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This is for Violet Katherine Henderson.

Welcome to our world; we have been waiting for you.

AUTHOR’S NOTE

The Bates Battlefield is located in Hot Springs County, Wyoming, three miles from the border of Fremont County. For the purposes of this story, I have placed the site of the battlefield in Fremont County.


 

The Indian thought of the wolf as “an animal who moved like liquid across the plains, silent, without effort, but with purpose. He was alert to the smallest changes in his world. He could see very far—‘two looks away.’ ”
—OF WOLVES AND MENBY BARRY LOPEZ
“We reached the old wolf in time to watch a fierce green fire dying in her eyes. I realized then, and have known ever since, that there was something new to me in those eyes—something known only to her and to the mountain.”
—A SAND COUNTY ALMANACBY ALDO LEOPOLD
 
The place where crying begins,

The thi’aya,

The thi’aya.

When I see the thi’aya,

I begin to lament.
—ARAPAHO SONG
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THE CALL HAD come at precisely two minutes after nine this morning, everything about it marked with urgency, even the way the black plastic phone seemed to shudder with each ring. Father John Aloysius O’Malley, the Jesuit pastor of St. Francis Mission on the Wind River Reservation, could still feel the knot of dread that had tightened in his chest as his hand shot across the desk for the receiver. There were so many emergency calls—Father, there’s been an accident! Father, could you get over to the hospital? Father, we need help—that he’d developed a sixth sense, like an invisible antenna capable of detecting the type of call even before he’d picked up the phone.
“Father John,” he’d said, the usual greeting, but he’d hurried it, he remembered, anxious to hear what had happened.
And on the other end, the calm, deliberate voice of Nathan Owens, the Episcopal priest at St. Aiden’s Mission in Ethete. “I think I’ve got something for you, John,” he’d said. “Could you come over as soon as possible?”
Now Father John squinted into the sun exploding off the snow and aimed the front wheels of the ancient Toyota pickup into the tracks that marked the Blue Sky Highway. It had snowed during the night, a late gasp of winter that intruded into spring after a week of clear skies and sunshine and wild grasses sprouting green in the fields. Now the gray sagebrush poked out of the snow that blanketed the ground as far as he could see. The feeling of snow still hung in the air. Intermittent bursts of warmth from the vents punctuated the music of Il Trovatore blasting from the tape player on the seat beside him and barely cut through the cold that crept past the windows and into the cab. It was the first Monday in April, the Moon of Ice Breaking in the River in the way that the Arapahos marked the passing time.
Small houses began flashing past—gray one-story here, tan bi-level over there. He was on the outskirts of Ethete, the humped foothills of the Wind River Mountains, lined with snow, in the distance to the west. He knew the roads that crisscrossed the reservation by heart. He’d spent the last nine years at St. Francis Mission, almost the entire decade of his forties and three years longer than the Jesuits usually left a man on assignment. Not a day went by that he didn’t listen for the phone call that would send him on to some other place. The call would have its own peculiar sound, he thought. He would sense it.
He didn’t want the call to come. He was at home here, a fact that still took him by surprise when he thought about it. He, the tall, redheaded priest from Boston, descended from a long line of redheaded Irishmen, at home in the vast openness of the Wyoming plains with brown-skinned Arapahos, the blood of warriors coursing through their veins. He’d never imagined himself a mission priest. He’d been on an academic track, teaching American history at a Jesuit prep school with a doctorate and a university position ahead. Instead there had been the year spent at Grace House becoming a recovering alcoholic, followed by the search for a job with a Jesuit superior willing to take a gamble, or maybe just desperate for help. Finally, the call had come: a position available on an Indian reservation. Did he want the job? He’d flown into the Riverton airport, still wobbly on his feet with his newfound sobriety.
The center of Ethete was ahead—a stoplight swinging over the junction of two roads with a gas station and convenience store on the southwest corner. Father John began easing on the brake, then took a right into the grounds of St. Aiden’s, and wound around the narrow, circular road past a series of small buildings, past the hundred-year-old log-cabin church rooted in the earth and the snow. He parked in front of the cream-colored residence and turned off the tape player, the melody still running through his head as he hurried up the sidewalk.
They were similar, the two missions, he thought, knocking on the front door and glancing around. One Episcopalian, the other Catholic, separated by thirty miles, both with a circle of dormitories, schools, and cookhouses that had metamorphosed into offices, museums, and meeting halls. St. Aiden’s had come first, but Father John Roberts, the Episcopal priest who founded the mission, had welcomed the Jesuits in 1884 when they built St. Francis close to Arapaho settlements in the eastern part of the reservation. “Now the Indians are surrounded by Christianity,” he’d said.
The door squealed open, and a small woman peered upward, sending him a look of expectation. She was that indeterminate age—somewhere between fifty and seventy—and everything about her looked soft, from the gray color of her hair to the milky blue eyes and the tiny lines cushioned in the folds of her face.
“Come in, Father,” she said, backing into a small entry and pulling the door with her. “Nathan’s waiting in the study.” She tossed her head toward the closed door on the left, then started down a narrow hallway toward the kitchen in back.
“How do you like your coffee?” she called over one shoulder. He could see the edge of the dark cabinets beyond her, the small table still littered with what looked like the plates and mugs from breakfast. The sharp aromas of bacon and fresh coffee mingled in the air. Somewhere in the house, a washing machine was rumbling.
“A little milk. Thanks.” He rolled his jacket into a bulky ball and set it on the chair in the corner, then balanced his cowboy hat on top. Before he could rap on the door, it swung inward. Filling up the opening was the large figure of Nathan Owens, dressed in blue jeans and a denim shirt that strained across his barrel chest. The man’s round, puffy face was marked by a prominent nose and flushed cheeks beneath the thin strands of fading brown hair combed back from his forehead. He was in his seventies, he’d once confided to Father John, beyond the age of retirement, a fact that he hoped would continue to escape the Episcopal powers-that-be. He liked working on the reservation, even though he hadn’t wanted the assignment here twenty years ago—another fact that he’d confided. A Philadelphia WASP on an Indian reservation? The Lord works in strange ways.
“He brought me from Boston,” Father John had said, and they’d both laughed.
Now Father Nathan motioned him into a cramped study, not unlike his own. Papers spilled over the surface of the desk and onto the chair pulled close to one side. “Have a seat,” the other priest said, scooping another pile of papers from the upholstered chair against a bookcase crammed with books stacked on one another.
Father John dropped onto the chair as the Episcopal priest swung his girth around the desk and settled into a swivel chair. “I appreciate your coming, John,” he said, shoveling his fingers through his thin hair before patting it back into place.
“What’s going on?”
Father Nathan raised a fleshy hand, fingers outstretched. His wife was coming through the door, holding out two coffee mugs like offerings.
“Don’t worry about me,” she said, handing one mug to Father John. She smiled at him. “The priest’s wife sees nothing and tells nothing.” She pushed aside a stack of papers and set the other mug on the desk.
“Thank you, dear.” Nathan waited until the woman had retraced her steps and closed the door behind her. “I don’t want Hilda worrying about this,” he said. “It’ll only upset her. She knows there’s something I wanted to talk over with you. That’s all.”
Father John sipped at his coffee. It was fresh and hot. He could feel the burning strand of liquid dropping into his chest.
“I’m going to cut to the chase, John,” Father Nathan was saying. “A very disturbing call came in late Saturday night. The minute I answered the phone, a voice on the other end—if you can call it a voice—said, ‘Listen carefully and pay attention.’ I tell you, a chill ran through me. I hit the record button on instinct.” The man paused, his gaze fastened on the phone next to his untouched mug of coffee.
“You’d better hear this,” he said, jamming a fleshy finger on one of the buttons.
There was a half-second of whirring, followed by a clicking noise, then . . .
“This is for the Indian priest.”
The voice of a machine, Father John thought, a monotone, high-pitched and rapid. And inhuman. The voice of a robot or an alien in a B movie. Father John shifted forward, set his mug on the desk, and dipped his head toward the phone, not taking his eyes from the tiny microphone spilling out the words:

Once they fell in heat.

Revenge is sweet

And cold.

Bodies in the snow.

Frozen enemy of old

Dead in the gorge

Attacks no more.

The whirring continued for a moment followed by silence. The walls seemed to close in; the cold of the dead gripped the room.
“Well, what do you make of it?” Nathan sat back in his chair, one hand resting against the base of the phone.
Father John looked away. The tinny, mechanical voice, the clipped words were still in his head. Bodies in the snow. Dead in the gorge. A distorted, soulless voice. The voice of evil.
“It’s very disturbing.” He brought his gaze back to the man watching him from the other side of the desk.
“I would say frightening. The caller went to a lot of trouble to disguise the voice. Could be either a man or a woman.” Then Father Nathan heaved himself to his feet, walked across the study, and stared out the window that framed a slice of the mission grounds. “I can tell you, I haven’t gotten much sleep since that call came. Keep thinking that out there in the snow, some poor soul . . .” He turned back to Father John. “No,” he corrected himself. “The caller said ‘bodies.’ ”
Father Nathan lumbered back and sank into the chair, like a bear moving into his cave. He set his elbows on the desk and made a fist that he knocked against the palm of his other hand. “I must’ve played that tape a couple dozen times yesterday. I’m out of my depth, John. If the message is supposed to be a code that the caller thought I’d understand, well . . .” He threw up both hands in a gesture of surrender. “I don’t get it. Enemy of old? Dead bodies in a gorge? Sometime around 2:00 a.m. this morning, I reached two conclusions. Either the call is a sick joke that somebody wanted to play on the mission priest, or I wasn’t the priest who was supposed to get the message. The caller could have dialed the wrong mission. Makes sense, doesn’t it? You’re the one people hereabouts call the Indian priest. You’re the one who used to be a history professor.”
“I taught American history in a prep school,” Father John said, shaking his head. He was always mistaken for the history professor he might have been.
“A historian nonetheless.” The other priest waved away the clarification and shot a glance toward the window. “The caller wants the bodies found and figured you’d make sense of the message. I believe it was intended for you.”
Now Father John got to his feet and walked to the window. It looked peaceful outside, the snow covering the ground and tracing the roofs of the old buildings, white flakes drifting like ash off the branches of the cottonwoods. Nathan’s first conclusion could be right, he was thinking. The message was nothing more than a sick joke. He might even believe it, if it weren’t for the voice, the soulless voice. This is for the Indian priest.
He turned back.
The other priest was slumped in his chair, staring at some point across the room, and for an instant, Father John had the sense that he was in the presence of an old man, weighted down by the long years and, now, consumed with an indefinable dread.
“Someone could have been killed,” Father John said. His voice was soft, the voice of the confessional, of a counselor. “Perhaps, as you say, more than one person.”
Father Nathan was quiet a moment. Then he said, “I was about to call the Wind River Police, but what will I tell them? A crank call about bodies in the snow? They’d fill out a report and file it with a hundred other vague reports. Nothing about the message makes sense. Bodies? Where are they? Enemies and attacks? What are we talking about?”
Father John let a beat pass while he chased the shadow of an idea forming at the edge of his mind. “Possibly about an Indian battle,” he said. “The bodies could be on one of the old battlefields.”
“How many battlefields are there?” The other priest seemed to be warming to the idea.
Father John walked over and dropped back into his chair. “Hundreds,” he said. “The war on the plains lasted almost forty years.” He ran his tongue over his lips. His mouth felt as dry as sand. Hundreds of battle sites. It would be like uncovering a pebble in the snow. But there were clues. The caller had imbedded clues in the message.
He let another moment pass before he said, “I’d like to take the message to the elders.”
The other priest was nodding. “Yes, yes,” he said, thumbing through a folder. He pulled out a sheet and handed it across the desk to Father John. The telephone message was scrawled in black ink across the page. “I wrote down the words,” Nathan said. “I also copied the tape.” He rummaged through the center drawer. “You still keep that player in the pickup for your operas?”
Father John nodded.
“Good.” Nathan handed him the tape. “It’ll help if the elders hear the message. The voice will send chills down their spines.”
Father John got to his feet and started for the door.
“John . . .”
He turned back.
Father Nathan gripped the armrests and began leveraging himself upright, his massive chest leaning over the desk. “I don’t like the logic of where this might be going,” he said. “If some crackpot gets his jollies from killing people and leaving the bodies on an old battlefield, there’s no telling how many people might end up dead.”
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THE REDBRICK SENIOR citizens center stood in a snow-covered field off Seventeen-Mile Road, a deserted look about it except for the three pickups parked at various angles in front, as if they’d fallen out of the sky with the snow. Father John pulled in alongside one of the vehicles and hit the off button on the tape player. He’d been playing and replaying the message all the way from St. Aiden’s, searching for the hidden meaning. Where was the meaning? Each time the tape started—This is for the Indian priest—he’d felt the same sense of foreboding. He couldn’t get used to the voice. It always sounded different—the endless changeability of evil.
He took the tape player, slammed out into the crisp air, and made his way up the sidewalk, his boots kicking up fantails of white powder. A wedge of snow at the edge of the sloped roof threatened to drop onto the little mounds bunched against the building. He yanked open the front door and stepped into a large, open room, redolent of fresh coffee and hot fry bread. The round tables inside the door were vacant, metal chairs tilted on the front legs and pushed against the table edges, but two elders, Ethan Red Bull and Max Whiteman, sat hunched over Styrofoam cups at a table near the window in back. A gray-haired woman leaned into the door from the kitchen on the right and gave him a welcoming wave with a dishcloth as he started around the vacant tables.
“Help yourself to coffee, Father,” Ethan called out. Both men had shifted in his direction, dark eyes watching him approach. They tossed their heads in unison toward the metal coffeepot and stack of Styrofoam cups on a cart pushed against the side wall, and Father John walked over, poured himself a cup of coffee, and—cup in one hand, tape player in the other—headed back to the elders.
Max Whiteman nudged a vacant chair away from the table with his boot. “Take a load off your feet,” he said.
Father John set the coffee mug and player on the table, shrugged out of his jacket, and tossed it onto an adjacent table along with his cowboy hat. Then he took the chair between the two old men. It was hard to tell who was older, Max or Ethan. Both in their eighties, ranchers with cowboy hats perched on white heads and the outdoors etched in brown faces, brought up on stories told by their grandfathers of the days when Arapahos had lived free on the plains, warriors in feathered headdresses thundering across the empty spaces after the buffalo, protecting the villages from enemies.
“How are you, grandfathers?” Father John said, using the term of respect for men who had reached the fourth hill of life. From the top of the fourth hill, they could see great distances, which in the Arapaho Way, accounted for the wisdom of the elders.
“Hi’zeti’.” Max shrugged. He was a stocky, compact man with eyes like narrow, black slits in a round, pudgy face, and a large head that sat directly between his shoulders. He had on a dark plaid shirt with the small bronze buffalo of his bolo tie riding halfway down the hump of his chest. “We’re a couple of tough old buzzards,” he went on, nodding at the man across the table. “Ain’t that right?”
“Gotta be tough to outlast winter.” Ethan Red Bull glanced at the window and the snow clinging to the edges of the pane, then lifted a fist and nudged at the brim of his cowboy hat, freeing tufts of white hair that spilled onto his forehead. He was a slight man, with dark, rheumy eyes, a prominent nose, and ropelike veins that pulsed in his thin neck. “How are things holding up at the mission?”
Things were holding up fine, Father John said. Then, sipping at his coffee, he launched into the pleasantries, the polite small talk that always preceded the real point of a visit. He talked on about the AA meetings, the religious education classes, the hospitality volunteers who checked on the shut-ins and made sure the elders had food stocked in their cabinets, and the after-school programs for kids, all the while his thoughts circling around the tape in the player that sat in the center of the table.
After a few minutes, Max rolled his massive head toward the player. “You ain’t fixin’ to play us some opera, are you?” he asked.
“No opera.” Father John heard the serious note in his voice. He was aware of the elders working on their coffee, the dark eyes following him over the rims of Styrofoam cups. “I met with Father Nathan over at St. Aiden’s this morning,” he said. Then he told the elders about the phone call, the distorted voice, and the cryptic message, and as he talked, he pulled from his shirt pocket the folded piece of paper on which Nathan had written the message. He smoothed it in the middle of the table. Max pushed the paper toward Ethan, a gesture of respect, Father John realized, toward the elder man.
Ethan stared down at the sheet for several seconds, then slid it back. He waited until Max had read through the message and lifted his eyes before he said, “You got a tape of this?”
Father John nodded, then pushed the play button and listened to the sounds again: whirring, clicking, and finally the high-pitched, nonhuman voice speaking of bodies, enemy attacks, and death. When the voice stopped, he hit the off button. The tape cut off in the midst of the whir, leaving a sense of vacancy in the room, as if a large, empty space had settled around them. The rattle of metallic pans in the kitchen seemed to come from a long way off. Both of the old men wrapped their fingers around their cups, no longer drinking the coffee, just staring over the rims.
Father John waited. A long moment passed before Ethan set his cup down, cleared his throat, and said, “What does this tell you?”
“Somebody could have been killed and left on one of the old battlefields,” Father John said. “I don’t know which battlefield.”
“More bloodshed.” Max glanced at the other elder. “This here voice”—he flicked his fingers at the tape player—“is an untrue voice, an evil spirit wanting to stir up trouble and bring us more death.”
Several seconds went by—four, five, six—before Ethan refolded the sheet of paper along the creases and handed it back to Father John. “The bodies gotta get proper burials,” he began, “so the spirits can go to the ancestors and the ancestors’ll recognize them and lead ’em into the afterworld.”
Father John didn’t say anything. He understood that the elders always insisted that the dead receive proper burials, even bones from the Old Time, uncovered while a road was being built or the earth excavated for a new building, even the bones brought back to the reservation from the shelves of museums where they’d been stored. All were given proper burials, with the sacred red paint placed on the skulls and the smoke of burning cedar and the sound of pounding drums carrying the prayers to the Creator.
“You take this to the police,” Max said, his gaze still on the tape player, “and they’re gonna say, ‘Bodies on a battlefield? They belong in the Old Time, so why should we worry?’ ”
“They’re not from the Old Time.” A fierceness had come into Ethan’s tone. The elder pawed at his hat, this time pulling it forward. “This here evil is today. The untrue voice is saying people been killed now. The dead bodies are out there somewhere. You gotta find ’em, Father. You gotta find ’em so the spirits can get some peace.”
Father John leaned into the back of his chair until the rim cut across his spine. He took a draw of coffee. “The battlefield could be in the area,” he said, threading his way through the logic. “Father Nathan thinks the message was intended for me. I’ve been called the ‘Indian priest.’ ”
The elders nodded at that.
“My parishioners are Arapahos. It could be an Arapaho battlefield.”
“Could be one of the battles on the Powder River.” Ethan sat back and crossed his arms over his thin chest. “My grandfather was in them battles. Warriors fought the soldiers all over the Powder River country. Soldiers killed a lot of the people. Burned our lodges and took our women and children. Grandfather said the medicine wolves was following the soldiers the whole time, dozens of wolves that made the nights hideous with their howling. Some of the soldiers got so scared, they took off, ’cause they knew them wolves was on the side of Arapahos, and if the warriors didn’t get their revenge, the wolves was gonna get revenge for them.”
Max drew in a long breath and sipped his coffee a moment. Finally he said, “There was some other battles. Arapahos joined up with the Sioux and Cheyenne and attacked wagon trains and stage stops up and down the Platte River. That’s where the people found my grandfather, a little white boy wandering around lost after the warriors burned a wagon train. One of the warriors lifted him up onto his pony and took him to his lodge and made him his son. Called him Whiteman.” He smiled, squinting into the distance, as if he might see the old man who had passed on the story of how he’d come to the tribe. “Could be one of them battles.”
“Maybe,” Father John said. He didn’t think so. The Platte was a good hundred miles away.
Ethan pushed himself to his feet and stood over the table a moment, grasping the edges to steady himself, his breath coming in quick, sharp jabs. “Either you boys want some hot coffee?” he said.
“No, thanks,” Father John said. Max was shaking his head, a wide hand still wrapped around the Styrofoam cup.
The other elder went over to the table, listing sideways a little as he planted one boot after the other. He refilled his cup and walked back. When he’d sat down, he said, “Soldiers weren’t the people’s only enemies in the Old Time. All them wagon trains heading across the hunting grounds, white men picking off the buffalo with their Winchesters and chasing the herds so far off the warriors had to ride for days to find ’em—some of them other tribes would’ve just as soon seen us dead, so they’d get whatever buffalo was left after the white people got done. There’s battlefields around here where Indians was fighting Indians.”
Max was nodding, his chin dipping into his chest. “Arapahos was always having to fight the Utes to keep ’em from making off with our ponies and our women. Then there was the battles we had with . . .” The old man stopped, his gaze fastened on the man across from him.
“Shoshones,” Ethan said. Stillness settled over the room, like the stillness of night creeping over the plains, when not even the wind makes a sound. “Last fight our people had was out in the badlands by Bates Creek. You know where it is, northeast of the reservation?” He lifted a hand in the direction.
Father John nodded. Three or four years ago, one of the other elders had taken him out to the site of the Bates Battle—a deep canyon boxed in by steep, rock-strewn bluffs.
“Massacre is what it was.” Max closed his eyes, as if he were watching the images in his head. “The first light of day was just starting in the sky when the Shoshones come riding into the village. They wasn’t alone. They brought troops with Captain Bates, and they was all firing rifles. They kept firing ’til lots of Arapahos was dead and lots more was wounded. Burned out the lodges, stole the food the people had stored up for winter, stampeded the ponies so the warriors couldn’t hunt. Come close to destroying us. People said the sky turned the color of blood. Wolves was howling something terrible.”
The old man paused. He opened his eyes and squinted at some point across the room. “We been here on the rez with the Shoshones for a long time now. We was a pitiful bunch when we come straggling in here. Most of the people was more dead than alive, half starved, still mourning over all the relatives killed in the massacre. We been trying to get along with Shoshones ever since and forget about what happened. It’s not good to talk about Bates. It might bring the evil back.”
Father John picked up the folded sheet of paper and slipped it back inside his shirt pocket, part of the message burning in his mind. The dead lie in the gorge. He looked at Max, then at Ethan. “The Bates Battlefield,” he said, his voice soft with certainty.
The elders were nodding in unison, as if they had already reached the same conclusion and had been waiting for him to catch up. Neither spoke, and for a long moment, the quiet running through the hall was as chilling as the howl of a wolf.
Finally Ethan said, “More bloodshed at that terrible place is just gonna bring back all the old evil we been trying to put behind us.”
Father John got to his feet and leaned over the table, shaking the knobby hands, thanking the old men. Then he grabbed his coat and hat and headed for the door. The Bates Battlefield was in the middle of nowhere, over rough dirt roads that snaked across bluffs and down into valleys. Before he sent a platoon of law enforcement officers into the badlands on a wild-goose chase, he intended to check out the place himself.
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THE MURMUR OF voices ran through the tribal courtroom, and every few minutes a new blast of cold air shot past the opened doors as someone filed inside. Vicky Holden squared the yellow notepad on the table and checked her watch. Almost one. At any moment, the door on the left would swing open and her client, Frankie Montana, would appear. Two tribal attorneys sat at the table across the aisle, pulling papers out of briefcases, heads tilted together in conversation. She glanced back at the knots of people—all related to Frankie, she suspected—settling onto benches arranged like pews in a church. Lucille, Frankie’s mother, was two rows behind. Vicky managed what was meant as an encouraging smile.
The call had come this morning. Vicky had arrived at the office at seven-thirty, ahead of the secretary, Annie Bosey, who had followed her from the one-woman law practice she’d been struggling to keep afloat to the new firm that she and Adam Lone Eagle had started. Vicky was still shrugging out of her coat when the phone had started to ring. The answering machine would pick up, she remembered thinking. The ringing had stopped. A moment later, it started up again. What was it about an unanswered phone that had always bothered her? The unsettling sense of an emergency at the other end, a dread of the news? She’d reached across the desk and lifted the receiver.
“Vicky, it’s Lucille. You gotta help us.”
It had taken a moment to place the name and the voice. Lucille Montana. Lucille Yellow Plume when they’d gone to school together at St. Francis Mission. Vicky hadn’t spoken to the woman since October, the last time Frankie was in trouble.
“What’s going on?” she’d asked. Six months ago she’d gotten the circuit judge to dismiss a breaking and entering charge against Frankie. The sheriff’s investigators had made the serious mistake of continuing to throw out questions after Frankie—who knew his rights cold—had asked for an attorney. A year ago, there had been a couple of DUIs and an assault complaint. It had taken all of her legal skills to keep the man out of prison. So far he’d spent only a few months in the Fremont County jail and another short time in the tribal jail.
“The rez police come and arrested Frankie last night” Lucille said. “I told ’em, he’s a good boy, staying out of trouble, hardly drinking anymore.” A rising screech of panic came into the woman’s voice. “It’s harassment, Vicky. That’s all it is. You gotta get him out of jail.”
“What are the charges?” Vicky kept her own voice calm.
“They say Frankie assaulted three Shoshones over at Fort Washakie Friday night. Assaulted!” The woman forced a laugh—she might have been clearing her throat. “It was those Shoshones assaulted Frankie. You gotta help him, Vicky. He’s got a right to protect himself.”
Vicky had told the woman that she’d look into the matter. Then she’d pulled her coat back on, stuffed a notepad inside her briefcase, and headed out of the office and down the flight of stairs to the entry of the office building on Main Street in Lander. She almost collided with Adam—coming through the door, the collar of his topcoat turned up, flecks of moisture shining in his black hair, the little scar on his face red with cold. A handsome, modern-day warrior, she’d thought, a man that women followed with their eyes when he walked down the street.
“Whoa!” Adam set both hands on her shoulders, as if she were a pony he wanted to corral. Specks of light flickered in his dark eyes. “You’re going the wrong way.”
“Frankie Montana’s been arrested,” she’d told him.
In an instant, the light disappeared and his eyes became opaque. A mixture of disgust and annoyance moved through his expression before his face settled into a blank and unreadable mask, the kind of mask that Indian people had presented to outsiders for centuries. She felt a spark of anger ignite inside her. Whenever she and Adam had a disagreement, he had a way of pulling on that mask reserved for outsiders.
“I’ll explain later,” she’d said, shouldering past. She hurried down the street and around the corner toward the parking lot where she’d left the Jeep, conscious of Adam’s eyes boring a hole into her back before the door had thudded shut.
It had taken all morning to go through the legal maneuvers. She’d driven north on the reservation to Fort Washakie and obtained a copy of the charges from the Wind River Police: assault with a deadly weapon—a rifle—a detail that Lucille hadn’t mentioned. Trent Hunter and two brothers, Rex and Joe Crispin, had filed the complaint. All were in their twenties—Frankie’s age, the same age as her own kids, Susan and Lucas, which, she supposed, was one of the reasons why she’d always agreed to defend Frankie, hoping along with Lucille that he’d get his life straightened out. She’d driven to the tribal attorney’s office in Ethete and demanded that Frankie be brought before the judge today—He’d already been held for twenty-four hours. Then she’d gone back to the low, reddish brick building with the sign in front that said, “Wind River Law Enforcement,” where both the police headquarters and the jail were housed. She’d cooled her heels in the hot, cramped entry for what had seemed an hour and had probably been fifteen minutes, checking in at the office on her cell while she waited. “Boy, is Adam in a tear this morning,” Annie had told her, the sound of a pencil tapping against the edge of a desk. “Dumped a pile of work on me and wanted it done yesterday. What’s going on?”
What was going on? Adam Lone Eagle did not approve of clients like Frankie Montana, that’s what was going on. He hadn’t approved of Annie Bosey, either. “We need someone more professional,” he’d argued. “More polished and less nosey.” But Vicky had insisted upon bringing Annie to the new firm. Reliable, unafraid of hard work. Annie had a couple of kids. . . . And she’d seen herself in the woman. Vicky was barely twenty-eight when she’d divorced Ben Holden. Juggling classes at the University of Colorado in Denver, working nights as a waitress, trying to raise the kids. In the end, she’d given up and brought the kids to her mother on the reservation. By the time she’d finished her law degree, Susan and Lucas were old enough to be on their own, but the loss of their childhood—it was always there, like a dull ache.
Ignoring Annie’s probing question, Vicky’d said that she wasn’t sure when she’d get back to the office and pushed the end key. Finally, an officer in the dusty blue uniform of the Wind River Police had guided her through the steel doors and into the interview room in a corner of the jail.
Not exactly the picture of an innocent man, Frankie, tall and wiry, tattoos creeping below the sleeves of his tee shirt, black hair pulled back into a ponytail, striding around the interview room, threatening to break the hell out of there, shouting that he hadn’t done anything wrong, just protecting himself was all. The Shoshones had gone to Fort Washakie looking for him, wanting to start trouble. They had a grudge against him. She’d been aware of the faint antiseptic odor that permeated the air, and the dull daylight filtering past the metal grille on the window. Outside was the empty exercise yard with the concrete floor and the razor wire on top of the high concrete walls.
When she’d asked Frankie about the rifle, he’d stared at her in slack-jawed disbelief. Rifle? There wasn’t any rifle. How could he have a rifle when his deer rifle had been stolen out of the back of his pickup two weeks ago? Anybody said he’d pulled a rifle on those Shoshones was lying.
Vicky forced her attention back to the courtroom. The door on the left had swung open, and Frankie was heading her way, dressed in a tan jacket over a yellow shirt and dark trousers that Lucille had probably brought him this morning for the hearing, hair combed loose over his shoulders, head tilted to the side as he surveyed the courtroom. Close behind, in another dusty blue uniform, was a guard, the black belt weighted with a holstered gun on one hip. The guard nudged Frankie’s arm, guiding him toward the vacant chair at the table.
Frankie slid in beside her, head still pivoting, narrowed black eyes roaming over the benches. Finally, a look of satisfaction imprinted itself on his features. He leaned sideways. “How long’s this shit gonna take,” he said.
Vicky could smell the sour odor of his breath. “As long as the judge wants.”
“Yeah? Well, I want the hell outta that jail. The place stinks. You’d better get me out of there.”
Vicky turned and faced the man. He and Lucas had ridden their ponies together in the summers when they were kids. God, what had happened? “Listen to me,” she said. “I’ll do what I can to get the charges against you dropped, but I don’t work miracles. I’d suggest that you show respect for the court and act like you’re sorry for the trouble you’ve caused.”
“I was defending myself.” Frankie squared himself to the front of the courtroom.
The court stenographer—a small woman with curly black hair and thick glasses—sat down at a table just as a short, stocky man stepped through the door behind the judge’s bench. “Everybody rise,” he called out, as if he were shouting through a megaphone. “The Shoshone-Arapaho tribal court is now in session.”
Vicky got to her feet. From behind her came the scrape and shuffle of people rearranging coats and bags and standing up. She realized Frankie was still seated and tapped the man on the shoulder. Taking his time, he lumbered upward, still leaning forward when the tribal judge, Harry Winslow, two hundred pounds of muscle encased in a black robe beneath a crown of white hair, emerged from the door, gripping a thick file folder in one hand. He glanced around the courtroom, then sat down in the high-backed leather chair behind the bench, and opened the folder.
“Take your seats,” he barked, peering through glasses perched halfway down his nose. More scraping and shuffling as Frankie’s relatives settled back onto the benches. Frankie dropped onto his chair and rolled his boots behind the front legs. Vicky shot him a warning glance as he started to lean back. The man lifted his eyes to the ceiling and clasped his hands across his chest.
“Looks like we’ve got three matters on the agenda this afternoon,” the judge said, glancing over his glasses toward the back of the courtroom. “First matter before the tribal court is the assault charges against Frank Joseph Montana.” A rattling noise drifted through the courtroom, like the sound of boots crunching dried leaves, as the judge thumbed through the papers in the folder.
“Mr. Montana?” He fixed Frankie with a hard stare over the top of his glasses.
Vicky stood up and, gesturing with her head, urged Frankie to his feet. The man pushed against the arms of his chair and lifted himself upward. “My client is present. I’m Vicky Holden, Mr. Montana’s attorney.” This was for the benefit of the court stenographer. She’d lost count of the times she’d appeared in Judge Winslow’s court.
“Mr. Montana,” the judge went on, “you’ve been charged with three counts of assault with a deadly weapon. Do you understand the charges?”
“This is crazy,” Frankie said.
“I didn’t ask for your opinion. I asked if you understand the charges.”
“Yes, your honor,” Vicky said. “My client understands the charges.”
“Let your client speak.”
“Yeah, I understand,” Frankie said after a moment.
“Mr. Raven,” the judge said, shifting his attention to one of the lawyers at the table across the aisle. “What are the specifics of the charges?”
Larry Raven. Vicky had met the man before, still in his twenties, with the ardent, eager-to-prove-himself manner of the law student he’d been only a few years ago.
“Your honor,” the lawyer was saying, “the tribes have charged Frank Montana with three counts of assault on Shoshone tribal members, Trent Hunter, and Rex and Joe Crispin. The assault occurred last Friday evening on Stewart Road in Fort Washakie. While committing the assault, Mr. Montana brandished a rifle and threatened to kill the men.”
“Bullshit!” Frankie shouted.
“Ms. Holden, if you can’t restrain your client, I will see that he’s returned to the jail until this hearing is concluded.”
“I apologize, your honor,” Vicky said. She shot a glance at Frankie and mouthed the words, be quiet.
“It had better not happen again.” The judge was nodding his head, his glasses slipping farther down his nose. He lifted a puffy finger and pushed them upward. “What does your client say to these charges?”
“Your honor,” Vicky began, “my client admits to an altercation. He was driving through Fort Washakie when three men in a pickup forced him to the side of the road, dragged him from his pickup, and began to strike him. He protected himself as best he could before he managed to get back in the pickup and drive his pickup across a yard behind his assailants’ truck. He then drove out to the Wind River highway and escaped. My client denies brandishing a rifle, your honor. He admits that he owned a rifle, which he used for hunting, but his rifle was stolen from his pickup two weeks ago.”
“Any witnesses to the altercation, Mr. Raven?” Judge Winslow peered through his glasses at the papers in front of him.
“The three complainants, your honor.”
“Ah, the three complainants.” Now the judge was staring out over the top rim. “Anybody call the police?”
“Not at the time. The three Shoshones came to the Wind River Police on Saturday morning and filed the complaint. They said they were afraid for their lives. It wasn’t until Sunday that the police located Mr. Montana at his mother’s home and arrested him.”
Judge Winslow stayed quiet a moment, peering again at his papers. Finally he looked up. “Well, it looks like we have a case of Mr. Montana’s word against the word of the complainants.”
Larry Raven shifted from one foot to the other and glanced back at the rows of spectators. “Unfortunately, your honor, none of the complainants is here. I left messages at their homes this morning. I hoped they might show up so you could talk to them yourself.”
“Your honor,” Vicky cut in, “the tribal attorney knows that this is not an evidentiary hearing.”
“I can only surmise your honor,” the other lawyer continued, “that either the complainants didn’t get the message as to the time of the hearing or that they are too intimidated by Mr. Montana to appear.”
“Your honor . . .” Vicky said again.
“Out of line, Mr. Raven.”
Vicky pushed on. “These are spurious charges made by three men who don’t like my client. There is absolutely no evidence that my client attacked anyone. When the police arrested Mr. Montana, they searched his mother’s house and his pickup. They did not find a rifle because there is no rifle. The only thing the tribal attorney has is the complainants’ version of what happened, which contradicts my client’s version. I intend to file a motion with the court to dismiss the charges for lack of probable cause. I ask the court to release Mr. Montana on a personal recognizance bond.”
The judge was quiet a long moment. Finally he said, “I’m inclined to go along with you. The fact is, Mr. Raven”—he gave a half-nod the tribal attorney—“this is a case of one man’s word against the word of three other men, who may or may not hold some kind of a grudge. I’m going to grant the bond.”
The tribal attorney flinched backward, as if he’d been struck. “May I remind your honor,” he managed, “that Frank Montana has a record . . .”
“I know all about Mr. Montana’s record.” The judge lifted one hand, then let it drop onto the bench top, making a loud, cracking noise. “You don’t have a case here, Mr. Raven, and I’m stopping it from going forward until I consider the motion to dismiss.”
Behind her, Vicky could hear the labored breathing and a muffled sob. Lucille, sobbing with relief. Vicky felt her own wave of relief washing over her.
Now the judge was staring at Frankie. “Let me remind you that this is not the first time I’ve seen you in this courtroom. The tribal attorney is correct in pointing out that you have a record of offenses against the people on this reservation going back at least two years. Not a pretty record. I have no doubt that you’re capable of assaulting three men. Let me warn you that if you are convicted of the charges, I will see to it that you are banished from this reservation. Do you understand?”
Vicky turned to the man beside her. “Answer him,” she whispered.
“Yeah, I understand.”
“You’re free to go,” the judge said.
Vicky gathered her coat and briefcase and followed Frankie out into the side aisle. She waited until Lucille had stumbled after her son, coat thrown over her shoulders like a cape, glancing back with a look of gratitude on her face, dabbing a tissue at her eyes. Frankie’s relatives crowded forward, patting him on the back as they moved through the double doors into the entry, where another small crowd was waiting for the next hearing.
“Thank you, Vicky,” Lucille said. They were walking through the snow that skimmed the sidewalk in front of the tribal building. The woman reached out and grabbed Vicky’s hand. Her fingers were like clumps of ice.
“Listen, Lucille,” Vicky said, slowly removing her own hand from the woman’s grip and keeping an eye on Frankie, striding around the group of relatives toward an old orange Ford sedan that Vicky guessed belonged to his mother. “I have to talk to Frankie a moment. Do you mind waiting?”
The woman blinked, then drew back, a look of fear shadowing her expression. “You go on,” she said.
Vicky swung around and hurried through the family after the young man who had flung open the passenger door and was about to lower himself inside. “Frankie,” she called.
Frankie Montana took a step back, then straightened his shoulders and rotated his head, flashing a victory grin back at the people clustered on the sidewalk. “Mom’ll see you get paid, if that’s what you’re worried about,” he said.
“Do you know what banishment means?” Vicky came around the front of the Ford and faced the man. The door hung between them, Frankie leaning over the top.
“What do I care? You heard the judge. I’m outta here.”
“It means he has the power to keep you off this reservation.”
“What?”
“You heard me, Frankie. Just like in the Old Time when the chiefs banished troublemakers from the villages. They couldn’t see their families. They had to make their own way on the plains, hunt for their own food, find their own shelter. No one would talk to them. They were completely alone. Most of them died.”
“He can’t kick me off the rez.”
“Yes, he can, Frankie. That’s exactly what he can do.”
The man shook his head and gave a snort of laughter. “I ain’t worried,” he said, ducking into the car and pulling the door after him.
“Take my advice, Frankie,” Vicky shouted over the closing door. “Clean up your act.”
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