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The other pearlers were gone out long since. In a few
moments Kino could see them clustered in the haze,
riding over the oyster bed.

Light filtered down through the water to the bed
where the frilly pearl oysters lay fastened to the rubbly
bottom, a bottom strewn with shells of broken, opened
oysters. This was the bed that had raised the King of
Spain to be a great power in Europe in past years, had
helped to pay for his wars, and had decorated the
churches for his soul’s sake. The gray oysters with
ruffles like skirts on the shells, the barnacle-crusted
oysters with little bits of weed clinging to the skirts
and small crabs climbing over them. An accident
could happen to these oysters, a grain of sand could
lie in the folds of muscle and irritate the flesh until in
self-protection the flesh coated the grain with a layer
of smooth cement. But once started, the flesh con-
tinued to coat the foreign body until it fell free in some
tidal flurry or until the oyster was destroyed. For cen-
turies men had dived down and torn the oysters from
the beds and ripped them open, looking for the coated
grains of sand. Swarms of fish lived near the bed to
live near the oysters thrown back by the searching men
and to nibble at the shining inner shells. But the
pearls were accidents, and the finding of one was
luck, a little pat on the back by God or the gods or
both.

Kino had two ropes, one tied to a heavy stone and
one to a basket. He stripped off his shirt and trousers
and laid his hat in the bottom of the cance. The water
was oily smooth. He took his rock in one hand and his
basket in the other, and he slipped feet first over the
side and the rock carried him to the bottom. The
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bubbles rose behind him until the water cleared and
he could see. Above, the surface of the water was an
undulating mirror of brightness, and he could see the
bottoms of the canoes sticking through it.

Kino moved cautiously so that the water would not
be obscured with mud or sand. He hooked his foot in
the loop on his rock and his hands worked quickly,
tearing the oysters loose, some singly, others in
clusters. He laid them in his basket. In some places
the oysters clung to one another so that they came free
in lumps.

Now, Kino’s people had sung of everything that hap-
pened or existed. They had made songs to the fishes,
to the sea in anger and to the sea in calm, to the light
and the dark and the sun and the moon, and the songs
were all in Kino and in his people—every song that
had ever been made, even the ones forgotten. And as
he filled his basket the song was in Kino, and the beat
of the song was his pounding heart as it ate the oxygen
from his held breath, and the melody of the song was
the gray-green water and the little scuttling animals
and the clouds of fish that flitted by and were gone.
But in the song there was a secret little inner song,
hardly perceptible, but always there, sweet and secret
and clinging, almost hiding in the counter-melody,
and this was the Song of the Pearl That Might Be, for
every shell thrown in the basket might contain a pearl.
Chance was against it, but luck and the gods might be
for it. And in the canoe above him Kino knew that
Juana was making the magic of prayer, her face set
rigid and her muscles hard to force the luck, to tear
the luck out of the gods’ hands, for she needed the
luck for the swollen shoulder of Coyotito. And because




