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      AUTHOR’S NOTE


      During my fifteen months on the Crow Reservation, I rarely heard a tribal member refer to him/herself as a Native American.

         They called themselves Indians. “Because our ancestors most likely came across the Bering Sea, we’re not really natives,”

         explained John Pretty On Top, a Crow Sun Dance leader. “It’s more accurate to call us First Americans.” For the most part,

         the word Indian is used in this book.

      


      The characters and events depicted here are real. The names of a small number of minor characters, however, have been changed

         because of issues of privacy. Otherwise this is a true story.

      


   

      COUNTING COUP


      Long ago it was possible for young warriors of the Plains Indian tribes to gain honor and respect by counting coup. There were four primary ways to accomplish a coup: touch an enemy in battle, steal an enemy’s horse, lead a successful war

         party, or capture an enemy’s weapon. Of these, the bravest was to touch an enemy — not kill him — but touch him on his chest.

         The more coups a warrior scored, the more glory and dignity he achieved. Often it was the one with the most coups who was

         chosen as chief.

      


   

      “Somehow, in the mindless ways that rivers sculpt valleys and shame shapes history, the Montana Indians’ purest howl against

         a hundred years of repression and pain had become… high school basketball.”

      


      Gary Smith
Sports Illustrated


   

      PART I
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      PRESEASON


   

      CHAPTER ONE
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      Tar paper shacks, abandoned junk heaps in front yards, rutted and littered streets—all the outward signs of people living on

         the margin. Down the block from where I park, a pack of mangy dogs mosey across the street, pacing themselves in the heat

         of this August day in Crow Agency, Montana.

      


      The only sign of energy in the town is the ubiquity of basketball hoops… on telephone poles, sides of houses, scrawny trees.

         These hoops aren’t fancy Air Jordan NBA specials purchased at the Rim Rock Mall in Billings—they have rotting plywood backboards

         and flimsy rims drooping toward the hardened dirt. Rare remnants of net, shredded by heavy use and the fierce winds that blow

         off the prairie, hang loosely.

      


      At the park in the center of town—a luckless patch of dried grass with a well-used outdoor basketball surface in the middle—Norbert

         Hill, Paul Little Light, and Clay Dawes, three seniors on the Hardin High varsity, are playing a lazy game of half-court crunch.

         I know their names because I studied their photos in the showcase in the lobby of the high school gym. These are the guys

         I’ve traveled to this remote corner of southeastern Montana to write about, the athletic young men who carry the hopes of

         the Crow Tribe on their shoulders. In the heat, they move at half speed. I sit down to watch.

      


      A burgundy Mercury Cougar riding out of the dusty Montana summer eases to the curb, and a young woman—I guess her to be seventeen—grabs

         a basketball from the back seat and walks onto the vacant end of the court, dribbling the ball between her legs with a casual

         ease, her eyes fixed on the guys at the other end. She shyly waves to them, then throws up a halfhearted shot from the free

         throw line, the ball sailing perfectly through the netless rim, hitting the support pole and bouncing onto the dead grass.

         Slowly, she retrieves it, picking it up with a tricky little flick of the foot, then returns to the court.

      


      Tall and slender, she has a quiet beauty—high cheekbones, dark hair, mahogany eyes—yet she is not a celluloid Pocahontas or

         a black velvet rendition of an Indian princess. Her appeal is subtler. It is the way she moves, a grace, languid, fluid, sexy.

         All without effort. She seems mysterious, detached.

      


      From the other end of the court, one of the boys beckons her to come play some two-on-two. He is Paul Little Light, a charming,

         handsome, crew-cut seventeen-year-old who dreams of Hollywood. He’ll be a movie star with a Beamer, a Benz, and a mansion.

      


      She rolls the ball off the court and walks to the other end, silent, serious. Her teammate will be Norbert, a young man slated

         to be captain, star player, and class clown. Twenty years earlier his uncle Darrell Hill had also been a star player at Hardin

         High, good enough to win All-State honors. After the season Uncle Darrell and his brother got into a fight outside a bar in

         Hardin with two men from another clan with a long-standing feud against the Hill family. When it was all over, the Hill brothers

         were dead on the sidewalk of stab wounds and the other two men were arrested, although one eventually walked free and the

         other spent only ten years in jail. Whites took the double murder as further proof that the Crows were their own worst enemy.

      


      On the first play, the girl dribbles to her left, then zips a no-look pass to a wide-open Norbert, who scores. Little Light,

         her defender, grins, embarrassed. She shows no expression. Instead, she fakes left, then cuts backdoor, leaving Little Light

         flatfooted with his Hollywood smile. Norbert’s pass is perfect and she scores an easy layup. She still doesn’t smile, but

         she looks at home, as comfortable as the old T-shirt and shorts she wears.

      


      At this moment, a red Chevy 4x4 with a young Indian man behind the wheel cruises by the park. The girl turns and watches it

         disappear around the corner, then flips the ball to Little Light and takes off running toward her Cougar, picking up her own

         ball on the way.

      


      “Wait,” pleads Little Light. “Let’s finish the game.”


      She doesn’t look back or bid them farewell. She just gets in her car and vanishes around the corner.


      My journalistic journey to the Crow Indian Reservation, and my own fascination with sport, date back several decades. Back

         in the late 1960s, when America was going nuts in the streets, I was a professional baseball player, skilled enough to make

         it to the major leagues with the Philadelphia Phillies, but stupid enough to blow it one game after I got there, injured in

         a mindless bar brawl, my dream cut short. I played for the Phillies on a Tuesday.

      


      But not a day has gone by since then that I haven’t thought about the pursuit of fickle athletic glory and our national obsession

         with sports. It’s hard not to: we’ve got fans in cheese hats, Dennis Rodman on the best-seller list, endorsement fees bigger

         than school district budgets. I always read the sports news first.

      


      After I left baseball and took a turn at high school teaching, I wrote a book about pro basketball, as well as basketball

         stories for a number of magazines. Somehow along the way I became fascinated, then mystified and alarmed, at the plight of

         young Native American athletes. For reasons that were beyond me, these intelligent, very capable young men seemed to have

         their lives explode at the time when most young men’s lives are just taking off. On the Crow Reservation, where the passion

         for basketball is legendary and star high school players are the heroes of the tribe and often the best players in Montana,

         these young athletes invariably finish their high school careers with no hope for a scholarship and no skills for the future.

      


      Before coming to the rez to explore this phenomenon, I knew enough to understand that this is not just some funky little social

         trend. This is a whole culture that is backsliding, and has been for a very long time. Why, I wondered, is Native American

         society failing, leaving its people so hopeless at such an early age?

      


      The story I’ve come looking for, however, is not at all the story I will write. The story I find is the girl who just dropped

         the ball and took off in pursuit of the 4x4.

      


      At the end of my first week in Montana, I head off for another journey to Crow Agency, this time to check out Crow Fair, a

         huge tribal powwow. I decide to take the long way from my newly rented duplex in Hardin, a border town on the edge of the

         rez. The route will take me south on Montana State Highway 313, across the Big Horn River, then east through the heart of

         the rez. On my bicycle. Out of shape.

      


      I’ve never been on a rez before, not even to gamble. I’m not a Native American scholar or New Age wannabe in search of becoming

         one with the tribe. I’ve come to Big Horn County only because Indians and sport seem like a good story and an interesting

         way to spend a year.

      


      Riding through Hardin, I pass two Indians in front of the Mint Bar, angry, pointing fingers at each other. They interrupt

         their discourse to glare at me. I speed up.

      


      Indians, I’ve been led to believe, are very emotional people who tend to score big from fat government handouts, then blow

         their windfall money. They are people with rocky family lives and major booze problems. Doesn’t everyone know that?

      


      Odd. That sounds familiar. Though I am, by DNA and upbringing, a WASP, I can identify. As an athlete and a writer, I’ve scored

         nice bonuses on occasion, and hey, why not buy a couple of rounds for everybody in the place—only to find myself months later

         scrounging cash for rent and a cup of coffee. And perhaps the best thing to be said about my family life is that it’s been

         eventful. I’ve been married a couple of times, and although I put in a decade doing the single-dad thing seeing two daughters

         through high school and on to college, I’m still baffled by parenting. As for alcohol, I no longer drink, but back when I

         did… let’s just put it this way: I’ve seen the inside of a drunk tank.

      


      So, in some ways, I expect to feel right at home here.


      As I head south out of town, the land is flat, the air thick with the smell of fresh-mown alfalfa. I take a deep breath. Riding

         a bike across the landscape is quickly changing the first impressions I’d gotten a week earlier when I arrived on I-90 from

         my home in Portland, Oregon. From the Interstate that first day, eastern Montana appeared intimidating, mile after relentless

         mile of empty space—no trees, no houses, no Burger Kings. Why had I left my girlfriend and our cozy tree-lined neighborhood

         for these cutbacks and ravines, this dead dirt and buffalo grass, these low-pinched hills and dry creek beds? But now, from

         my bicycle seat, I can smell the alfalfa, see the horses, hear the river. A sign reads: “Good Luck Fishermen.” What at first

         seemed hostile land now breathes of life and adventure. It feels good… except that after only an hour on the road my butt

         hurts and it feels like I’m riding in a kiln.

      


      An empty sugar beet truck barrels past, nearly blowing me into the irrigation ditch next to the road. I keep pumping, past

         an abandoned homestead, the landscape crawling by, land rich with beets, wheat, barley, and corn, the crops providing the

         area with its economic lifeline, at least to its white farmers. I wave to a farmer on a tractor. He doesn’t wave back.

      


      After crossing the Big Horn River, I turn onto a county road toward Crow Agency ten miles to the east. The rich farmland that

         hugs the river now gives way to mile after mile of open range, herds of cattle grazing their way to the slaughterhouse. At

         first glance, the terrain seems smooth and flat, but soon I encounter slow winding hills that loom like invisible Himalayas.

         The fact that the temperature on this cloudless prairie day just passed the plutonium meltdown point doesn’t help. I pass

         an Indian mending a fence. He doesn’t wave either.

      


      The closer I ride to Crow Agency, the more garbage and litter I notice next to the road: discarded pop cans, junk food wrappers,

         disposable diapers, Styrofoam cups. It seems contradictory. I’ve just read a poignant account of the Indians’ kinship and

         harmony with the earth and nature and how that relationship had been disrupted by the white man and his pollution of the land

         and the rivers… and yet the deeper I ride into the reservation, the uglier the trail of trash. I doubt farmers have thrown

         it there.

      


      A car filled with Crow teenagers zooms by and an empty pack of Marlboro Lights sails out the window. “Get a car,” the driver

         yells. In the distance, I see Last Stand Hill.

      


      Finally, I stop at the top of a rise, and down below is dusty little Crow Agency, the political and cultural center of the

         reservation, a town with a population of one thousand, give or take a couple dozen on any day. Off to the left is the Big

         Horn Carpet Mill, a government-subsidized tribal business that has been abandoned and boarded shut since going belly-up in

         1974. Prior to its failure it was the largest entrepreneurial venture ever tried on the reservation, but now it is just an

         ugly hunk of concrete alongside the freeway, an eyesore, a grim testimonial to yet another Crow failure in business.

      


      Entering town, I stop at the Crow Mercantile to get something to drink. Of the ten customers, I’m the only white. “Do you

         have any bottled water?” I inquire.

      


      The clerk doesn’t respond.


      I ask again.


      Still no response. She stares at me as if I’m speaking French. I wonder if they only speak Crow in Crow Agency during Crow

         Fair week. Finally, she turns and points to the rear of the store. “Gatorade’s down there,” she advises.

      


      I quench my thirst, then ride south, past the rodeo arena and tribal headquarters, and past the proposed site of Little Big

         Horn Casino, a project that, depending on whom you ask, is either going to be the salvation of the tribe—“it’ll bring jobs

         and revenue”—or its ruin—“just what they need, another addiction.”

      


      At the Custer Trading Post, I turn onto the road leading up to Custer Battlefield, and fall in line behind the caravan of

         campers and urban assault vehicles bringing needed tourist revenue into the area. Struggling to catch my breath, I slowly

         make my way up the incline leading to the entrance, swerving onto the shoulder to avoid a Winnebago from Minnesota.

      


      Inside the park, I lock my bike and walk up the hallowed hillside to the monument marking the spot where the Indians had massacred

         General Custer and his troops back in 1876. A warm wind ripples through my T-shirt. Looking at the clusters of white headstones

         scattered in the undulating meadows of parched mustard and buffalo grass, I wipe away the sweat. I want to know more about

         the Battle of Little Big Horn and Custer’s demise, but on this day and in this heat, I’m not in the mood to take the tour.

         Maybe on another day when the tourists are thinned out, and the sun is low, and the park rangers aren’t looking like Marine

         DIs in their olive green uniforms and reflector shades. So I head back down the hill, stopping at the Custer Trading Post

         to buy another drink.

      


      Sitting on a bench out back, I stare down the hill and across a dirt road at a small brown house, probably built by HUD. It

         stands alone and weary, and has all the architectural flair of an inflated shoe box. There is something melancholy about it,

         like the sacred ground that surrounds me. Next to the drab house a teenage girl nonchalantly shoots hoops at a netless rim

         nailed to a telephone pole beside a rusty abandoned trailer. She is too far away to see her face, but it is impossible to

         miss the grace and elegance of her movement. When the ball rolls away, she moves to retrieve it, picking it up with a tricky

         little flick of the foot. It is that same girl.

      


      From where I sit, I can’t even tell if the ball goes through the hoop or not, yet as I sit and watch, transfixed, I forget

         that I am in the middle of one of the most famous places in American history. There is something enchantingly beautiful in

         what I’m seeing—the girl’s movements, the setting, the arc of the ball, the cavalry gravestones in the background. It all

         seems to momentarily fit together in some sort of American mosaic, old and new, sport and culture, form and purpose, sorrow

         and hope.

      


      *     *     *


      Crow Fair is the tribe’s five-day powwow held the third week in August, an event the recently fired boys’ basketball coach

         at Hardin High describes as “a place where a bunch of Indians run around drunk and nothing starts on time.” Known in Crow

         as umbasax-bilus, or “where they make noise,” the fair is the most anticipated happening of the year on the reservation. For five days, Crow

         Agency becomes the “Teepee Capital of the World,” with spirited competition for prize money in horseracing, rodeo, and tribal

         dancing. I’ve never seen so many pickups.

      


      At the fairgrounds located above the banks of the Little Big Horn River, a river the Indians call the Greasy Grass, I lock

         up my bike again and start meandering on foot, soaking up the culture: men in full-length headdresses; fancy dancers in beaded

         dresses; the Nighthawk drummers pounding out tribal rhythms; kids in braided hair riding bareback on pintos; hundreds of teepees

         with lodge poles extending so high above the covering they resemble giant hourglasses. I feel like a tourist in New York City

         trying not to let the natives see me gawking up at the skyscrapers. Judging from the dearth of white faces in the crowd, Crow

         Fair is not big on the social calendar of local farmers and ranchers.

      


      I check the Crow Fair program and according to the schedule of events it is almost time for the Grand Entry, a colorful parade

         into the arbor, the circular outdoor arena that serves as the centerpiece of the fair. The Grand Entry, I’ve been told, is

         something not to miss, a spectacular display of pageantry and culture that serpentines its way down an adjoining roadway before

         entering the arbor. I walk to the roadway to get a good view, surprised to find nobody there, no spectators, no participants.

         I wait ten minutes, and still nobody appears.

      


      Finally, an elderly woman carrying a folding chair arrives, her face creased with many lines. I imagine her to be full of

         wisdom and stories. Slowly, she sets her chair down next to the roadway and takes a seat. Dressed in the clothes of the traditional

         Crow woman—long-sleeved T-shaped cotton dress, wide leather belt, high-top moccasins, head scarf, shawl—she is one of a handful

         of elderly women on the reservation still clinging to the old tribal customs and trying to maintain the vanishing culture.

         Whites call these women “blanket squaws.”

      


      “What time does the parade start?” I ask.


      She stares straight ahead toward the east and the direction from which the earliest Crows migrated two centuries earlier.

         No words come, no acknowledgment of my presence or my question. Just like earlier at Crow Mercantile. I wonder if she even

         speaks English. For many on the reservation, Crow is still the first language, and to a few, it is still the only language.

      


      Just as I’m about to turn and walk away, she raises her head and points down the roadway, away from the arbor. “The parade

         will start,” she says, “when you see it coming.”

      


      My patience is no match for hers, so I make my way back to the arbor to wait there for the Grand Entry and the start of the

         tribal dancing competition. I join the waves of fairgoers circling the perimeter. It is like a carnival midway—craft booths,

         food vendors, teenagers. If there is a litter patrol, I don’t see it.

      


      I purchase a slice of fry bread, a puffy pancake-shaped pastry fried in lakes of grease, then sit down to rest and people-watch.

         Pretty soon I see a familiar face—the mystery girl from the outdoor court in Crow Agency. At her side is a white girl, wearing

         tight jeans and a dark blue Montana State sweatshirt. She is pretty, if maybe a little trailer park naughty, her reddish brown

         hair teased skyward. They are sitting on a bench, deep in conversation, oblivious to everyone around them.

      


      The conversation seems intense. Not angry, just earnest. Intuition, sharpened by raising two daughters and spending tons of

         hours around high school kids, advises me that they are up to no good, especially when they high-five each other, then hurry

         off, arm in arm, laughing, two girls on a mission, escorted out of sight by the rhythmic pounding of tribal drums.

      


      In time—Crow Time—the Grand Entry parades into the arbor. Accompanied by a cacophony of bells, drums, and chanting, and led

         by a color guard of Crow Vietnam vets, hundreds of dancers dressed in native costumes stream into view. Men, women, children.

         I have never seen such color, such beadwork, such magnificence. Some of the children are no more than four years old. How

         do they know the steps?

      


      I watch the dancers majestically circle the arbor, and I am moved by the beauty and spirit. The parade has indeed started.


      It is twelve miles back to Hardin along the frontage road next to I-90, twelve long miles, not uphill, just long. I pedal

         hard.

      


      The land around me is at the center of the enmity between the Indians and whites. From a territory once the size of Pennsylvania,

         the Crows’ land has been reduced by the U.S. government to a mere 2.2 million acres, smaller than Connecticut. And if that

         isn’t bad enough, whites now lease or own 95 percent of the Crows’ allotted reservation land, acquiring it for pennies on

         the dollar from tribal members desperate for a buck. Small wonder the Indians are pissed and suing to get it back, a case

         that seems destined to idle in the courts forever.

      


      But it isn’t the struggle for the land I’m thinking about as I pedal along. It is that Indian girl. She is in my karass, a

         term Kurt Vonnegut used in Cat’s Cradle to explain recurring chance encounters with a stranger. I’ve been in town for a couple of days and already I’ve spotted her

         three times. She stands out. Maybe it’s her athleticism, or maybe it’s her good looks. Whatever it is, she’s in my karass.

      


      I will soon learn she is Sharon LaForge, a fifth-generation relative of one of the six Crow scouts that rode with General

         Custer on his fateful day. And as I sense, she will turn out to be special, a person who will be the focus of my attention

         during my time on the rez, as well as after I leave. I will see her in school and talk to her daily when she finally allows

         it. I will yell myself hoarse watching her try to win a scholarship and carry Hardin High to the State Championship. I will

         become inexorably involved in her life as she struggles against the seemingly endless forces working against her. I will marvel

         at her bravery, recoil at her bad choices.

      


      I can’t foresee any of that, of course, as I continue to pedal, continue to hurt. I’m not exactly sure how far I’ve ridden

         this day, maybe forty miles, maybe 750. For a guy fast approaching his AARP card, it feels like the Tour de France over the

         Pyrenees. I still have five miles to go. Even worse, a nasty wind has come whipping in off the prairie. It feels as if I’m

         losing ground. I have to pedal on the downslopes.

      


      I try to think of anything rather than how badly I hurt or how slowly I’m moving. An eighteen-wheeler rumbles by on the Interstate

         and I’m reminded of a sad story I heard about two Crow teenagers who decided to play a modern-day version of counting coup.

         On a rainy night these two boys stood on the edge of I-90, leaning out into the right lane to count coup by slapping the sides

         of eighteen-wheelers rolling by. These trucks, evidently, were the enemy. But the boys had been drinking and leaned out too

         far and got hit. They both died instantly.

      


      With three miles to go and the wind still blowing hot and hard, I spot a beat-to-shit pickup turning onto the frontage road.

         It is headed in my direction. As it gets closer I see that it is limping along on a flat tire, the torn tread flopping against

         the pavement. An older Indian couple are inside, and as we pass, they check me out, not just a quick glance but a real eagle-eye

         stare-down.

      


      They go a few yards farther down the road, then turn around, nearly driving off the shoulder. I can hear them behind me, closing

         ground, the sound of their flopping tire getting louder and louder, closer and closer.

      


      Being new to these parts, I’m a bit nervous. I know it’s irrational, but my heart doesn’t. I can’t outrun them, not even with

         their wounded tire. I strain into the wind.

      


      In a few seconds they are right alongside me, almost close enough to touch. I glance over, just as the woman in the passenger

         seat rolls down her window. We travel side by side for several more yards, then she speaks. “In case you’re interested,” she

         says with a toothless smile, “you’re going four miles an hour.”

      


   

      CHAPTER TWO
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      I awake feeling stiff—my shoulders, back, butt. Especially my butt. I abandon my plan to go for another bike ride, and decide

         instead to take a walk through Hardin to the Chat and Chew Cafe for breakfast. Maybe after that I’ll head over to the high

         school to catch the first day of the girls’ varsity practice. (In Montana, the girls’ and boys’ basketball seasons are separated,

         the girls playing in the fall, the boys in the winter.) The girl from the court in Crow Agency will be there, I hope.

      


      I’ve been in Hardin a few days now, settling into my prosaic little unfurnished two-bedroom duplex behind the empty lot adjacent

         to Hardin Bowl. I found the place only through a chance conversation at the Big Horn County Historical Museum with a sweet

         grandmotherly woman who said that property owners never list their rentals in the Big Horn County News because they don’t want to rent to Indians. “They make bad tenants,” she explained.

      


      That isn’t the only thing explained to me during my first couple days in town. At Sevons, a junky secondhand shop and Tupperware

         graveyard where I’d gone to pick up some home furnishings, I stopped to buy a snow cone from a cherubic ten-year-old in front

         of the store. He took the opportunity to inform me that the Indians in Hardin “wouldn’t be so bad except they all think they

         own the place.”

      


      At the Hardin Community Center, a nice clean facility where $50 bought me a year’s membership to use the exercise equipment,

         Jacuzzi, and Olympic-size indoor pool, the assistant manager looked me square in the eyes and set the record straight. “All

         you need to know about these Indians around here is that they were all born with basketballs in their hands.”

      


      Despite the mistrust and misunderstanding between the two cultures, I like the prospect of spending a year in a place that

         is an underdog, a gritty town fighting the odds. I’ve always wanted to live in a small town, I guess in the same way I’ve

         always wanted to live in New York—not forever, just to do my thing for a while and move on. Hardin is indeed a small town.

         It has an abundance of churches and bars, but only one traffic signal and no MTV in its cable package. “Why no MTV?” I ask

         the cable guy.

      


      “ ’Cause folks around here said they’d rather have the two Nashville stations,” he answers.


      So far, I’ve seen no car phones, gang graffiti, or business suits. At Hardin Ford, the only vehicles on the lot are pickups,

         and during the day, the only radio station I can get on my secondhand radio is KTCR “Cat Country.” This is Montana, real wrangler

         country. The Chamber of Commerce’s promotional video boldly declares the town “The Heart of the American West,” and those

         are real cowboys and real gun racks, and that’s a real Indian pissing over there in the shadows next to the Mint Bar.

      


      To the storekeepers, these drunken Indians are ruining business, driving away customers. Merchants regularly complain to tribal

         leaders about the problem, but the leaders say it isn’t their jurisdiction, and besides, the drunks aren’t really bothering

         anyone, they are just “a benign presence.” So nothing ever changes, including perceptions. It is these Indians, the visible

         ones, the ones peeing in the shadows and sleeping on the sidewalks, whites think of first. They are the ones perpetuating

         the stereotype of the drunken Indian staggering down America’s Main Street.

      


      In the town’s early days, saloonkeepers learned in a hurry that money could be made selling booze to the Indians. But there

         was an obstacle—it was a federal crime to sell liquor on the reservation, and Hardin was within the reservation boundaries.

         So town leaders asked the government to move the boundary. The government obliged, moving the line to the edge of town, taking

         Hardin off the reservation. The saloonkeepers were then free to sell liquor to Indians, and in time, everybody else was free

         to complain about the “Indian drinking problem.”

      


      But is it really the drunken Indians who are hurting the local economy? Or is it the “disloyal whites” in town, the ones who

         take their money and drive fifty miles to shop at the supermarkets and malls in Billings? In the past month, the corner drugstore

         closed its doors, and the owner of the jewelry store, who is also the mayor and brother of my landlord, has announced he is

         looking for a buyer. So far, he’s had zero offers.

      


      Or is Shell Oil the real culprit? Back in the 1970s, predictions of huge oil and coal discoveries swept across eastern Montana.

         Practically overnight Big Horn County was supposed to change from a cattle and crop place into a huge energy empire. Hardin’s

         population would swell to twenty thousand. Even Safeway bought into the prediction, building an oversize store to handle all

         the wildcatters who’d rush to town with money to burn. Then a funny thing happened on the way to the oil rush. The boom fizzled

         and Shell Oil pulled up stakes. Safeway shut its doors and Hardin merchants went back to trying to make a go of it selling

         to the farmers, ranchers, and Indians.

      


      Or is it the rest of America screwing up the town’s fight for survival? Except for Custer Reenactment Week in June, tourists

         blast by on the freeway, pausing only to grab some gas or a quick bite at Pizza Hut or Taco John, the franchise chains that

         are the town’s only viable new businesses. To the outside world, Hardin is nothing more than a dot on the map.

      


      Yet somehow the town is growing, and its growth is… Indians.


      Over the last two decades, a steady stream of Crows has moved off the reservation into town. Indians now constitute 49 percent

         of Hardin’s population of 2,990. This migration wasn’t because Hardin was so beautiful; it had more to do with a housing shortage

         on the rez. Indians attend its schools, shop at the IGA, gas up at Conoco. They now even have a voting majority in the county,

         gaining footholds on the school board and the county commission, as well as the voting booth. What’s next?

      


      Entering the Chat and Chew, I sit next to a table with four farmers. I assume they’re farmers because of their John Deere

         hats. On the other side of me sit two Indians, weathered and worn, chins down, stoic, silent, staring into their coffee cups.

         It wasn’t that long ago, only twenty-five years, that shops in town still hung “No Dogs or Indians Allowed” signs in their

         windows. Now merchants welcome the Indians’ money, if not their presence.

      


      I wait for the large woman behind the counter to bring me some coffee, but she seems preoccupied. I believe she’s Margaret,

         the owner. Rumor has it that she recently caught her husband, the cook, in the kitchen after hours with one of the waitresses.

         In Hardin, rumors travel fast.

      


      A couple minutes pass and she still hasn’t waited on me, or even looked in my direction. I try to act patient, staring at

         the blood red carpeting, then at the black velvet paintings of a Spanish galleon and a flamenco dancer. Finally, one of the

         farmers leans in my direction.

      


      “You gotta pour your own around here, stranger,” he says.


      So I get up and pour a cup of coffee that looks like it’s left over from the covered wagon days. I check the menu. The Chat

         and Chew is a biscuit and gravy joint, not exactly the best place to be on the first day of my new diet. I order a couple

         soft-boiled eggs. I want donuts.

      


      Sufficiently caffeinated and still hungry, I head for the door, stopping on my way out to read the notices on the bulletin

         board. One has a picture of a broken-down old sorrel for sale. “Best offer,” the ad says.

      


      In the lobby of the Hardin High gym, I stop at the showcase to check out the pictures of the Hardin Lady Bulldogs, and there

         she is, smack dab in the middle, number 24, senior Sharon LaForge. Beneath her name it reads, “Co-Captain.” In her photo she

         is standing with a basketball under her arm, looking as serious as a snakebite.

      


      There are also pictures of several former Hardin High basketball stars, like the legendary Larry Pretty Weasel and Jonathon

         Takes Enemy, players who were as good as anyone in the state, but didn’t last in college. Conspicuously absent in the showcase,

         however, is any state championship trophy since 1941. There are none, which is a sore spot on the rez. The boys’ teams from

         the two smaller high schools in Big Horn County, Class B Lodge Grass High and Class C Plenty Coup High, both of which are

         95 percent Crow, have shelves full of state championship trophies—ten in the last decade to be exact. These championships

         have brought great honor and glory to the tribe. But against the tougher competition of Class A, Hardin High, a school with

         a 49 percent Crow population out of its enrollment of 395, has won no state titles, not the boys, not the girls.

      


      Inside the gym, a sparkling clean facility built in the 1960s with a seating capacity slightly larger than the town’s population,

         Linda McClanahan, the girls’ varsity coach, impatiently waits for her players to exit the locker room. This is the day she’s

         waited for since the end of last season. The first day of school is still a week away; Crow Fair is still in full swing; and

         the sugar beets and wheat aren’t yet harvested. But the balls are inflated, the hardwood waxed.

      


      McClanahan, or Coach Mac as her players call her, looks the part of the coach—black gym shorts, gray T-shirt, black high-top

         Reeboks, whistle, clipboard. She is forty-one, unmarried, slightly out of shape. Her looks are plain and un-adorned—shoulder-length

         dishwater blond hair, blue eyes, dark-rimmed glasses. She is starting her eighth year at Hardin High, her fifth as the girls’

         varsity coach. She also teaches physical education and health, but that is work. Everybody in town knows that basketball is

         her life.

      


      Slowly, her players straggle out onto the court. “Has anyone seen Sharon?” she asks. No response.


      She checks her watch. Still two minutes to nine, the official starting time… still two minutes for Sharon to show up. She

         takes a deep breath. For her, this day is filled with all the hope of a new beginning, a new season. She’s been awake since

         4:30, wired, staring at the ceiling. In her fifteen years of coaching, she’s never arrived on a season with such high expectations.

         Normally she is conservative in predicting her teams’ chances, but with four returning starters, including two potential All-Staters,

         she is convinced this year’s Lady Bulldogs will be her best team ever, with a real chance of making it to State, something

         no girls’ team at Hardin has ever done. She even has visions of an undefeated season.

      


      But where is Sharon?


      She takes another deep breath. In years past, she has waged a losing battle with her Scotch-Irish temper, throwing chairs,

         clipboards, water bottles, anything that wasn’t nailed down. A Bobby Knight with estrogen. Nobody escaped her wrath—players,

         refs, opposing coaches, Sharon. She has never kicked or hit a player, but she has yelled and screamed at many—in practices,

         in games, on the bus. Players have quit because of her. Not surprisingly, the stress affected her health. In her first year

         as head coach, a season of only three wins, she developed an ulcer. Sometimes that first season it hurt so much that she doubled

         over in pain on the bench. She chugged Mylanta. Her doctor finally issued an ultimatum: either learn to relax or quit coaching.

         Since then, she’s worked hard at controlling her emotions, even taking a three-day Positive Image Building seminar at Northern

         Montana College in Havre, learning techniques on anger management. Now she keeps self-help notes posted on her refrigerator

         and bathroom mirror: “I love to coach.” “Relax.” “I respond well to pressure.” “I am a positive person.”

      


      She checks her watch again. One minute to nine. She’s been in Hardin long enough not to be surprised by Crow behavior. She

         knows all about Crow Time and how Crows rarely call to say they’ll be late or absent. Still, she doesn’t expect Sharon to

         miss the first day of practice. Nobody on this team, or any other team she’s coached, loves basketball more than Sharon.

      


      The last time she saw Sharon was in June at the team camp at Montana State in Bozeman. That was a special week. Out of twenty-four

         participating schools, including teams from the big AA schools in Billings, Missoula, Butte, and Bozeman, Hardin finished

         second. And out of all the players there, including several girls who’d already been offered scholarships, Sharon was chosen

         the camp’s MVP, an award Coach Mac figured was not lost on the Montana State coaches.

      


      But where is Sharon now?


      It must be because of Crow Fair, assumes Coach Mac, aware of the family pressure on Crow players to attend the tribe’s biggest

         cultural event of the year. She has always tried to accommodate, scheduling practices early in the day so they don’t conflict

         with fair events, most of which take place in the afternoon and evening. But she feels compromised, caught between having

         her team unprepared for opening game just thirteen days away, and being accused of being insensitive to Crow culture. She

         hates having to tiptoe through the minefield of political correctness. It has reached the point, she believes, that whenever

         a white coach or teacher looks cross-eyed at an Indian, some militant on the rez is ready to scream racism. To her, the complaint

         about practicing during Crow Fair seems hypocritical considering that Crows usually rank basketball right up there with oxygen

         in importance.

      


      The clock strikes nine. No Sharon.


      Coach Mac gathers the team around her. Rah-rah speeches have never worked for her. She just wants to keep it short, to the

         point.

      


      “Remember how lousy we felt after losing in Divisionals last year?” she says. “Well, let’s make sure we don’t have to feel

         that way again this year.”

      


      Okay, I can see her working, starting the year off with a bit of negative reinforcement. I’ve had a coach or six try that

         strategy. I’ve even tried it a few times as a dad.

      


      She blows her whistle, and thirty-four varsity hopefuls—nineteen Crows and fifteen whites—circle the gym, their Reeboks and

         Nikes squeaking against the shiny hardwood floor.

      


      Leading the pack is the team’s other co-captain, 5"10" senior Tiffany Hopfauf, her long, tan legs gobbling up the court. Like

         Coach Mac, Tiffany is used to Crows showing up at their own speed, and she resents it.

      


      *    *    *


      After practice, I hang around the gym, waiting for Coach Mac. We are going to lunch back at the Chat and Chew for a get-acquainted

         interview. As I wait, Tiffany and the other white girl slated to be a starter, Anita Dewald, stay in the gym, casually shooting

         free throws and rehashing the opening day of practice. Clearly, they are ticked off about Sharon’s not showing up, suspicious

         about the legitimacy of her absence.

      


      Eavesdropping, I take mental notes, not wanting to intrude. I haven’t even met these two girls yet, and at this point, I’m

         still thinking I’m here to write a book about the boys’ team. I am, however, seeing another story emerge. Is that a little

         racial hostility I detect? I edge closer.

      


      To gather my story, whether it’s about the boys or girls, I know I’ll have to become something between an honorary seventeen-year-old

         and an invisible man, invited to witness the lives of these people close up, often as if I am not there. I must respect their

         privacy, and if I miss a cat-fight in the locker room, a place I’ll never go, then I must depose the combatants and compare

         their accounts, even if it’s a week later.

      


      Gathering a story in this way is not new to me. In the same genetic way that I could throw a ball harder than others on the

         playground, I can take little credit for my ability to gain people’s trust. My writing career has included a strange mix of

         experiences: traveling with an NBA team, hanging out with a weird sex cult, tailing the FBI. These weren’t gonzo Plimptonesque

         type assignments where I actually snared rebounds, or did a group grope, or shot it out with fugitives. I just hung out with

         these people, made buddies, and when it was all over, found I had a story.

      


      That is my MO here, and if it should turn out that it is the girls’ team I will follow, then an honorary seventeen-year-old

         girl I’ll become. Having taught high school and raised two daughters should help. Besides, acting like a kid has always come

         easy for me.

      


      I don’t know yet, but the confidences and revelations that will be given to me by the people I’m soon to encounter will go

         far beyond what I could expect. It’s as if these people, Indians and whites, feel like talking just at the moment I happen

         by, much in the same way someone lost will flag down a stranger.

      


      “You guys looked good out there today,” I offer.


      “Thanks,” replies Tiffany with a who-the-hell-is-this-guy glance.


      Over burgers, Coach Mac tells me she’s heard Sharon has been doing some hard partying over the summer, which surprises her

         because she doesn’t think of Sharon as the partying type. The rumor has come from her assistant coach, Dave Oswald, who’s

         heard it from his daughter, Maria, a tenth grader on the junior varsity.

      


      “Is this the best burger in town?” I ask, wondering how a restaurant in the middle of cattle country can serve such a bad

         burger.

      


      “Afraid so,” she answers.


      My first impression of Coach Mac is good—a straightforward woman who takes her job seriously, maybe a little too seriously,

         and doesn’t object to the idea of a writer hanging around. So far, anyway.

      


      I ask why it is that these excellent Crow athletes never get a look from the colleges, no scholarships. Her explanation echoes

         the company line: college coaches are afraid to take a chance of wasting a scholarship on an Indian who most likely won’t

         survive academically, socially, or athletically on a college campus. “They don’t have the discipline,” she says. Other than

         Jim Thorpe, I’m hard pressed to name a nationally notable Indian athlete, pro or college.

      


      “Could Sharon be the exception?”


      “Not likely,” answers Coach Mac.


      It’s not that she doesn’t think Sharon isn’t talented enough or doesn’t care about basketball. In fact, Coach Mac has never

         had a player take a loss harder than Sharon did after the team’s loss in Divisionals last season. “The memory of her in our

         locker room after that game has haunted me for nine months,” she says.

      


      She tells it this way. In the double-elimination divisional playoffs to go to State, Hardin came into the tournament the hottest

         team in the league, riding a nine-game win streak after an erratic, contentious first half of the year in which the team nearly

         disintegrated. At the center of that disarray had been Roberta Yarlott, Sharon’s second cousin, a talented but temperamental

         player whose outbursts in practices and games against her own teammates had fractured the team’s harmony. The white girls

         on the team felt intimidated by Roberta and threatened to quit after she fired a ball at one of them from point-blank range

         in practice. But a team meeting to air their grievances, plus the nine wins in a row, helped smooth the ruffled feelings.

         In the double-elimination tournament’s first round, however, they lost in triple overtime.

      


      Facing elimination in the consolation bracket, their game against dreaded archrival Billings Central came down to the last

         minute. With Hardin trailing by one, Roberta, the team’s only senior, fouled out on a disputed call. She protested vehemently,

         then as she left the court, the Central fans pelted her with boos and racial epithets. “Go back to the rez, squaw!” Coach

         Mac appealed to the refs to slap a technical on the Central fans for their unsportsmanlike behavior, but the refs refused.

         In the Hardin huddle, Sharon started to cry, not because of the crowd’s racial insults—that was nothing new—but because her

         cousin was out of the game. Roberta had been the one who’d taught her to be tough and aggressive, but now she was gone, her

         career at Hardin High over unless the team could pull it out in the last second. Sharon felt it was up to her.

      


      It all came down to the last shot, and Sharon’s desperation, off-balance attempt fell short, ending the season, as well as

         Roberta’s career and the team’s chance to go to State. On the way to the locker room, Roberta chased after the ref and blindsided

         him with a right cross to the kidney. She had to be pulled off, and was later banned from any further high school competition.

      


      In the postgame locker room, Sharon sat in front of her locker, head buried in her hands, inconsolable, her plaintive wailing

         penetrating the walls. A tearful Coach Mac tried to console her, assuring her that she’d played a great game and that she’d

         learn from this and come back stronger next season. But Sharon didn’t want to hear about next year. All that counted was the

         moment. She wept, not for one minute, or two, or four… at ten minutes she was still in full sob.

      


      Coach Mac had never heard such wailing. She knew that Crow grieving was intense, and that funeral services often last an entire

         day with unrestrained sobbing. But this seemed unnatural, almost scary. She opened the locker room door and allowed the players’

         mothers, aunts, and grandmothers to enter, hoping they would bring calm. Instead, they brought more tears. Sharon’s mother,

         Karna, entered, reeking of alcohol, as usual. Sharon turned her back, then spotted her grandmother, Danetta Fallsdown, who

         was also crying. That triggered more tears. Sharon began to struggle for air, her breath now coming in short, fitful gasps.

         The more she struggled, the harder it was to breathe. She started to hyperventilate. Her face turned pale.

      


      Coach Mac rushed to her side and handed her a paper bag, instructing her to breathe into it. Sharon did as instructed, and

         slowly the air returned to her lungs, the color to her face.

      


      In time the locker room emptied and only Sharon and Coach Mac were left. Eyes still rimmed with tears, Sharon put on her letterman’s

         jacket and headed out into the cold, next season an eternity away.

      


      Now, the start of next season has finally arrived… but Sharon hasn’t. She is still partying at Crow Fair.


   

      CHAPTER THREE


      [image: art]


      Slowly, Sharon awakes. It’s almost noon. In bed next to her, her best friend, Holly Johnson, also begins to stir.

      


      Sleeping in the same bed is nothing new for Sharon and Holly. They’ve been doing it since the seventh grade, Sharon spending

         as many nights at Holly’s house in Hardin as she does with her grandmother in Crow Agency. In many ways, Holly’s family is

         her closest link to stability, her refuge from the chaos of her own family. Holly’s mother, Hjordis, has been more of a mother

         to her than her real mom, which doesn’t take much; and Holly’s dad, Ron, the best white player ever to come out of Hardin

         High, is the only male in her life ever to provide any discipline, regularly including her in his fatherly lectures and scoldings.

         Her own father is a wisp.

      


      Sharon glances at the clock. “I missed practice,” she mutters.


      “Big deal,” says Holly. “What are they gonna do, kick you off the team? Besides, this is our last day to party.”


      Tomorrow, Holly and her mom are moving to Bozeman, two hundred miles away, a messy divorce taking away Sharon’s truest sanctuary

         and best friend.

      


      Holly rolls out of bed, then struts in front of her Andre Agassi poster, the one she bought because she thinks he’s some kind

         of naughty rebel. Seventeen and pretty, with brown eyes, milk white skin, pouty lips, and reddish brown hair, she takes pride

         in her body, not afraid to flaunt it, although sometimes she prefers to hide it under baggy sweatshirts to keep the cowboys

         at Hardin High from talking to her breasts. Sharon, on the other hand, has been taught, like all young Crow women, to be modest

         with her body.

      


      Sharon rises out of bed, yawning, stretching, slyly keeping one hand on her neck to hide her new hickey. It’s not that Holly,

         who lost her virginity in the seventh grade, is a prude. Hardly. She’s known as “The Dictionary,” a good source for questions

         about sex. Most of what Sharon knows about sex, which isn’t much, she learned from Holly. Still, she doesn’t want Holly to

         see the hickey and start asking questions about her and Randy Not Afraid again. Especially not on their last day together.

         Talking about Randy always ends in an argument. Holly won’t even say his name, referring to him only as “The Asshole.”

      


      Holly watches Sharon head to the bathroom to check herself in the mirror. To her, Sharon is beautiful, her face soft and opaque.

         In a certain light Sharon’s presence is so fragile it seems almost possible to walk right through her. But whenever Holly

         tells her she is pretty or sexy, Sharon discounts it, never good at accepting compliments. Whenever she looks at herself in

         the mirror, she senses nothing out of the ordinary—no makeup, no lipstick, no perfume. Once, Holly tried to get her to wear

         makeup, but she refused. Another time, her grandmother asked her if she wanted to try some perfume, and Sharon thought it

         must be because she stank.

      


      “What’s the plan today?” she asks.


      As usual, Holly is set on finding trouble. First, they’ll bootleg a bottle of peppermint schnapps from her dad’s liquor cabinet

         and go check out Crow Fair, then later that night, probably around midnight, they’ll go to a 49, a notoriously ribald tribal

         party. These are adult parties, with lots of booze and usually a few fistfights. Neither Holly nor Sharon has ever been to

         one.

      


      “You gotta promise me that if you see The Asshole you won’t take off with him,” says Holly. “This is our last day together,

         remember?”

      


      Sharon shrugs.


      Strolling through the teepee area at Crow Fair, Holly watches Sharon’s eyes glance left and right, much like she does dribbling

         the ball upcourt, eyes seemingly in the back of her head. “You’re looking for The Asshole, aren’t you?” she asks.

      


      “No,” replies Sharon.


      “Liar.”


      Holly has heard all the rumors about Randy. Who hasn’t? A twenty-four-year-old rodeo roper, he’s notorious on the rez, known

         as a hard-drinking, macho kind of guy. The way Holly hears it, he’s already been married, fathered a child, left them both,

         and cheated on every girlfriend he’s had. It bugs her the way Sharon always drops everything, including her, whenever he calls.

         She’s repeatedly warned Sharon that this is a guy with a dark side, but Sharon just shrugs it off. Besides, who is Holly to

         talk, all the losers and abusers she’s been with? Isn’t it true?

      


      Certainly nobody knows Sharon better than Holly. For five years they’ve been inseparable, close as sisters, their friendship

         a racial anomaly in Big Horn County. When they first met on the seventh grade basketball team, Holly noticed that when other

         kids’ parents came to pick them up after practice, Sharon had no mom or dad coming for her and always looked like a lost soul.

         So Holly started inviting her home with her, and pretty soon Sharon was part of the Johnson family, going on vacations, getting

         an allowance, sleeping over. In the evenings, Hjordis gave her backrubs and Ron talked basketball with her, always amazed

         at her intuitive understanding of the game. For her part, Holly enjoyed the cachet that went with being best friends with

         the best athlete in the school. They gained a reputation as tough girls, not because they got into fights or bullied other

         kids, but because of Sharon’s fierce presence on the basketball court. Holly knew, however, that Sharon wasn’t so fierce on

         the inside. She couldn’t count the times she’d seen Sharon cry in private, usually over her mom’s binge drinking.

      


      Because of Sharon, Holly felt socially comfortable with Indians, not threatened like so many of her white classmates at Hardin

         High. Or maybe it was because she never quite fit with any of the white cliques—the cheerleaders, the cowboys, the 4-H’ers,

         the jocks. It didn’t seem to matter to these kids that she was smart, athletic, shapely, the daughter of attractive, well-educated,

         well-respected parents. What counted was that she dated mostly Indian boys. They called her names: wannabe, easy, white trash, Indian lover. She always felt like an outsider.

      


      The girls continue meandering through the teepees and pickup trucks, Sharon’s eyes still scanning. For her, Crow Fair has

         always been the centerpiece of her fondest childhood memories: wearing the beautiful new elks tooth dresses her grandmother

         sewed her… parading into the arbor for the traditional dancing… riding bareback through the campgrounds on her chestnut mare…

         sleeping in a teepee next to her mom. But this year’s Crow Fair is none of that, especially the part about sleeping next to

         her mom. Sharon hasn’t seen her mother in five months. The last she heard, she was in jail.

      


      Suddenly, Holly stops and points at Sharon’s neck. “You’ve got a hickey necklace,” she exclaims.


      Again, Sharon shrugs.


      “How could you let The Asshole kiss you.” Holly scowls, examining the hickeys closer. “Disgusting! He’s branded you.”


      “Shut up!”


      Sharon leads them toward the rodeo arena. Holly follows, knowing the purpose of this excursion, but by her calculations, it’s

         better that Sharon runs into Randy now, while it is still daylight, than after dark, especially after dark at the 49.

      


      Heading around the grandstand, Sharon tries not to think about tomorrow and Holly’s moving to Bozeman. Who will be there for

         her during her senior year? Who will be her confidant? Who will make her laugh? It doesn’t seem fair.

      


      Memories flood her mind. Like the time in the eighth grade when she got suspended for three days after refusing to snitch

         after a schoolwide locker search uncovered two joints in her locker, joints she’d gotten from Holly. As part of her suspension

         she had to talk to a drug and alcohol counselor, which she actually liked because it gave her a chance to talk about her feelings

         about her mom. The counseling sessions did nothing to stop her smoking pot, however. In her junior year there was the time

         she and Holly left school at lunchtime and got stoned behind the wall at the car wash, returning to fifth period band class

         giggling like fools. Mr. Boggio must have suspected something, because he made them stand up in front of the class and play

         solos, Holly on the sax, Sharon on the clarinet.

      


      Sharon scans the rodeo crowd but doesn’t see Randy. “What a shame,” sneers Holly.


      “I mean it, Holly,” says Sharon. “Stop bugging me about Randy.”


      *    *    *


      It’s after midnight when Sharon and Holly leave the fairgrounds and head to the 49. According to one legend, the term 49 originated

         with tribes in Oklahoma after 49 women got pregnant the night of a big powwow. Another legend has it that 49 men from a tribe

         in Oklahoma went off in World War II and all 49 returned. In any case, this 49 is on the banks of the Big Horn River at Two

         Leggings, a clearing named after one of the last Crow warriors to count coup for his bravery in battle.

      


      Arriving at Two Leggings, Sharon parks her Mercury Cougar, a gift from her grandmother three months earlier, next to a picket

         of cottonwoods. She and Holly survey the jam-packed scene, cars and pickups everywhere. It is dark, noisy, bacchanalian, the

         night filled with hundreds of Indians. They hear the chanting and drumming, a drumming not of the traditional style, but a

         rhythmic pounding on the hoods of cars and pickups. The sound is intense, beautiful, part Jamaican oil drum band, part African

         tribal music. It’s a 49 classic: “I’ll Take You Home in My One-Eyed Ford.”

      


      Holly takes a quick swig of peppermint schnapps to bolster her courage. She feels uneasy, out of place. This is different

         from the parties she’s been to with her Indian friends at school. Those were small gatherings or school activities, teenagers,

         situations she could control, places she felt safe, protected. This is different, large and unruly, unlit, remote, a place

         where conventional rules no longer govern. The people are older, drunker. She eyes a man weaving through the crowd, trying

         to grope every woman who dares into his path. She holds tight to Sharon’s arm.

      


      “Don’t desert me,” she urges. Sharon nods. Behind them, the steady drumming on hoods and fenders grows louder, like thunder

         rolling through the night.

      


      Moving cautiously around the edge of the crowd, they stop, distracted by a commotion behind them—people pushing, shoving,

         cursing. Holly circles back to get a better view, but Sharon moves in the other direction, quickly vanishing into the throng.

      


      “Sharon!” yells Holly.


      No answer.


      Holly retreats to the car, locking the door, bolstering her courage again with another shot of schnapps. How could Sharon

         do this to her? How could she abandon her on their last night together?

      


      She knows that Randy is out there in the crowd, and whenever Sharon finds him, or he finds her, all the ingredients for disaster

         are present: alcohol, no rules, jealousy. Especially jealousy.

      


      It’s ironic that Holly is the one feeling abandoned. In the past, Sharon was the third wheel while Holly chased after her

         latest flame. Until Randy, Sharon had never dated, never had a real boyfriend. There was the Northern Cheyenne boy she’d lost

         her virginity to, but that was a regrettable one-nighter. There was also the boy who asked her to the prom, but that was a

         date she broke, choosing to go off to play in an all-Indian tournament in Denver instead.

      


      But now there’s Randy Not Afraid—first love, real love.


      A shot rings out, the echo vibrating down the river and through the trees. The 49 falls eerily silent. Everything stops… the

         singing, chanting, drumming. Even the drinking. Even the crickets.

      


      Holly, whose father is a serious hunter, knows enough about guns to recognize the shot comes from a high-powered rifle. Staying

         inside the car, she double-checks the locks. Minutes pass, then more minutes, until at last the 49 is in full revel again,

         word spreading that the shot was just a drunk firing his gun into the air.

      


      Finally, after what seems like hours to Holly, Sharon’s silhouette appears, Randy at her side. Holly steps out of the Cougar,

         watching them approach, studying Randy with a wicked glare, wondering again what is the attraction. How can Sharon think he

         is so good-looking? Can’t she see his ugly teeth? That he is only an inch taller? That he swaggers like a rooster? That’s

         he’s too old for her?

      


      That’s not what Sharon sees, of course. To her he’s perfect. She likes it that he’s older, more mature than the high school

         guys she knows. She also likes it that he’s a rodeo roper. In her book, rodeo guys are the rock stars. She also appreciates

         it that he has a job working construction for Crow Tribal Housing and a steady paycheck. But what she likes best about him

         are his looks. For reasons she can’t explain, she’s always imagined her ideal man would have dark curly hair and green eyes,

         hardly standard traits in an Indian. But that’s what Randy has, his green eyes coming from his mother, who is half white,

         half Cherokee.

      


      Sharon and Randy stop next to the car. Holly bends at the waist and sticks two fingers down her throat, pretending to vomit.


      “Randy is riding back to town with us,” declares Sharon, ignoring the theatrics.


      Holly fumes, but not wanting to walk the seven miles to Hardin, she climbs into the back seat behind Randy.


      “How come you’re such a dickhead?” she asks, pressing her feet against the back of his seat.


      He ignores her.


      “How come you cheat on Sharon?” she asks, pressing harder.


      Still no response, but she can see his shoulders tighten.


      “How come you were with Rona Hugs the other day?” she continues. “And don’t say you weren’t because I saw you.”


      “Shut up, Holly!” demands Sharon.


      “Whatever,” says Holly, slumping back into her seat, deciding she’s pushed enough.


      They ride in awkward silence back into Hardin. As they pass the high school gym, where Sharon is supposed to be in four hours

         for the second day of practice, the first rays of sunlight are already inching over the eastern shelf of the Big Horn Valley.

         The Cougar pulls to a stop in front of Holly’s house. “Good riddance,” snarls Randy as Holly steps from the car. He motions

         for Sharon to drive away.

      


      She glances at Holly, then at him. Then she drives off down the street, no teary goodbye, no fond farewell to her best friend

         moving to Bozeman.
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