanfield, and breathed out again
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somewhere else. ‘Remember’, my grandmother told me, taking a few
steps and gesturing with her fingers, ‘it goes like this’, but when

| returned to the village this time, as a baby girl, | had forgotten. My aunt
taught me pottery and singing, though the songs she knew were
garbled and fragmentary, and when | was old enough she showed

me the pot beneath the cookfire where the patterns were kept. It was
a misty day, and without opening the pot she took me outside and
pointed to a droplet of water on the end of a pine needle. ‘Notice’, she
said, ‘that everything is reflected. The sky is contained in this droplet
of water, the forest, the country, the oceans and all their fish, the
invaders and you and |, and our tent, as well as the pot beneath the
cookfire and everything in it.” The pot beneath the cookfire, she
explained, was only a pot. But it, too, was a droplet of water. ‘If | made
another pot in the same shape’, | asked, ‘would that pot, too, be a
droplet of water?’ ‘Everything is a droplet of water’, said my aunt.

‘What you mean to say is, “Would | have eyes to see it?”” One morning,
a party of invaders came over the ridge. | only had time to grab a single
pot, so | put in it what | could. Necklaces, needles, snow glasses, red
ochre, a handful of beads. | wrapped my sister’s last words around

my husband’s braid. Traveling west | was married again. Because

my husband and sons had kidnaped me, | came to feel confused about
the meaning of love. Every day while drawing water | considered
jumping in the well, but | was afraid. One morning, | smashed the pot
and scattered its contents. But | let my daughter know where | had
buried the shards, and after my husband got drunk and murdered

us both | came back as a man. | knocked over the cross they had
placed on my grave and for this and other reasons they hanged me.

It happened before | could take a breath; when | screamed, it was as an
infant again. When | came of age and wanted to marry again | showed
the girl I loved my spear, my cross and an iron knife. One night, much
later, she unwrapped a red cloth and showed me her handful of pottery
shards. It was misty in the cabin with the shutters open, and the shards
glittered in the firelight. Strange patterns reflected from their shiny

Heinrich 4

reddish glaze and moved across the ceiling beams. ‘Notice’, she said,
‘that everything is forgotten. This clay was dug beside ariver that has
emptied itself into the ocean a thousand times. It was shaped by hands
that grew old and were buried and grew up again as corn and squash
and potatoes and beans, to be eaten and shat and eaten again, to be
turned to flesh that would die again, and it was fired in a fire that left
no traces.’ She picked up the smallest shard. ‘But the form reverberates.’
She traced her finger along the glaze. ‘However small you break it’, she
said, ‘the shard retains a curve. The curve implies a shape, the shape
implies a posture for the person that made it, the posture implies

an attitude, and an attitude implies a culture. A culture needs a people,
and the meaning of a people is to live.’ | lay awake that night while

my wife was asleep and tried to follow the ripples of her thought. The
Earth revolves in space, space extends forever, and the infinite stars
are fixed. If | crushed the shard into powder and mixed it into my garden,
would my squash and okra grow any different? The question wasn’t
whether the whole is contained in its parts, but whether any one part
can ever see it. A teardrop caught in my eyelashes, and through it the
smoky room seemed to fracture and glitter like a jewel. In the morning
a party of invaders came over the ridge. They camped in my field,
slaughtered my animals, took my wife. | fought with them until | was left
bleeding in the dirt. In my grief and humiliation | kept my droplets

to myself. Every day | stared into the well, and | neither married again
nor wept nor sired children. But when at last | died and was buried

in the garden, | rotted and grew up again just the same. | was eaten
and shat and eaten again, to be turned back to flesh and die again.

‘l only had time to grab a single pot’, my grandmother told me, taking

a few steps and gesturing with her fingers, ‘but there is only one pot.
An alphabet, a syllabary, a few prepositions. Confusion, rage, hunger,
iron arrowheads and sexual desire. As a young woman | wanted to show
the warriors what | had, so | dug up the pot and spread its contents on
a blanket in the sun. Necklaces, needles, tin cups, ivory pipes and shiny
beads cut from clam shells. Gold coins, newspapers, tiny diamonds,
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scraps of parchment inscribed with holy words. Pomegranate seeds.
Combs and brushes. The warriors would stop for a moment as they
walked past, or maybe just turn their heads. But one squatted down
to look with me, and after a long while he opened his ribs and pried
out his possessions to show me, too. He remembered songs and fairy
tales, and holding his mother’s hand in the rain, and his own
grandmother painting ochre on his cheeks. He was brave and
impatient, sometimes kind and sometimes cruel, handsome except
for his sunken, pockmarked cheeks. We combined our stores and
wrapped them up again, and when the camp moved we carried them
with us. | suckled six babies and buried three. | had fifteen grandchildren
and fifty great-grandchildren, and they had hundreds more. One of my
beads is at the bottom of the ocean and another reached the islands
on the other side. Don’t ask me what | kept or lost. Some of my children
had their lips sewn shut and some were taken away. Some of my sons
were killed in battle and some were beaten and lashed and some were
enslaved and some were victorious and many of my daughters were
raped. Some of my grandchildren choose to remember and some
choose to forget, but also no one has a choice about anything.
Some of my grandchildren murdered their cousins and asked for

my forgiveness. | told them | forgave them, but | knew it was a lie.

| don’t know if that was right. Some of what they said was new and
some of it was old. Some of what they remember is true and some of

it false. If you obey the commandments and keep them, we are told,
we will be given health and prosperity, but then we’re all cut down just
the same.’ She pulled aside her shirt, and one wrinkled breast, and with
her fingertip traced the line of her sternum. ‘But notice’, she told me,
‘that life has a curve. A curve implies a shape, and a shape must have
a limit, as | said. But a limit implies a choice, and a choice carries
meaning, which carries intention. And intention, you must remember,
comes from faith, which is limitless.’
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