Wilma’s Goodbye, 1949

By Paxton Riddle

The car radio soothed out the final strains of After You’ve Gone as her old Hudson cleared the rise.  Wistfulness, like a heavy mist, draped over her as she let the sedan coast to a stop on the dirt road overgrown with weeds and stared at the dilapidated husk of what was once the Quapaw Agency house.

Without taking her eyes from the decaying cabin, she switched off the ignition, letting the silence envelop her.  She lifted the door handle and slid out, then stood there, watching, imagining, listening to the rising and falling whir of cicadas, the coo of a mourning dove.  Shading her eyes with her left hand, her right moving to her chest, she breathed a deep sigh.  This would be her last visit.  The old place would be razed tomorrow, and with it, the one last palpable connection to her mother, to her people.

A blazing Oklahoma sun beat down on her like a forge as she swished through tall goldenrod, toward the old cabin, tiny blisters of sweat blooming on her brow.  Five towering blackjack trees encircled the sides and rear of the building, caressing it with a dark blanket of afternoon shade.  Twenty paces from the front door she snapped open her pocketbook and withdrew the warn and faded photograph.  Yes, it was just about here, she thought, comparing the photo’s background to the scene in front of her.  Grandpa looked so frail sitting in that rickety chair in front of the Agency.  Squinting from under an old Dobbs hat, he appeared a hundred years old, his leathery face imprinted with endless deep lines and valleys, of a hundred years of hardship and Modoc history.  It was hard to picture him as the young warrior, Akekis, a freedom fighter for “Captain Jack”--the young Chief made famous by the Modoc War of 1873.  Mom, a shy teenager, stood next to Grandpa, dressed in her Sunday best, her long black hair neatly coifed in the style of the day.  So young and pretty.  And so very sad.  

Wilma’s lower lip quivered.  She realized she was standing on the very spot her mother stood forty years ago on a steamy, Oklahoma summer day.  All she ever knew of Mom was in this picture.  God, how she had wanted to know her, to talk to her, to confide in her, to hear her voice, feel her touch.  She had needed her so many times, had so many questions.  With her died the stories about the old country back in Oregon.  With her died Wilma’s history.

Wilma stepped through the front door, now hanging awap on its hinges, and the old place gathered her into its silence.  The musty smell of decay wafted over her.  Long-abandoned mud dauber nests hung from the roof.  There was the smell of rotting leaves, of damp earth. 

Then the tears came.  She thought of the destroyed lives of the Modocs who had trudged through this door, ration tickets in hand.  Had Mom waited in line here, cradling baby Wilma in her arms?  Were there aunts or cousins with her?  What had they talked about?  What had their laughter sounded like?  What had they dreamed?  

She squeezed shut her eyes, held her breath and listened hard, hoping to snatch a long-lost whisper that might still hang in the air, the echo of a beam-captured chuckle, a sigh still embraced by a wall.  Maybe, if she stood this way long enough, totally silent, eyes closed, concentrating, grasping the photo, it would be 1909 again and she would be there -- with Mom and Grandpa.  There would be the scrape of shoes on the plank floor, the voices of her people, the bored, clipped utterance of the White Agent -- “Next!” 

But there was only stillness, the intermittent cry of a jay.

She lingered in the cabin until the late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the room, listening, touching the cool rough-hewn walls and beams, saying her good-byes, chanting the words of  an old Modoc song partially remembered.  Then, finally, in the fading light of dusk, she returned to the car, switched on the ignition, and looked longingly at the place for the last time.  “I’ll be with you one day, Mom.  We’ll be together again.”   

And as she drove slowly away -- for a brief moment -- she was sure she glimpsed next to her a fleeting shadow, felt the kiss of a cool breeze against her cheek, heard a gentle whisper of reassurance.  And Wilma smiled.
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