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Ani’qu, Our Father in Heaven!
Now I am singing it—Hi’ni’ni!
I am singing it,
I am singing it,
That loudest song of all,
That resounding song—Hi’ni’ni!
—Arapaho song
…justice was outside in the hard light, and injustice, too…
—Henry James, The Ambassadors
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1973
SHE HAD TO  get off the rez.
The truth of it was so simple that Liz Plenty Horses started to laugh. Odd how the choked sound of her own laughter was lost in the noise of tires scraping the dirt and wind pumping the old Ford and whistling through the cracked windshield; it gave her the sense that things were almost normal. Everything would be fine. She kept her eyes focused on the cone of yellow headlights stretching into the darkness ahead. A misunderstanding, that was all. They’d gotten it all wrong—gotten her all wrong. Didn’t they know her? She would never betray the American Indian Movement, never betray the others. AIM meant everything to her. Salvation. Life itself.
Liz gripped the steering wheel, aware of the sharp pain of her nails digging into the flesh of her palms and of the fear rushing over her, like a blackness closing in, as if the borders of the Wind River Reservation themselves were folding up around her, trapping her in a gulley and suffocating her.
The baby started to cry. Holding the wheel steady with one hand, Liz reached back, gripped the edge of the cardboard box that she’d padded with scraps of blankets and turned into a crib. She rocked the box slowly, gently, careful not to pull it off the seat, and started singing. “Baby mine, beautiful girl, the sun is gonna shine on you and me, and we’re gonna be fine. We’re gonna be fine.” Her voice sounded cracked and tear strained, but she forced herself to keep singing. Songs were reassuring; they made you less afraid. If she could reassure Luna, hardly a month old—wasn’t yesterday her birthday? My God, she’d forgotten her own child’s first birthday, the passing of her first month. If this tiny girl wasn’t afraid, then she wouldn’t be afraid either.
But the black fear was there, like a presence seated beside her. She could feel the icy sharpness. She’d felt it the minute she’d stepped into the house. She’d gotten the message an hour earlier; one of the members had knocked on the door of the trailer. Meeting at the house on Yellow Calf Road. She’d better be there. She’d shown up late; the meeting had already started. The living room was jammed with members, perched on the sofa and chairs, slouched on the floor, legs stretched out, so that she saw the scuffed soles first, then the frayed blue jeans and the bright red, blue, and yellow shirts trimmed with ribbons, then the long black hair trailing over the shoulders and the red headbands stretched across the brown foreheads.
Oddly, the coldness had made her conscious of her own hair, long and thick and black. She’d pulled it back and worked it into a single braid—working all of the troubles and problems, all of the uncertainties into the braid that hung almost to her waist. Putting the troubles away for a while, she’d told herself. Yet it was the braid that made her stand out, look different, even though she’d worn a red headband, like the others. She should have left her hair hanging loose.
“Sorry, sorry,” she’d heard herself saying, clutching the baby to her chest—and thank God, Luna was sleeping—as she’d stumbled over the stretched legs and dropped into a vacant spot on the floor, aware of the brown eyes following her like searchlights. She’d heard the voices when she’d stepped onto the front stoop, but the conversations had stopped when she’d walked inside. Smells of tobacco and sweat and stale coffee sucked the oxygen from the room.
She remembered looking around for Robert Running Wolf and Brave Bird, but neither of the leaders was there. Jake Tallfeathers was there, though, he and two other Arapahos leaning shoulder to shoulder across the bar that separated the living room from the kitchen. It had been Jake and Ruth Yellow Bull and Liz, herself, Arapahos all of them, who had brought Lakotas to the Wind River Reservation after the standoff at Wounded Knee. They’d grown up on the rez; they knew where the Lakotas could hide out. They’d helped them blend in with the Arapahos. The Feds had chased all over Denver and Chicago and Minneapolis, sure that the AIM warriors had gone back to where they’d come from. They weren’t looking on another rez. Lakotas had been here for months now, and no one had been arrested.
She’d searched Jake’s face for some clue to the iciness in the room, but there was only the blankness of a stone.
“What is it?” she’d managed. Now, thinking about it, she could still feel Luna’s lightness against her chest, the soft blanket falling over her arm, the almost imperceptible motion of the baby’s breathing.
“Brave Bird got killed.” A man’s voice had cut toward her, and she’d turned her head, scanning the room. The other brown faces were set like Jake’s, unreadable masks. She wasn’t sure who had spoken.
“Killed?” She’d heard the disbelief in her own voice. Brave Bird was strong. He’d done so much since he came to the rez. Led the protests and demonstrations, organized the AIM warriors that listened in on the police calls, then raced to the crime scenes to make sure no one was beaten up or shot by the police, saw that food and firewood got to people who didn’t have any, called on the members to be brave, to stand up for their rights as Indians. He was the heart of AIM, the soul of everything the movement stood for.
“Got shot couple hours ago.” Another voice, from across the room. “Police shot him in Ethete.”
“I didn’t know,” Liz had said into the quiet pressing around her. But in that instant she’d known everything. What it meant, what they had assumed. The Wind River police had stopped her last week, tried to pin a DUI on her, but she hadn’t had anything to drink. Still they’d taken her to the jail in Ethete. Luna, too. Kept her in jail for twelve hours, sent Luna off with some social services woman Liz had never seen before, asked her a lot of questions. Where’s Running Wolf? They’d wanted to know. Where’s Brave Bird? How many Lakotas hiding here? Tell us where the safe houses are. You cooperate and we’ll make things easy on you, drop the DUI charges. Nobody’s gonna know. You don’t talk, no telling what the judge is gonna throw at you. Put your kid in a foster home. Gonna be tough, Liz.
She’d told them she knew her rights, and she had the right to a phone call. She’d been shaking; her voice trembling. But she’d been a member of AIM for almost a year, and the most important thing AIM had taught her was that she had rights.
A policeman had finally led her to a phone in the corridor. It surprised her how easy it was. All she had to do was demand her rights and they were hers! She’d called Ruth Yellow Bull, knowing that Ruth would find Brave Bird or Robert. Within the hour, a lawyer had burst through the door to the room where they’d been questioning her. “DUI?” he’d said. “You got evidence, file a charge. Otherwise we’re out of here.” It hadn’t been that simple. They’d kept her in jail until the court hearing in the morning.
Liz reached back and rocked the baby’s box. They’d assumed—all the stone-hard faces crowded in the house—they’d all assumed she’d snitched, that she’d told the police where Brave Bird was staying in Ethete. It was a horrible mistake. Robert would straighten it out, just as she knew it had been Robert who had sent the lawyer and later had sent Ruth with the money to bail her out. She had to talk to Robert. Where was he? She had to get off the rez until she could find him. Give him time to talk to the other members, convince them of her loyalty. She couldn’t just hang around, waiting, waiting, waiting…
She started singing again: “It’s a long night coming. Train’s rolling on into the darkness. Gonna get on that train, gonna roll on outta here. Roll on through the darkness and into the light, just you and me, baby, on that train.”
She couldn’t shake the image of Jake moving his head—a slow, methodical nod—as if she’d said exactly what he’d expected: I didn’t know about Brave Bird. The other eyes had pulled away, darting about the room and staring down at their boots, but Jake had fixed her with a black, steady look. She’d had to look away. She’d pressed Luna’s tiny body so tightly against her that it was as if the baby were part of her own body, a third breast she’d grown, wrapped in a faded pink blanket.
She had no idea, she’d said. The words sounded choked and hesitant. The stale tobacco smells filled her lungs. No idea whatsoever. “How did the police know where to find him?” she’d managed. He’d been using the name Daryl Redman. All the Lakotas used different names. “How had the police known?”
“Someone gave him up.” There had been a steely coldness in Jake’s voice.
“Nobody’d do that.” She’d stumbled on, fear squeezing her throat like a rope. “Nobody on the rez would turn an Indian over to the police.” And all the time she’d understood that they had already come to a conclusion and made a decision. The conversations she’d heard outside on the stoop were about her. Liz Plenty Horses is the snitch. Jake had looked at her as if he were staring into space, as if she were no longer there.
After a while, they’d started to leave—uncurling from the floor and getting out of the chairs. Liz had pushed to her feet, holding on to the baby plastered against her, and begun weaving her way past the sweat-soaked shirts and through the odors of cigarettes and hair oil. She got into the line filing out the door and started across the yard toward the Ford wedged behind two trucks, hurrying from the footsteps behind her. Engines stuttered, then roared into life. Headlights streaked across the bare dirt and cut through the darkness. Tires started skidding in the dirt.
The footsteps had come closer. Loreen Yellow Bull—Ruth’s cousin; she recognized her in the flare of headlights—had walked past, then glanced back. “Watch yourself,” she’d whispered.
Loreen had hurried ahead and climbed into a brown truck, headlights on, motor running, the truck shaking like a bull ready to burst out the gate. Jake was behind the wheel.
The other trucks and cars had turned left onto the road, but Liz had turned right, keeping an eye on the rearview mirror, the breath burning in her throat. She’d pressed down on the accelerator. They knew who she was. She’d thought they knew her.
The baby was still crying. Liz kept jiggling the cardboard box, tears stinging her face. She was on Seventeen-Mile Road, the lights of Arapahoe blinking in the distance. What was she thinking? She couldn’t go to the trailer where she’d been staying since she’d come back to the rez. Grandfather’s trailer. When she was a kid, she’d explored every inch of the rooms that ran one into the other—kitchen, sitting room, bath, and finally the bedroom with windows that curved around the back just below the ceiling. Grandfather had died while she was at Pine Ridge, and the trailer was hers, all that she had. She’d found the key under the rock in front of the kitchen window.
They would be waiting for her there.
Luna was quiet now, which made it easier to think. Liz wiped at the moisture on her face. She had to pull herself together. She couldn’t fall apart; she had a baby to think of. She slowed along the side of the road and waited for the oncoming headlights to sweep past. Then she swung the Ford in a U-turn and drove west. The gas needle bounced just above empty. She could make it to Ruth Yellow Bull’s house and spend the night. Ruth hadn’t been at the meeting; maybe she hadn’t heard the news. She’d leave first thing in the morning. Ruth might even have gas she could siphon.
She swung left onto Plunkett Road, her gaze frozen to the pavement bending around the curves. After a couple of miles, she tapped at the brake pedal, turned right and bounced over the barrow ditch and across the dirt yard that spread in front of the small house. The white siding shone in the headlights. The windows were dark, and for a moment, she stayed in the car, trying to work out another plan if Ruth weren’t home. Finally she got out, pulled the rear door open and slid the cardboard box across the seat. She lifted it in both arms and, holding it close, made her way to the house. She kicked at the base of the wooden screened door.
There were no sounds apart from the wind flapping a towel against the pole of the clothesline that jutted from the side of the house. Liz kicked at the screened door again. “Be here, Ruth,” she said out loud. “Please be here.”
A light switched on inside, sending rectangles of light out onto the dirt. The inside door opened about two inches, and a thin slice of Ruth’s face appeared in the crack. She stared at Liz with one eye. “What’re you doing here?”
“I need a place for tonight. I thought…”
“You crazy? You can’t stay here.”
“It’d only be for a few hours,” Liz said, trying to squeeze the desperation from her voice. “We’ll be gone soon’s it gets light.”
“Don’t you know what’s going on?”
“I didn’t have anything to do with Brave Bird gettin’ shot.”
“They’re gonna put a snitch jacket on you.”
“You know me, Ruth. You know it’s not true. I’d never betray any of the members.”
“You gotta go somewhere else. Jake hears you stayed here, he’ll beat the shit outta me.”
“Ruth, please…” The door slammed shut.
Liz stared past the screen at the dark wood for a long moment. It was as if a black wall had risen in front of her. The glow of lights disappeared from the windows. “Please, Ruth,” she said again, but she was speaking to the wall.
Liz stumbled back through the darkness to the car. The baby began stirring in the box, emitting little chirping sounds, like those of a baby bird. She shoved the box onto the backseat and slid in behind the wheel. Maybe there was enough gas to get to Lander. She would head for Highway 287 and drive south, get as far away as she could before the gas gave out. A snitch jacket, Ruth had said. They wanted her dead.
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THE AIR TASTED of summer—of dust and dried sage and brittle grass. Cottonwoods straddled a dry creek bed, branches splayed against the blue sky, and the lumps of sagebrush scattered about shimmered like water in the sun. There was a reddish tint to the bluffs that rose out of the earth. A hot wind knocked against the Toyota pickup and whistled through the cab, nearly drowning out The Magic Flute that blared from the tape player on the front seat. It was the last Monday in July, the moon when the chokecherries begin to ripen, in the Arapaho Way of marking the passing time. Father John Aloysius O’Malley shifted into low gear and pointed the pickup down a slight decline. He could feel the rear tires slipping. Pebbles and dust spewed from beneath the wheels and laid a thin golden film over the rearview window. The slope flattened into the gulley that trailed the base of a bluff. He followed the tire tracks that ran across the brown earth.
“Might wanna head out to the Gas Hills,” Thomas Whiteman had told him. The elder’s voice had cracked on the telephone, and for a moment, Father John thought the call was breaking up. “Somebody buried in a gulley out in no-man’s-land. Wild animal got to the bones.” The old man sounded like himself again, the voice strong with indignation. “Ain’t right, Father. Buried alone, nobody knows where you are, nobody prays for you, blesses your body.”
Father John had written down the directions, trying to picture the location: Gas Hills Road, east of Highway 789, just beyond the border of the Wind River Reservation, nothing much out there. He’d been at St. Francis Mission on the reservation now for almost ten years, seven years as the pastor—longer than the Jesuits usually left a man in one place, for which he was grateful; he could find his way blindfolded down the asphalt roads and the narrow dirt tracks and across the vast emptiness by the feel of the wind, the sound of the old pickup’s tires thumping on the hard-packed earth. He was familiar with the wild, remote areas around the reservation. So many times he’d hiked into the wilderness to think and pray and draw near to the silence. God was in the silence.
Whenever a body had been found in the wilderness—a rancher or a hiker spotting something protruding from the earth, something that didn’t belong—the phone had rung at St. Francis. And on the line, the Fremont County sheriff, the local FBI agent, the Wind River police chief or one of the Arapaho elders: “You might wanna come, Father.”
“Coroner’s out there now,” Thomas Whiteman had said. “They’re gonna be moving the bones pretty quick.”
He’d told the elder he was on his way, then he’d walked down the wide corridor in the old administration building to the office of his assistant, Father Ian McCauley. He’d found the man curled over a stack of papers on a desk marked by the rings of countless coffee cups that had rested on the surface through the decades. The sun bursting through the window gave a yellow cast to the other priest’s scalp beneath his thinning, sandy-colored hair. Father John told him he’d be out for a while.
“Emergency?” Father Ian hadn’t looked up.
“Dead body out in the Gas Hills.”
“Jesus.” He’d looked up then and shook his head. “I’ll hold down the fort,” he’d said, which had struck Father John as ironic. His assistant would handle the phone calls from the Arapaho parishioners and visit with anybody who happened to drop by—“You busy, Father? Got a minute?” In the Old Time, white men had defended the forts—held them down—against the Indians.
Father John had made his way back down the corridor, past the framed black-and-white photos of the past Jesuits at St. Francis, dark eyes trained on him through wireless spectacles perched on prominent noses. He’d jogged across the mission grounds to the old pickup parked in front of the redbrick residence. Years before he’d come here, somebody had donated the pickup to the mission; for some time now, the odometer had been stuck at one hundred and twenty-two thousand miles. He’d driven around Circle Drive, tires squealing, past the old gray stone building that had once been a school and was now the Arapaho Museum, past the white stucco church with the stained glass windows in the geometric symbols of the Arapaho and the white steeple that seemed to sway with the cottonwood branches shading the roof, past the two-story yellow stucco administration building. He’d turned down the tunnel of cottonwoods and headed east for 789, a route he’d taken so often that he half suspected the pickup could find the way on its own.
Now he could see vehicles parked ahead in the gulley. Sheriff’s deputies in tan uniforms were milling about with men in blue jeans and dark shirts, sleeves rolled to the elbows, wind plastering the shirts against their backs. Father John parked between a white SUV with Fremont County emblazoned on the sides and the gray pickup that Thomas Whiteman drove.
“Hey, Father.” Gary Coughlin, detective in the sheriff’s office, looked up from the carton he’d been rummaging through in the back of a van. He ducked his head through the strap of a black camera.
“What do you have?”
“Not much left but a skeleton.” The detective beckoned with his head as he started around the van toward the group of officers in a half circle near the base of the bluff.
Standing inside the circle was the gaunt figure of Thomas Whiteman, a black cowboy hat shading the elder’s wrinkled, brown face. With both hands, he slowly lifted a pan toward the sky. A thin wisp of smoke trailed out of the pan into the wind, leaving behind the faint odor of burning cedar.
Heito’eino’hoowuciixxokuno’. The old man’s voice punctured the noise of the wind. Woow heetneechoohun. The Arapaho words seemed to hang in the air around the circle of officers standing with heads bowed. Father John understood some of the words; he could guess at the rest: Your relatives are nearby. Now you can go home.
The elder finished the prayer, then nodded at Father John. The half circle began to pull apart, the officers glancing back, waving him forward with their eyes. It was then that he saw the ocher-colored bones protruding through piles of brown dirt, as if they had been laid out. Except that he knew that wasn’t true. Whoever had left the body had probably pushed it into a shallow, hastily-dug grave, and the piles of dirt were the remnants of that grave.
The officers pulled apart to make a space for him, and he stepped closer. A raven rose from the side of the bluff and flapped away. The bones were small in diameter, yet long. Long femur, long humerus. Knobs of the long spine emerged from the dirt. The thin arm bones had been pulled back. Frayed pieces of rope were tied around the wrist bones. He could see the breaks in the bones. The skeleton was face down, so that the back of the skull was visible, and on the left side was a small, round bullet hole. And something else: a long rope of braided hair still attached to a piece of dried scalp. The braid wound over the spine, disappearing into the earth, then protruding again. It was black hair, faded with the brown dust of the earth.
Father John swallowed hard against the horror that rose inside him, the bitterness of bile. He got down on one knee and made the sign of the cross over the bones. “God have mercy,” he said out loud. “God, have mercy on this woman.” That it was the skeleton of a woman, he was sure. The delicate bones, the long black braid, and some inexplicable sense that this had been the body of a woman. Indian men wore braids, but there was something about the hair. It looked fine; it might have been silky once.
It struck him then, not for the first time, that God was not limited by time—by minutes and hours and days that passed into years. That God was eternal, and all time was present to Him. “God be with this woman,” he said again, praying for her then, when she had died this terrible death.
He noticed the debris scattered about, poking from beneath the bones—pieces of leather, faded scraps of calico and denim, the heel of a boot, pieces of metal that might have been buttons or snaps or rivets. The detritus of a life, he thought.
“Coroner agrees,” Detective Coughlin said, moving next to Father John as he stood up. “Skeleton’s most likely a woman.”
“How long has she been here?”
Coughlin shrugged. One of the other officers was pointing a camera toward the scalp and adjusting the lens. A series of clicking noises cut through the buzz of conversation and the whoosh of the wind, and for the first time, Father John was aware of the wind gusting. It didn’t surprise him; the Arapahos said the wind always blew when a body was disturbed.
“Forensics might be able to ballpark a date. Depends what they can get from the pieces of clothing and boot. Not much left. All we know for sure is that she was a homicide. Nobody ties his arms behind himself and shoots himself in the back of the head. Animals been digging here. Coyote or fox, maybe a wolf, dragged a femur about a hundred yards down the gulley. Couple of rock hunters come along this morning looking for rocks and arrowheads. One of ’em had a dog that got hold of the femur, and the men went looking for the source. Came upon the grave and called us.”
That would be the two men in Levi’s and black Stetsons, Father John was thinking, talking to another officer over by a green, four-door pickup.
“She’s Indian, that’s for sure.”
Father John turned around. He hadn’t realized that Thomas Whiteman had come up behind them.
“It’s possible,” Coughlin said. He exchanged a glance with Father John. They both knew that the skeleton was probably that of an Indian woman.
“Yeah, she’s Indian.” The old man was nodding, confirming his own theory. “Black braid like that. You don’t see no white people with that kinda hair. One of our own people,” he went on, still nodding, “left out here by herself for a long time. Well, now we found her, and we’re gonna get her buried proper so she can go to the ancestors in peace.”
Father John didn’t say anything. He could almost feel the detective swallowing his own comments. It would be a while before the coroner released the body—not until the investigation into the woman’s death was complete, and with a death that probably occurred years ago, the investigation would take a while. Still, the Arapahos would be anxious to bury her in the traditional way, anxious that until they did, her soul would be walking the earth.
Coughlin said, “Just as soon as possible.”
“We wanna know who she is.”
“So do we.”
The elder nodded at this and started to walk away. Then he turned back. “We’re not gonna forget her,” he said, before starting again for the gray pickup.
“Not gonna be an easy case to solve.” The detective was shaking his head. “Could be an old homicide, which is gonna make it a very cold case. Witnesses die and move away. Evidence evaporates. Killer could be dead.” He shrugged. “Sometimes they’re impossible, cases like this.”
“The Arapahos are going to want to know who she was and what happened to her.”
“Lot of murders never get solved, Father. It’s not a perfect world.”
“When will you have the forensics report?”
“Oh, man. Bad enough the elders are going to be on my case. Am I gonna have to put up with you bugging me?”
“Simple question, Gary.”
“Okay, simple answer. Could take a couple weeks before the coroner gets the full report.”
Father John nodded. “I’ll be in touch,” he said. Then he made his way through the officers still milling about and headed toward the pickup.
“I’m sure you will,” Detective Coughlin called after him.
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