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To David Rosenthal





The past is not dead. In fact, it’s not even past.

—WILLIAM FAULKNER







Part I

Cracking the Arch
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“DANCE. I DANCE, CHARLIE. If you want to put that down as my occupation, go ahead, it’s all I do, it’s all I’ve done for sixteen years, since I was seventeen. I didn’t go to college, didn’t even finish high school. I never married. I danced. During the day I danced with other dancers, at night I danced alone.”

“How’d you end up in Tennessee, isn’t that where all this started?”

“Three months ago the grandfather asked me to move to Tennessee.”

“Did he tell you why?”

“He gave me money to rent an apartment, he gave me money to live on, he asked me to wait, but he didn’t tell me why, no.”

“You move from Montana to Tennessee without knowing why?”

“Yes, because the grandfather asked me to. The apartment I found in Nashville, there was no place to dance outside, so I danced in my apartment until the woman below me complained. I would watch the window for her car to leave, then I’d dance while she was gone. I know all the dances, Charlie. I wanted to ask you—in prison will I be allowed to dance?”

“You think you’re going to prison?”

“Don’t you?”

“It depends on how much of what you’re telling me checks out.”

“And how much is just me being crazy.”

“What’s the grandfather’s name?”

“I won’t tell you that.”

“When I cut you down, you said you’d tell me everything.”

“No, I said I’d tell you the truth.”

“How about the woman you were traveling with, the prostitute, what’s her name?”

“Elena. I was never told her last name, I’m not sure if she had one.”

“And she came with the grandfather to your apartment in Tennessee?”

“Yes. At three A.M. She had fish eyes.”

“What does that mean, fish eyes?”

“At the outside corner of each eye, two black lines intersected, one that had been drawn above her eye and one from below. These intersecting lines looked like the tail of a fish, the two fish facing each other across the bridge of her nose.”

“What did he say about her, about why she was there?”

“The grandfather introduced her as God’s whore, he said her mother sent her to see the ghost dance.”
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I TOLD THE GRANDFATHER that dancing at three A.M. would make the neighbor below me pound on her ceiling with a broomstick, but you have to understand, Charlie, I would be ashamed not to do what he asked.

When I was sixteen and living alone in a trailer, when I was incorrigible and drunk and had dropped out of school, the grandfather came to me. I figured he had been sent to deliver a lecture about staying in school and bettering myself, this lecture I had heard many times from the apple Indians, those who are red on the outside but white inside, and from European teachers, from Christian ministers.

I invited the grandfather into my old trailer, a hunter’s trailer without power or water, and out of respect for his age offered him a chair and then I put on my Indian face. It’s the face I wore when you first began questioning me, a good face to show during grandfather lectures and government interrogations.

The grandfather asked if I knew how to read. I said I did. He told me, “We Indians believe in the words a man speaks looking us in the eye. But the Europeans will tell one thing to your eye and then write another thing on paper and then it is the written word they swear by. So it is good you can read what they write. Each morning I walk to the library and read yesterday’s Jew York Times. You can trust the Jews to write the truth, they are a tribe.”

I think you will meet the grandfather before this is over, he is negotiating on our behalf, and when you see his face you will see how old it is, how dark, creased by ravines, and I believe you will trust him.

The grandfather delivered a lecture brand-new to my ears, saying it was good I quit school, good I refused job training, good I would not work for wages, good I spent all my time hunting and fishing and riding horses. The European ways must be rejected, he told me. Especially their poison. I had beer bottles everywhere on the floor, lined up and leaned over.

The grandfather explained that tolerance to alcohol increases with a people’s exposure to alcohol. He said that the ethnic group that has used alcohol the longest will have the lowest rates of cirrhosis, dementia, public drunkenness. He said he was thinking of the Jews again, who have been drinking wine for thousands of years and have a low incidence of alcoholism. But for a people newly exposed to alcohol, it is poison to them. Europeans knew this intuitively, which is why they gave us alcoholism along with other diseases for which we had no tolerance. He said I could not be a ghost dancer if I kept drinking alcohol, it would disrespect our ancestors to ask for their resurrection while I was drunk.

You asked me, Charlie, why the little whore’s mother wanted her to see ghost dancing, why I have spent so many years ghost dancing. Let me tell you.

In 1889, the Paiute medicine man Wavoka had a vision during a solar eclipse, and in this vision Wavoka saw the new world rolled up and, underneath, the old world revealed as it once was, with fish in our rivers and lakes, game in our forests, and buffalo, not Europeans, by the millions on our land. In this old world, occupied only by Indians and by those we call our friends, we would be reunited with our resurrected ancestors. All this would be brought about without violence, without war, without killing.

The promise of ghost dancing required two things of the Indians. One was rejection of everything European: their culture, their money, their jobs, their religion, their alcohol. Their law, too. The grandfather asked me many times how can you trust a legal system that says if a man has committed a crime but you can’t prove it, then that man is not guilty.

The second thing required of the Indians was ghost dancing.

Ghost dancing is unlike our other dances. It is slow and without instruments, not even the drum, and women are permitted to ghost dance. We move in a circle following the sun while singing softly our resurrection chants.

In 1890, ghost dancing appealed to the defeated Indians of the American West. Many whites called ghost dancing the messiah craze; it was said Jesus had given up on the whites and was coming this time to the Indians.

Why did ghost dancing frighten your ancestors? Think of it, Charlie. You have defeated a proud and fierce people. They have become compliant. They line up for Army beef and stay drunk. But then, because of some crazy dance, these former warriors sober up, no longer tame. Now these Indians are keeping their own counsel, rejecting everything European. And they dance, Charlie. I think maybe it reminds you of those long hot nights on the plantation when you heard jungle music from the slave quarters.

No, of course, your ancestors didn’t own slaves, I know that, Charlie. They were innocent.

When the great Sioux medicine man Tatanka-lyotanka, the one you call Sitting Bull, began ghost dancing, the Europeans became even more frightened. He was an old man but he had been at Greasy Grass, what you call the Little Bighorn. For the sin of ghost dancing, Tatanka-lyotanka, sixty years old, was arrested and killed while resisting arrest. Shot in the back by tribal policemen.

Trying to stamp out the ghost dancing messiah craze, the U.S. Army rounded up Indians at Wounded Knee Creek. Five hundred Army troops with four rapid-fire Hotchkiss guns surrounded four hundred Indians, men and women and children and babies in their mother’s arms, many of the Indians without blankets or food. The Army was so afraid of ghost dancing that even the Indian women were disarmed of cooking knives and sewing awls. While the Indians were being disarmed, a shot went off and the Army opened fire. When women and children fled into the ravines, they were chased down and shot in the head, in the back. Twenty of the soldiers were awarded Congressional Medals of Honor for shooting women and killing babies held in their mothers’ arms.

The chief they called Big Foot died at Wounded Knee as he rose from his sickbed. And now at gas stations and drugstores in the western states you Europeans buy postcards with the picture of Big Foot’s frozen body. I don’t know what you do with such a profane image. I think you must take it home and gloat.

The Indian dead at Wounded Knee were left where they lay for three days in the snow, more than three hundred murder victims. When a hired burial party finally arrived, four starving babies were found still alive, wrapped in their dead mothers’ blankets. The grandfather said this again reminded him of the Jews and how a few of them were on occasion found alive in Nazi burial pits.

White curiosity seekers came to Wounded Knee to snatch up souvenirs. Indian babies whose parents had been killed were adopted by white families but the Indian babies were said to be like certain wild animals, cute while young but unmanageable when mature.

With the Europeans’ grisly sense of history, they called this massacre the Battle of Wounded Knee. Not even the Nazis were so indiscreet as to call Auschwitz a battle. It is dangerous to make the comparison, but six million Jews were killed by the Nazis, more than ten million Indians killed by Europeans in the conquest of the Americas.

If the Nazis had won the war they might have put up monuments to the Final Solution. The Europeans, who did win in America, put up a memorial marking the jumping-off spot for settlers, explorers, prospectors, soldiers, and others who were heading west to complete the genocide of Indians—and that memorial is the Gateway Arch in St. Louis, and that’s why the whore and I cracked its ribs.

The grandfather brought her to me in Tennessee. At his request, I showed Elena the ghost dance. After a few minutes, before the downstairs neighbor began complaining, the grandfather said, “You can stop now. The promise of ghost dancing has come about.”

I asked him, “If I walk outside, will all the apartments and houses be empty of Europeans, will the roads be empty of their cars?”

He said in good time. “God’s whore will explain everything.”

She was too young, Charlie, just a teenager. And I couldn’t imagine her being interested in ghost dancing, she spoke into a cell phone and chewed gum and played with her hair. She was little, maybe a hundred pounds. Dressed in a short red skirt and tight white T-shirt and wearing knee-high white boots. An underage whore. Her face was made up with thick red lipstick and blue marks painted like diamonds and stars. Her eyes were strangest of all. Yes, those fish eyes. She had outlined them with thick black streaks. Yes, I know. I’ve already told you this. It is our way. We handed down our history by repeating its stories. Which is why you never hear an Indian say, “You already told me that.” When her eyes crossed, which they did frequently, these two fish looked as if they were staring at each other past the bridge of her nose. Her voice was high and chirpy and frequently profane on the phone.

The grandfather asked me to take her to California, where she would meet with her mother.

“My mother is a fucking saint,” she got off the phone long enough to say.

Irony? I don’t know, Charlie. All of this was being laid on me without warning, a couple hours before dawn, the grandfather saying he wouldn’t be going with us, he’d be returning by Greyhound, and that the whore and I should leave immediately because there were people who would try to stop us from reaching California and we needed to get a head start. I filled a garbage bag with my things.

Her car was a big black ten-year-old Thunderbird, which she had left running in the apartment complex parking lot. The little whore got in the driver’s side while I took shotgun, throwing my garbage bag in the backseat and telling her, “I don’t have any money.”

She was adjusting the phone book she sat on to see over the steering wheel, then looked at me as if she hadn’t understood what I’d said. I was mesmerized by her fish eyes, which at the moment were fully crossed, making me think I should volunteer to drive.

I rubbed my thumb against my fingertips to indicate money and told her again I didn’t have any.

She laughed, turning to study the gear shift as if this was the first time she’d used it. She finally dropped that big V8 in Drive and took off with tires squealing, barely missing parked cars, straddling the center white line, and when she remembered about headlights, she took her crossed eyes off the road to find the right knob.

I grabbed the wheel and turned us out of the path of an oncoming car, which blared its horn. She looked up at the road, slapped my hand off the steering wheel and laughed again, shouting and swearing…. Charlie, it was the damnedest thing.
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“IF THIS WASN’T ALL PLOTTED out beforehand, as you say it wasn’t, then I don’t understand. Someone asks you to go to California from Tennessee and you throw a few things in a garbage bag and take off, just like that?”

“I didn’t have a suitcase.”

“You know that’s not what I meant.”

“Ask me what you want to know.”

“Why did you go with this teenager, this stranger, to help her destroy the St. Louis Arch?”

“I wasn’t aware that’s where we were going. I wasn’t aware that’s what we would end up doing. All I knew at the beginning was that the grandfather had made a wise decision, taking Greyhound back home, because the little whore drove like a crazy person. Acted crazy, too. Kept playing with the radio. Sang along with the songs, except it wasn’t really singing. She chirped and keened. Always laughing. She’d point to a cow and laugh like a cow was the funniest thing she’d ever seen in her life. As exhausted as I was, I stayed awake, petrified, as she drove us across Tennessee, heading for Memphis, or so I thought at the time. I asked her to stop. I needed the toilet and I also wanted to drive before she killed us both. But every time I spoke to her, she would look at me with those spooky fish eyes, listen carefully, and then nod and laugh as if I had just told a joke.

“At one point, halfway between Nashville and Memphis, she stopped the Thunderbird right on the pavement—on the interstate, Charlie—and took out a map. I was telling her to pull off the road. She kept smiling. I reached my foot over to hit the accelerator and used my left hand to steer us onto the shoulder. Just then, a semi went screaming by, blowing his air horn. The little whore powers down her window, leans halfway out, and waves to him with both arms and gives him the finger. I told her I was going to drive. But she stayed in the driver’s seat, on that big phone book, studying the map. Then she took off again, north at the next interchange.”

“Heading for that Kentucky motel where you say you killed the man.”

“Yes. But I didn’t know that’s where we were headed, I didn’t know she had an appointment with the Viking. Her driving was even hairier on the two-lane roads, she kept drifting off the pavement. The ditches in that part of Tennessee are deep. They get a lot of heavy rains. Finally she stopped at a gas station. I hit the can at the run. When I got back she was standing behind the Thunderbird talking on her cell phone. Seeing her in the cold morning light I got a dose of reality.”

“Because?”

“Because I realize that this little girl with her short-short skirt and tight shirt and the way she was made up looks like a junior high kid playing grown-up hooker and I’m going to get caught with this Lolita and have my red ass seriously in a sling. I tell her Hurry up and get in the car.

“I got behind the wheel and asked her if she had filled the tank. She said yes and told me to go. She said she’s in a hurry, let’s go already, talking to me like I was an idiot. As I’m pulling away, a little Iranian dude came out of the station, hollering at us. Elena told me, go, go. I knew then she hadn’t paid. You can add that to our crime sheet. A tank’s worth of stolen gasoline. She’s a whore and a gas thief.”

“Where was this?”

“I don’t know exactly. An hour or so south of the motel. I headed north, watching behind us for cops. The whore kept studying her maps. She directed me, pointing right, pointing left, finally to the motel, which was just over the Kentucky border.”

“I’ve talked with the manager of that motel.”

“I know you have, Charlie.”

“No crime was reported for the day you were there. Two weeks ago, right? On the eleventh.”

“Someone cleaned up after us.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know. At first I thought the Viking was one of yours.”

“FBI?”

“Someone from the federal government, yes. FBI, CIA, BATF, BIA, I don’t know, there’s a whole alphabet to choose from.”

“The CIA can’t operate domestically.”

“If you say so, Charlie.”

“If neither of you had any money, how’d you get a room?”

“She had a key. Room Twelve. Unlocked it and waltzed right in the room. I got my garbage bag and her suitcase, followed her.”

“He wasn’t there at that point?”

“No. I didn’t know the Viking even existed at that point.”

“So you’re in the motel room with the girl.”

“So I’m in a cheap motel room with a whore, yes. A situation I am not unfamiliar with, how about you, Charlie?”

“How about me what?”

“Do you frequent whores?”

“I’m married.”

“I’m right-handed, but that’s not what I asked you.”

“No, I don’t have sex with prostitutes.”

“You stopped when you got married?”

“The truth is, I’ve never been to a prostitute.”

“Never? Not even when you were a young man, not even when you were on a drunk or out with—”

“Never, no.”

“I know you’re shitting me. But I understand. The videotape is running and you don’t want it on your FBI record, I understand.”

“You can believe what you want to believe, but I have never been with a prostitute.”

“Not even one time?”

“Not even one time. What are you doing? Sit back down.”

“I was just going to shake your hand. You’re the first—”

“Stay in your chair, that was our agreement.”

“Or else the local cowboys watching behind that glass will rush in here and beat the shit out of me.”

“Something like that. Okay, so you’re in the room with the young prostitute.”

“She pulled off her T-shirt, wearing a white lacy bra, and now I’m giving myself serious lectures about not thinking what I was thinking. She puts her suitcase on the bed and proceeds to strip and soon enough she’s walking around naked except for those knee-high white boots.”

“Did you have sex with her?”

“You want I should describe her naked body?”

—

“Charlie?”

“Did you have sex with her?”

“She had narrow hips and a little ass, all of which contributed to her underage look, but then again she had really nice tits. Stuck straight out. Big brown nipples. And a bush.”

“Did you have sex with her?”

“Wow. Single-minded on that issue, aren’t you? No I didn’t have sex with her, Charlie.”

“Because you feared she was underage?”

“No, because I didn’t have any money. Actually, Charlie, at that point I was more interested in sleep than sex. I was waiting for her to stop fooling around with her suitcase and take it off the bed so I could lie down and sleep, when bang-bang-bang, there’s someone at the door.”

“The man you describe as a Nordic type.”

“A Viking, yes. Except at the time I figure it’s the motel manager wanting to know how the hell we got into this room without paying, or maybe it’s a cop who’s after us for skipping out on the gas—whoever it is, it’s not good news, because they’re going to come in here and find me, an Indian, with an underage girl and that ain’t good, Charlie, even if the girl is a professional, that ain’t good.”

“What did you do?”

“I’m looking at the whore for some direction, she’s the one who brought us here, but she runs into the bathroom with her suitcase and shuts the door behind her. So I’m left to face whoever’s kicking the door and hollering to be let in. I see no way around it. But before I go to the door, I slip a folding knife from my front pocket and open the blade.”

“Describe it.”

“The blade was about four inches long, the knife eight inches overall.”

“If you didn’t know who it was, why did you arm yourself?”

“Exactly because I didn’t know who it was. Maybe the whore was meeting a john. Or her pimp.”

“Or maybe it was the law.”

“Whatever. I locked the blade in place and put the knife, blade first, into my back pocket. I opened the door and there’s the Viking, a big white slab of a man, taller than I am and broader, his head the size of a bowling ball that sits on those broad shoulders without benefit of a neck, long blond hair pulled back and knotted, his eyes that terrible blue—devil eyes I call them, when they’re that blue and that cold. He looks angry, ferocious, a chained dog wanting to get at me like I was the one been tormenting him. Adding to the unreality of this situation, he’s dressed like a villain in an apocalyptic movie, long black duster that goes to the ground, black leather pants, dark red shirt that’s tucked in but unbuttoned to showcase a V-section of his torso, his curly-haired chest, blond and ripped. Black boots. Hooked nose. About my age.”

“What did he say?”

“He asks me who the hell I am.”

“And you said?”

“For the first few seconds, I didn’t say anything. This big storm trooper frightened me. I wouldn’t run from him and, if a fight started, I’d do my best, but big angry white guys have always frightened me. The football coach was like that. He wanted me to play on the line, referred to me as the big buck. He had a terrible temper. I’ve met ranchers like that, and cowboys and cops. I don’t know what makes them so pissed off, what puts the blood in their blue eyes. You have eyes like that. I haven’t seen them angry yet but, yeah, those icy blue eyes. Light brown hair. Blond as a kid?”

“Yes.”

“Hell, Charlie, you could be the Viking’s brother. If you beefed up. The sight of an Indian doesn’t piss you off?”

“No.”

“You been around Indians much?”

“I wrote a paper about Wounded Knee Two, that’s why I was called in here.”

“In your version of Wounded Knee Two, who was at fault?”

“There was plenty of fault to go around.”

“Amen.”

“Did the man ask for Elena?”

“First thing the Viking says, he says, ‘Listen, Nanook, you speakum the English ’cause I asked you a goddamn question, who are you and what are you doing here?’ I wasn’t surprised the name-calling started already but that was the first time anyone referred to me as Nanook. Then he asked where Elena was. ‘Where’s the whore?’ is how he put it. Before I can answer, she steps out of the bathroom, the Viking and I both staring at her. If it wasn’t such a tense situation, I would’ve fallen down laughing. Her face was freshly made up, the fish lines around her eyes even darker than before and the diamonds and dots re-blued, and she had slicked back her hair with some kind of oil. The funniest part, she was wearing a baby-doll nightie that came to her thighs, see-through to show off her boobs—but now she was wearing tiny white sneakers like you’d buy at a kid’s shoe store.”

“What happened?”

“Let me tell you something first, Charlie. She didn’t look twelve or fourteen any longer, she looked early twenties.”

“Did the two of them know each other?”

“Put it to you this way, she’s smiling the big white teeth for him, he has blue eyes only for her, and I’m obviously three’s a crowd. Which is fine by me. I plan to leave and wait in the Thunderbird. She tells him he’s early. He says, ‘Yeah, so I gather.’ He means he got here early enough to catch me in the room. ‘What’s with Nanook?’ She says I’m her escort. The storm trooper laughs and mutters something obscene about having a goddamn Eskimo for an escort. ‘He’s Sioux,’ she tells him. Which doesn’t seem to matter one way or the other to the storm trooper who instructs Elena to get rid of me. I’m more than willing to leave but she says, ‘No, he stays.’ Get rid of the Eskimo. She says no again and before he can say yes again, she asks him, ‘Did you bring it?’

“This gets the Viking’s mind off me and he turns and checks the door before taking out from the deep front pocket of his greatcoat a package about the size and shape of a small loaf of bread, wrapped in brown paper and elaborately taped. Elena puts out her little hands. He tosses it to her. She begins loosening the paper. He tells her it’s all there. You know what I was thinking, Charlie?”

“Drugs.”

“Bingo. She opens the top of the package and looks in, then she smiles another mile of smiles at him and tells the Viking to sit down. She indicates the bed while she takes a cheap motel chair and positions it against the wall, putting herself on display, crossing her legs and flashing him her cootchie.”

“And at this point you’re assuming it’s a drug deal and that you’ve been brought in as protection.”

“Something like that. The grandfather would never knowingly get involved with drugs, so I figure the little whore somehow duped him with stories of bringing about the promises made by ghost dancing. It’s better all around if I leave, even if I have to hitchhike. But when I stand, she calls me by my European name. ‘John! Don’t go!’ She doesn’t sound like a little girl, sounds like a woman now. ‘Sit,’ she says. ‘Stay. Please.’ The Viking doesn’t bother to turn his big head to see if I am going to leave or not, he no longer cares, I might as well be a dog that Elena is trying to get to sit, to stay. I take a chair in the corner. I knew it was stupid for me to stay but stay I did. This whole thing had become dreamlike, starting with being awakened at three A.M. and taking off on a trip to California with a crazy woman I’d never met before.”

“Then?”

“She asks the Viking if he knows where it’s going to begin.”

“Where what’s going to begin?”

“I don’t have a clue. He starts to speak but then finally remembers me and he does something with his hand. Makes a semicircle in the air, the top half of a circle or the shape of a rainbow.”

“The arch.”

“Yeah, but again, at the time, I’m clueless. It’s obvious that Elena knows what he’s referring to. He tells her, ‘If you’re a good girl you’ll get another package when it’s done. Now, where is she?’ Elena says, ‘California.’ He says, ‘I know she’s in California, where in California?’”

“Who were they talking about?”

“I didn’t know.”

“Elena’s mother.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t know that at the time. She tells him, ‘On the California coast.’ Which makes him mad. ‘I know she’s on the coast,’ he says, ‘where on the coast?’ Elena won’t say. Then he asks the strangest damn question, he asks, ‘How old is she now?’”

“Meaning what? How old was Elena’s mother?”

“You got me, Charlie. He leans forward as if to catch her scent and tells her, ‘Have you forgotten there are certain individuals who don’t want you to make this trip? If something happens to you, we need to know where she is so we can take her to the president.’”

“The president?”

“Easy, Charlie.”

“You think they were referring to the President of the United States?”

“At the time, yes, I did. Because all of a sudden I’m thinking these aren’t drug dealers, they’re terrorists. Elena accused the Viking of being one of those certain individuals who didn’t want her to make this trip. ‘Then why did I bring you that?’ he asks, indicating the brown paper package, which Elena has put on the floor by her chair. She laughs. ‘To have sex with me?’ And he says, ‘Let’s do it.’”

“So if they’re terrorists—”

“Yeah, I’m thinking maybe they’re discussing picking up something in California and taking it to the president in Washington, D.C., maybe not Elena’s mother for real, that’s just code for a bomb.”

“What was your role in all this going to be?”

“Exactly. I’m thinking, To be the patsy. You ever see the tape of Lee Harvey Oswald hollering to the press one of the times he was trotted out, hollering that he was being made the patsy? I’m thinking, Exactly. That’s me.”

“Meanwhile, what are they doing?”

“The Viking stands and takes off his big coat, dropping it to the floor, removes his shirt. His body is perfect and the little whore is grinning at him like she can’t wait, playing the whore’s role. She pulls off the negligee, he puffs out his chest for her, and I’m thinking I can’t imagine two more mismatched people, the big white Viking and the little fish-eyed whore. When I stand to leave, Elena looks past the Viking and pleads with me, uses my full name. The storm trooper has his boots off and turns to me as he unbuckles his big belt. ‘John Brown Dog?’ Laughing. He says, ‘If I took a name it would be Screaming Eagle or Howling Wolf…sure as hell wouldn’t be Brown Dog.’ He drops his leather pants, underneath he’s wearing a black thong. Elena keeps begging me to stay. “Please, please.” I sit again in my corner chair like the fool that I am. Leaving her sneakers on, Elena gets on the bed, she’s not even going to have the decency to put something over them so I don’t have to see the actual screwing. As she lies down to be mounted I keep thinking she’s not really going to have sex with him, at the last available moment she’s going to say she’s changed her mind or maybe pull out a pistol and blow his brains onto the wall, something is going to happen to prevent her from fucking him right there in my presence.”

“Why were you thinking that? She was a prostitute who’d just been given some sort of payment, why wouldn’t she have sex with the man?”

“I don’t know.”

“Because she was so young?”

“She didn’t look so young anymore.”

“You had feelings for her?”

“She’s a whore, Charlie.”

“Did they have sex?”

“They were getting there. The Viking peels down his thong and turns to me. ‘Tell you what, Nanook.’ He is half erect and, Charlie, he is enormous like a porn star is enormous. A real asshole, too. Tells me, ‘If you sit quietly in the corner and don’t make a peep while I fuck this whore, when I’m finished I might give you a little reward…’cause I know you got a thing for me, I saw you go all gooey-eyed at the sight of me.’ Then he strokes himself hard.”

“And you stayed there?”

“I know what you’re thinking. I am without dignity.”

“For staying there, yes.”

“An honest man.”

“Go on.”

“He’s holding both of her wrists in one of his big hands and forces her arms above her head. He reaches down between them with his free hand. She’s saying things like ‘Oh, yeah, baby, easy baby, you’ll be there, baby.’ You know, whore talk. Or I guess you don’t know. And he keeps asking Elena, ‘Where is she? Where on the coast? How old is she?’ Elena laughs at him. He grunts and pushes, she tells him, ‘Not there, don’t put it there.’”

“And you just watched?”

—

“Did she ask you for help?”

“You’re making me ashamed of myself, even more than I am already. No, she didn’t ask for help. She didn’t say, ‘Oh great warrior, come rescue me.’”

“But at some point…”

“I told them both to stop, yes. He turns his big head to send me his blue-eyed contempt. ‘Sit down, Nanook, I’ll let you know when it’s your turn.’ Then he slaps her and then, Charlie, he makes his left hand into a fist that he holds high above her face, warning Elena, ‘Either you tell me exactly where you’re meeting her on the coast or I will by God pound you until not even an Eskimo will want to fuck you.’ Which is when I tell this Viking Nazi storm trooper Aryan Hitler wet dream, ‘I am not Inuit, I am Lakota.’ Which impresses him not at all. He’s annoyed with me, like he would be with a barking dog. ‘I don’t care if you’re fucking Hiawatha P. Squanto, go sit down or I’ll beat the shit out of you, too.’ He hits her in the face. You know the sound that makes, Charlie, that fist-to-face meaty thud? Elena, the breath goes out of her little body. But all she says is, ‘Oh.’”

“And that’s when you attacked him?”

—

“John?”

—

“You can have a lawyer whenever you want. I’ve told you that.”

“I believe you. The grandfather always said that Europeans put their words upside down and backward but you’re one European I believe.”

“I’m not a European.”

“Where did your people come from, however many generations back when they first came to America, where did they come from?”

“Go on, how did you attack him?”

“I jumped up on the bed and grabbed his long blond hair and pulled his head back and slit his creamy white throat, is how I attacked him.”
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INDIANS TELL OF GOING RED in the eyes, of becoming so psychotically furious during a fight that we literally see red, everything bathed in red light, and you feel no pain and you fight with ten times the normal strength and it is only later, when the red rage has lifted, that you realize bones have been broken and veins opened. But I was not like this, the killing did not enrage me, and I did not give the death cry, though it was taught to me by the grandfather.

Elena’s nose was broken, her right eye already swollen. She sits up covered in blood and looks at me with a focused concentration that makes me worry what she’s going to say.

“Scalp him” is what she says. And then she does that thing they do, that strange sound women make with their tongues. Ululate? Okay. Whatever it’s called, it’s spooky and it gets your blood up and it was that sound which finally made me go red in the eyes.

Did I scalp him? No, Charlie, I did not. But I did give the death cry and I did dance for the young whore with fish eyes, and in that small room with the copper smell of blood in our nostrils we made a spectacle of ourselves…but, no, I did not scalp him, Charlie.

You know what else I didn’t do to that big blond bastard, I didn’t break his legs. Have you read that the legs of the soldiers killed with Custer were broken, those we had time to break? We do that so our enemies will hobble in the next world. When the Lakota women found Custer dead on the field, they rammed their awls into his ears to unstop them so that in the next world he could hear and would not ignore the warnings he’d been given in this world, to leave the Indians alone.

The little whore got dressed and called me a great warrior. This is the second time a whore has called me a great warrior—see what you’re missing, Charlie, by not patronizing whores?

My first whore—No, Charlie, this won’t take long. The grandfather had made arrangements when I turned twenty, when he found out I had not yet been with a woman. He took me to an Indian whore who I thought was very old, though she was probably as old as I am now. She was fat and smelled of deep frying, of lard. Her little house trailer smelled of soiled diapers. I don’t know where her babies were, maybe she had put them in a back room and told them to be quiet while she conducted business. The grandfather waited outside in his truck.

Without speaking to me, she walked to her bed and pulled up her skirt. I was shocked by the size of her bare naked suzie, it seemed as big as a football. Neither of us said anything while the transaction was conducted and then she wiped between her legs with a diaper she picked up off the floor.

I know what this sounds like, like one of those sad pathetic stories of someone being introduced to sex in a way that is ugly instead of beautiful as lovemaking should be, but, Charlie, I remember the Indian whore with great affection. She was patient with me and did not criticize my inexperience. Before I left, she said, “You are a great warrior.” She spoke without enthusiasm, as if being called a great warrior was part of what I had paid for, but her words wrote themselves on the place where a man keeps his pride.

And now Elena was telling me the same thing.

I was hyped up. I was terrified at what I had done, at the consequences. I was pissed at this crazy teenager for getting me into this trouble. Putting my bloody knife at her soft throat, I demanded the stupidest thing a man can demand of a whore, “Tell me the truth.”
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“TRUTH ABOUT WHAT?”

“Everything, Charlie. What had she told the grandfather, why was the Viking asking her about California, was she a terrorist or a drug dealer or what.”

“How’d she answer?”

“She laughed.”

“Even though you held a knife at her throat?”

“That’s correct. She laughed and then she offered to blow me.”

“I find that hard to believe, she could be so casual after seeing you kill a man.”

“Yeah. A man who was, at the time I slit his throat, still inside her. Before, when we were acting crazy, she had described what that felt like…inside of her. Yes. I told you this little whore was profane, Charlie. What, you don’t believe me?”

“No. There’s no evidence a crime was committed at that motel, certainly not a murder that involved slitting someone’s throat, which would have left a lot of blood.”

“What’s the point of me telling you all this if you don’t believe what I say?”

“Do you want me to pretend I believe everything you tell me?”

“I guess not.”

“So you left the motel.”

“So we left the motel.”

“Go on.”

“It seems pointless.”

“Maybe you’ll convince me, go on.”

“Her face looked absolutely ruined, from where he’d hit her, and I cleaned my knife and I’m telling her we ain’t going to get far and she insisted there was nothing to worry about, his people would be along to take care of everything. The body would be removed. The room would be cleaned. And if anybody heard anything or if the manager was suspicious, all that would be taken care of, Elena said.”

“Did she say how?”

“No. People paid off, I guess. The package the Viking gave Elena was full of twenties and fifties.”

“How much?”

“I don’t know, I didn’t count it. Thousands.”

“So then you left.”

“She put on a pair of jeans, white blouse, still wearing those white sneakers. We got our stuff and took off in the whore’s Thunderbird, driving a two-lane through the toe of Kentucky, driving toward the Mississippi River. In spite of her terrible facial injuries, the whore won’t let me take her to a hospital. I keep checking behind us for cops and my certain demise. A sickness in the stomach rose up in my throat, sick from having killed that man and exhausted from lack of sleep, and, also, for the first day in sixteen years I wasn’t dancing.

“We drove past little Kentucky farms where workers were spraying chemicals to create fields so toxic that the farmers won’t even walk through them—poisoning their own wells, watching their own children die of cancers, but still chemically soaking their land to boost yields, flooding the market with product, bringing down prices, needing even more chemicals for higher yields for less profit, a system put in place by corporations not to provide cheap groceries but to sell chemicals.”

“Is that what this is about, some kind of environmental—”

“Environmental what, Charlie—environmental nonsense?”

“Just answer the question.”

“What was the question?”

“Did the woman say anything about eco-terrorists?”

“The whore didn’t say anything about shit. She was back to her maddeningly happy and manic self, in spite of a broken nose and swollen eye, apparently unconcerned by what happened at the motel, and I have to keep flipping the radio back off as she keeps trying to scan the dial for tunes. Have you ever been with a crazy woman?”

“No. No, I guess not.”

“Never been with a whore and never been with a crazy woman—Charlie, you must have money in the bank.”

“Where did—”

“Some guys I know, they’re, like, addicted to crazy women. Woman cuts up all her man’s clothes with a pair of scissors, woman crashes her car into the front of his house, shows up where he works screaming about loving his cock, that kind of shit, and I ask these guys, Why do you put up with it?, and they can’t exactly explain it but basically they’re addicted to the excitement, the novelty, anything to avoid the boredom of life.”

“Like you with Elena.”

“No, I wasn’t with her voluntarily.”

“Where’d you go after Kentucky?”

“We pass over to Illinois, Elena back with her maps and directing me this way, that way, until we’re traveling the river road along the Mississippi. She was fascinated with the river, trying to get me to stop.”

“But you didn’t stop.”

“No, sir. In spite of what she told me about someone cleaning up the crime scene, I considered us seriously on the lam. She directs me across a bridge spanning the Mississippi and leans out the window to look at the river. She’s smiling like a boxer who won at a terrible cost. I ask her, ‘Do you realize what would’ve happened if he’d continued hitting you in the face like that?’”

“What’d she say?”

“She puts a soft hand to the side of my head and asks if a blow job wouldn’t make me feel better. I knock her hand away and drive a few more miles until she tells me to pull into a church complex outside Perryville, Missouri.”

“What church?”

“The big sign said, ‘The National Shrine of Our Lady of the Miraculous Medal.’ Elena gets out and goes into one of the church buildings.”

“You didn’t go in with her?”

“I felt beat up. I melted. I fell asleep.”

“Even though you were on the lam?”

“That’s right, on the lam but dead to the world. Wake up. It’s raining like a son-of-a-bitch, late in the day, no other cars in this huge parking lot, and God’s whore apparently still in His church. I was debating going in after her or driving off without her when she came out a different door, Elena walking in the rain, which was falling now in end-of-the-world sheets, holding out her arms and turning slow circles, her head back so the rain could fall on her face. By the time she reached the Thunderbird she was soaked to the skin, her white blouse transparent and I can see that lacy bra she’s wearing. Her makeup has run in vertical streaks, blue and black. But the strangest thing is that the wounds, the swollen eye and broken nose, look a lot better. In fact, in my paranoia, I began thinking that the Viking only faked hitting her and then, when I wasn’t looking, she used theatrical makeup to create the artificial wounds.”

“That was possible?”

“No. I saw him hit her. I saw her wounds right afterward. I’m saying, in my paranoia I was trying to figure out how her face could possibly be looking better already when it should’ve been even more swollen, even more discolored. You know how facial wounds are, for a while after the injury they look worse and worse.”

“So how could hers be getting better?”

“You’re going to get sick of me saying this, Charlie, but I don’t know. Maybe she went into the shrine and got healed by some miraculous medal, I just don’t know. Also, I realized then that I’d been wrong about her age. She wasn’t a teenybopper. I don’t know what had fooled me before but now, her face fresh washed by the rain, I could see she was well into her twenties. She insisted on driving and when she got settled behind the wheel, sitting on her phone book, she asked me about the ocean.”

“The ocean? Apropos of what?”

“I don’t know, out of the blue she asks, have I seen the ocean, is it really as big as they say it is.”

“Which ocean?”

“She didn’t specify. I told her, yes, oceans are big. Was it salty, she wanted to know. Yes, salty. She opened her mouth and showed me her little pink tongue darting around like a snake’s and she said, ‘Mmm, salty!’”

“Where’d you go from there?”

“River roads travel up both sides of the Mississippi but Elena had to be on the Illinois side so we crossed the bridge again, Elena steering like a crazy woman, through the town of Chester, the home of Popeye, which she hadn’t heard of. I tried to explain to her but—”

“She doesn’t know about the ocean, she doesn’t know about Popeye?”

“Yeah, crazy. But she knew everything about Indians. Said she studied Indians in another lifetime. Crazy whore.”

“Which way did you head…north?”

“Yeah, we hurried north, raining like a son-of-a-bitch.”

“You could’ve stopped and done a dance to make the sun come out.”

“Charlie, what are you, a comedian?”

“No.”

“Catholics can swing smoke and sprinkle water and make the high sign before attempting a field goal, but when Indians dance the rain dance, suddenly everyone thinks it’s vaudeville.”

“Sorry. I was out of line.”

—

“John?”

“Fair enough. Elena’s driving, I’m drifting off again when she stops the Thunderbird. The road is blocked by a tree blown down in the storm. Looks like neighborhood people chopping and chainsawing the limbs. No highway crew that I can see. Must’ve just happened. I’m ready to resume sleep but Elena nudges me and indicates this could be trouble.”

“Did she say what kind of trouble?”

“No. But I can imagine all kinds. After all, I was a murderer only several hours old, so I go on alert. Has she seen cops? Is this a roadblock? Are the neighborhood people really undercover agents? ‘Remember!’ she tells me.”

“Remember what?”

“She tells me to remember what I must do, go to the California coast and find her mother.”

“But she hadn’t told you where her mother was, had she?”

“She does now. Her mother is in a castle overlooking the sea.”

“A castle, huh?”

“Charlie, I’m telling you what she told me. A castle by the sea. I don’t know where that might be or what she means by it. We see a woman walking toward the car. Middle-aged and stocky like a man, wearing a hood over her head for protection from the rain and inside that hood I can see her white face smiling. In her left hand she’s holding a hatchet. ‘Get ready,’ Elena warns me. Get ready for what? The woman is probably coming over to tell us how long it might be before they have the tree removed and we can be on our way. This isn’t a police roadblock. Elena begins revving the engine, the woman raising her hand to say hold your horses. I’m about to tell Elena to calm down when I notice the woman glancing back at some men who’ve stopped working on the tree to stare at us. It seems to me—and I am admittedly deep into paranoia by this time—that the woman was signaling something to the men and that they acknowledged her.”

“Signaling to what, attack you?”

“Wait. The woman has just stepped to the driver’s door when Elena floors the accelerator, heading for a narrow gap between the top of the fallen tree and the water-filled ditch as people dive out of the way, slipping and falling on the slick pavement. I brace for impact, for the gut-sick sound of running over a body, but the whore makes it through, one jagged tree limb putting a long scratch along the Thunderbird’s right flank, all the way to the rear bumper. And behind us the people who’d been working on the tree aren’t shaking their fists and shouting and giving us the finger like I thought they would, like they had the right to do, instead they’re just standing there watching us speed away.”
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