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In memory of Carol Hunter, Osage woman, scholar, and friend






PART ONE





OKLAHOMA, 1922

That summer a water diviner named Michael Horse forecast a two-week dry spell.

Until then, Horse’s predictions were known to be reliable, and since it was a scorching hot summer, a good number of Indians moved their beds outdoors in hopes a chance breeze would pass over and provide relief from the hot nights. They set them up far from the houses that held the sun’s heat long after dark. Cots were unfolded in kitchen gardens. White iron beds sat in horse pastures. Four-posters rested in cornfields that were lying fallow.

What a silent bedchamber the world was, just before morning when even the locusts were still. In that darkness, the white beds were ghostly. They rose up from the black rolling hills and farmlands. Here, a lonely bed sat next to a barbed wire fence, and there, beneath the protection of an oak tree, a man’s lantern burned beside his sleeping form. Near the marshland, tents of gauzy mosquito netting sloped down over the bony shoulders and hips of dreamers. A hand hung over the edge of a bed, fingers reaching down toward bluegrass that grew upward in fields. Given half a chance, the vines and leaves would have crept up the beds and overgrown the sleeping bodies of people.

In one yard, a nervy chicken wanted to roost on a bedframe and was shooed away.

“Go on. Scat!” an old woman cried out, raising herself half up in bed to push the clucking hen back down to the ground.

That would be Belle Graycloud. She was a light-skinned Indian woman, the grandmother of her family. She wore a meteorite on a leather thong around her neck. It had been passed on to her by a man named Osage Star-Looking who’d seen it fall from the sky and smolder in a field. It was her prized possession, although she also had a hand-written book by the old healer, Severance.

Belle slept alone in the herb garden. The rest of her family believed, in varying degrees, that they were modern, so they remained inside the oven-hot walls of the house. Belle’s grown daughters drowsed off and on throughout the night. The men tossed. The two young people were red-faced and sweating, tangled in their bed linens on sagging mattresses.

Belle frightened away the hen, then turned on her side and settled back into the feather pillow. Her silver hair spread over the pillow. Even resting outside in the iron bed surrounded by night’s terrain, she was a commanding woman with the first morning light on her strong-boned face.

A little ways down the road toward Watona, Indian Territory, a forest of burned trees was just becoming visible in morning’s red firelight. Not far from there, at the oil fields, the pumps rose and fell, pulling black oil up through layers of rock. Across the way was a greenwood forest. And not even a full mile away from where Belle slept, just a short walk down the dirt road, Grace Blanket and her daughter Nola slept in a bed that was thoughtfully placed in their flower garden. Half covered in white sheets, they were dark-skinned angels dreaming their way through heaven. A dim lantern burned on a small table beside Grace. Its light fell across the shocking red blooms of roses.

Grace Blanket sat up in bed and put out the lamp. It smoked a little, and she smelled the kerosene. She climbed out from between her damp sheets. Standing in her thin nightdress, buried up to her dark ankles in the wild iris leaves that year after year invaded her garden, Grace bent over her sleeping daughter and shook the girl’s shoulder. Grace smiled down at Nola, who had a widow’s peak identical to her own, and even before the sleeping girl opened her eyes, Grace began to straighten the sheets on her side of the bed. “Make your bed every morning,” they used to say, “and you’ll never want for a husband.” Grace was a woman who took such sayings to heart and she still wanted a husband. She decided to let Nola sleep a few minutes longer.

Lifting the hem of her nightgown, she walked across the yard, and went inside the screen door to the house.

Indoors, Grace pulled a navy blue dress over her head and zipped it. She fastened a strand of pearls around her neck, then brushed her hair in front of the mirror.

It was a strange house for a Hill Indian, as her people had come to be called. And sometimes, even to herself, Grace looked like an apparition from the past walking through the rooms she’d decorated with heavy, carved furniture and glass chandeliers. It seemed odd, too, that the European furniture was so staunch and upright when Grace was known to be lax at times in her own judgments.

She went to the open window and leaned out, “Nola! Come on now.” She could see the girl in the growing daylight. She looked like an insect in its cocoon.

Nola turned over.

The Hill Indians were a peaceful group who had gone away from the changing world some sixty years earlier, in the 1860s. Their survival depended on returning to a simpler way of life, so they left behind them everything they could not carry and moved up into the hills and bluffs far above the town of Watona. Grace Blanket had been born of these, and she was the first to go down out of the hills and enter into the quick and wobbly world of mixed-blood Indians, white loggers, cattle ranchers, and most recently, the oil barons. The Hill Indians were known for their runners, a mystical group whose peculiar running discipline and austere habits earned them a special place in both the human world and the world of spirits.

But there were reasons why Grace had left the hills and moved down to Watona. Her mother, Lila Blanket, was a river prophet, which meant that she was a listener to the voice of water, a woman who interpreted the river’s story for her people. A river never lied. Unlike humans, it had no need to distort the truth, and she heard the river’s voice unfolding like its water across the earth. One day the Blue River told Lila that the white world was going to infringe on the peaceful Hill People. She listened, then she went back to her tribe and told them, “It is probable that we’re going to lose everything. Even our cornfields.”

The people were quiet and listened.

Lila continued, “Some of our children have to learn about the white world if we’re going to ward off our downfall.”

The Hill Indians respected the Blue River and Lila’s words, but not one of them wanted to give their children up to that limbo between the worlds, that town named Watona, and finally Lila, who had heard the Blue directly, selected her own beautiful daughter, Grace, for the task. She could not say if it was a good thing or bad thing; it was only what had to be done.

Lila was a trader. That was her job at the Hill settlement. She went down to Watona often to trade sweet potatoes for corn, or sometimes corn for sweet potatoes. On her journeys, she was a frequent visitor at the Grayclouds’. Moses Graycloud, the man of the house, was Lila’s second cousin. She liked him. He was a good Indian man; a rancher who kept a pasture and barn lot full of cattle and a number of good-looking horses. One day, when she mustered up enough strength, Lila took cornmeal and apples down to the small town, stopped by the Graycloud house, and knocked on the door.

As always, Belle was happy to see Lila Blanket. She opened the door for her. “Come in. Welcome.” She held Lila’s hand and smiled at her. But when she saw Lila’s grief, her expression changed to one of concern. “I see you didn’t come to trade food,” she said. “What is it?”

Lila covered her face with her hands for a moment, then she took a deep breath and looked at Belle Graycloud. “I need to send my daughter to live near town. We’ve got too far away from the Americans to know how their laws are cutting into our life.”

Belle nodded. She knew that a dam was going to be built at the mouth of the Blue River. The water must have told Lila this, about the army engineers and the surveyors with their red flags.

Lila was so overcome with sadness that she could hardly speak, but she asked Belle, “Can Grace stay with you?”

“Yes. I want her here.” Belle put her hand on Lila’s arm. “You come too, as often as you want. There’s always an extra plate at our table.”

On the day Lila took Grace to the Grayclouds, she kissed the girl, embraced her, and left immediately, before she could change her mind. She loved her daughter. She cried loudly all the way home, no matter who passed by or heard her. In fact, an old Osage hermit named John Stink heard the woman’s wailing and he came down from his campsite, took Lila’s hand, and walked much of the way home with her.

Grace Blanket had a ready smile and a good strong way with Belle’s wayward chickens, but she paid little attention to the Indian ways. She hardly seemed like the salvation of the Hill Indians. And she was not at all interested in the white laws that affected her own people. After she finished school, Grace took a job at Palmer’s store in town, and put aside her money. It wasn’t any time at all before Grace bought a small, grassy parcel of land. She rented it out as a pasture for cattlemen, and one day, while Grace was daydreaming a house onto her land—her dream house had large rooms and a cupid fountain—Lila Blanket arrived in Watona, Indian Territory, with Grace’s younger sisters. They were twins, ten years old, and the older woman wanted them to live with Grace and go to school. Their American names were Sara and Molene. And they had the same widow’s peak that every Blanket woman had. They were wide-eyed girls, looking around at the world of automobiles and blond people. The longer they were there, the more they liked Watona. And the more Lila visited them, the more she hated the shabby little town with its red stone buildings and flat roofs. It was a magnet of evil that attracted and held her good daughters.

But the girls were the last of the Hill Indians ever to move down to Watona. Molene died several summers later, of an illness spread by white men who worked on the railroad. Sara caught the same paralyzing illness and was forced to remain in bed, motionless for over a year while Grace took care of her. By the time Sara was healthy enough to sit up in a wheelchair, both she and Grace wanted to remain in Watona. It was easier to wash clothing in the wringer washers, she reasoned, than to stir hot water tubs at home, and it was a most amazing thing to go for a ride in an automobile, and to turn on electric lights with the flick of a fingertip. And the delicate white women made such beautiful music on their pianos that Grace wanted one desperately and put away some of her earnings in a sugar bowl toward that cause.

There also were more important reasons why they remained; in the early 1900s each Indian had been given their choice of any parcel of land not already claimed by the white Americans. Those pieces of land were called allotments. They consisted of 160 acres a person to farm, sell, or use in any way they desired. The act that offered allotments to the Indians, the Dawes Act, seemed generous at first glance so only a very few people realized how much they were being tricked, since numerous tracts of unclaimed land became open property for white settlers, homesteaders, and ranchers. Grace and Sara, in total ignorance, selected dried-up acreages that no one else wanted. No one guessed that black undercurrents of oil moved beneath that earth’s surface.

When Belle Graycloud saw the land Grace selected, and that it was stony and dry, she shook her head in dismay and said to Grace, “It’s barren land. What barren, useless land.” But Grace wasn’t discouraged. With good humor, she named her property “The Barren Land.” Later, after oil was found there, she called it “The Baron Land,” for the oil moguls.

It was Michael Horse, the small-boned diviner who’d predicted the two-week dry spell, who had been the first person to discover oil on the Indian wasteland, and he found it on Grace’s parched allotment.

With his cottonwood dowsing rod, he’d felt a strong underground pull, followed it straight through the dry prairie grass, turned a bit to the left, and said, “Drill here. I feel water.” Then he smiled and showed off his three gold teeth. The men put down an auger, bored deep into the earth, and struck oil on Grace Blanket’s land.

Michael Horse fingered one of his long gray braids that hung down his chest. “I’ll be damned,” he said. He was worried. He didn’t know how he had gone wrong. He had 363 wells to his credit. There was no water on Grace Blanket’s land, just the thick black fluid that had no use at all for growing corn or tomatoes. Not even zucchini squash would grow there. He took off his glasses and he put them in his shirt pocket. He didn’t want to see what happened next.

When Grace Blanket’s first lease check came in from the oil company, she forgot the cupid fountain and moved into a house with Roman columns. She bought a grand piano, but to her disappointment she was without talent for music. No matter how she pressed down the ivory keys, she couldn’t play the songs she’d heard and loved when white women sang them. After several months, she gave up and moved the piano outside to a chicken coop where it sat neglected, out of tune, and swelling up from the humidity. When a neighboring chicken built a nest on the keys, Grace didn’t bother to remove the straw and feathers.

After that, she only bought items she could put to good use. She bought crystal champagne glasses that rang like bells when a finger was run over the rim, a tiny typewriter that tapped out the English words she’d learned in school, and a white fur cape that brought out the rich chestnut brown in her dark skin. She wore the cape throughout her pregnancy, even on warmer days, so much that Belle Graycloud poked fun at her. “When that baby comes, it’s going to be born with a fan in its tiny hands.”

“That’s all right,” said Grace, flashing a smile. “Just so long as it’s electric.”

“Say, who is the father, anyway?” Belle asked. But Grace just looked away like she hadn’t heard.

After Nola was born, Grace took the child back a few times each year to the world of the Hill society, and while Nola had a stubborn streak, even as an infant, she was peaceful and serene in the midst of her mother’s people. As much as the child took to the quieter ways of the Hill Indians, they likewise took to her, and while Grace continued to make her way in life, enjoying the easy pleasures money could buy, not one of those luxuries mattered a whit to Nola. By the time she was five years old, it was apparent to everyone that Nola was ill-suited for town life. She was a gentle child who would wander into the greenwood forest and talk to the animals. She understood their ways. Lila thought that perhaps her granddaughter was going to be the one to return to the people. Nola, not Grace, was the river’s godchild.

But what Lila didn’t know, even up to the day she died, was that her daughter’s oil had forestalled the damming of the Blue River, and that without anyone realizing it, the sacrifice of Grace to the town of Watona had indeed been the salvation of the Hill Indians. The dam would not go in until all the dark wealth was removed from inside the land.



That morning, as the sun rose up the sky, and Nola was still asleep, Grace went to the window and called out again, “Nola. Get up!”

Nola was dark and slender. Even with her eyes swollen from sleep, she was an uncommonly beautiful girl. She sat up like a small queen in her bed, with already elegant brown skin stretched over her thirteen-year-old bones. She climbed out of the bed, still sleepy, and went indoors. She slipped out of her nightgown, washed herself, and put on a Sunday white dress, and after Grace tied the bow behind Nola’s thin waist, they walked together up the road to where Belle Graycloud slept in the middle of her herb garden with a stubborn golden chicken roosting on the foot of the bed, a calico cat by the old woman’s side, a fat spotted dog snoring on the ground, and a white horse standing as close to Belle as the fence permitted, looking at her with wide, reverent eyes.

It was such a sight, Grace laughed out loud, and the laughter woke Belle.

Belle was indignant. “I knew someone was looking at me. I felt it. There ought to be a law against sneaking up on people like that. You gave me a fright.”

Nola had slipped away to the house even while Belle talked. She was looking for her friend, Rena.

“Especially old people,” Belle grumbled, rising from the bed. “Shoo!” She pushed the hen away from her bed.

Grace moved the cat. “Here, let me help you make the bed.” She began to smooth Belle’s sheets.

“Leave it,” said Belle. “You know the saying. Maybe if I leave it in a mess, the young men will stop chasing me all the time.” She pushed her dark silver hair back from her face. It hung like an ancient waterfall. Then she headed for the house, Grace alongside her. Behind them, the cat stretched and followed.

In the house, Belle’s granddaughter, Rena, was already dressed. Rena had gold skin, the color of ochre, like a high yellow mulatto. It gave her, at first glance, a look of mystery. Her eyes, also, were gold-colored, and her hair. But she was still a child and she was impatient that morning as she walked around the creaky floor of the farmhouse, impatient to go with Nola and Grace to cut willow branches, impatient also for Grace to teach her how to weave the willow baskets, how to be that kind of an Indian woman.

In the kitchen, Belle’s unmarried daughter, Leticia, took the perking coffeepot off the woodstove and set it on the table. “You sure you don’t want some?” she asked Grace.

The girls passed by her in a hurry, and again the screen door slammed. Lettie opened the door behind them and called out, “Do you girls swear you won’t soil your good church dresses?” She looked sharply at Rena. “You hear?”

“Cross my heart,” said Rena, but she was already halfway down the walk. She looked back at Lettie who was dressed in a house dress and apron, but who nevertheless wore an expensive felted wool hat on her head. It was blue and a net was stitched to it.

“That goes for you, too,” Lettie called out to Grace as Grace tried to catch up with the girls.

Grace turned and took a few steps backward before she blew a kiss to Lettie. Then she caught up with the girls. The sun lit her arms. For a change, she was in a hurry and the girls fell behind. Grace wanted to gather water willows and be done in time to put in a rare appearance at church, an appearance prompted only by the presence of a new, handsome man in town, and the only thing Grace knew about him was that he was a Baptist, so she knew where to find him.



Michael Horse drove a gold car. It matched his teeth. That Sunday morning, he was in his shirtsleeves. On his way to church, he drove past three Indian boys who were playing hooky from the House of Our Lord. They sat on a curb, sharing a fat brown Cuban cigar. They called it a stogie and blew gray smoke rings into the summer air. The boys wore lightweight Sunday suits, had taken off their jackets, and their shirt collars were opened. It was sweltering. One of the boys was Ben Graycloud, the grandson of Belle and Moses.

Horse was late for church, but even so, after he parked his car, he stopped for a moment in front of the boys and let them shake his hand the way their parents had taught them to do with elders. All of them were taller than he was. They tried to hide the cigar. Horse pretended not to notice the cloud of smoke one of them fanned with his hat.

There was a blue law on Sunday mornings and the town was quiet. Sinners and saints were in church, nonbelievers still in bed. The streets were almost empty of people, but dark, expensive automobiles were parked outside of the Oklahoma Indian Baptist Church. Michael Horse was proud of the fact that he owned the only gold car in town. It shined bright as a brick of bullion.

Not that the other cars were shabby. On South Street alone there were two powder-blue Ford roadsters with tooled leather seats, five Lincolns, three Cadillacs, and every one of them belonged to the cash-paying Indians who were singing “Amazing Grace” inside the church.

Horse heard their voices. The congregation had risen up to sing. They rested the backs of their legs against dark pews and fanned their faces, he knew, with paper fans that had pictures of Jesus knocking on the door of a heart.

Horse went in and stood in the back of the church until the singers closed their hymnbooks, and in a rustle of clothing and a clearing of throats, he walked in and sat down in a pew not far behind Moses and Belle Graycloud.

As usual, the church was nearly full. Mixed-blood people were side by side in faith with their darker brothers and sisters. Though they wore dark, American suits, most of the men still braided their hair. Some of the younger women had lightened their hair to a brassy orange with hydrogen peroxide. Some of them wore makeup that was paler than their faces, imitating the white women’s pictures in magazines, but Michael Horse wasn’t fooled; they were Indians, and even if he hadn’t known most all their parents and grandparents—and he did—he would have known by the way their bones moved, by the way they sat or talked, that they were from one of the tribes around Watona. It was in the way a person tilted her head when she laughed, or in the set of shoulders. He would have guessed Ben Graycloud just by the way the boy held the Cuban cigar between his thumb and middle finger like Moses had always done.

Horse was a good judge of people and he had what they called a sixth sense. He was also a dreamer.

At night, asleep, he saw a side of people that was more true than the poker faces some of them wore in public, more telling than bloodlines, and way more revealing than black suits or blue silk dresses.

He was lost in these thoughts when everyone rose up once again to sing a hymn. Horse searched absently in his shirt pocket for his little round reading glasses until Velma Billy, in the pew behind him, handed him a hymnal opened to page 261, “Rock of Ages.” He smiled, “Thank you,” and saw how her wire-framed glasses caught a yellow glint of sunlight from the stained glass window, and so did the cross she wore around her neck, resting in the soft center of her bosom. She didn’t need the book. She knew the songs by heart.

In front of Horse, Moses Graycloud sang with vigor. He had removed the jacket of his hot, dark suit, and his shirt was damp with sweat. A medal of valor from the Spanish-American War was heavy on his chest. Moses was a very dark man and he was physically strong, even though he limped on damp, rainy days. Beside Moses was Belle. At first glance she looked small, but in spite of her slight stature, she was a giant on the inside, and hard to reckon with.

Horse watched her. Her steel-gray hair was damp from the heat, with loose strands plastered against the back of her neck. The sun came through the stained glass robes of Jesus and touched one side of her strong-boned face and warmed her hair. Now and then, she glanced over her shoulder toward the door, and once Horse caught her eye, and even though she was surprised to see him in church—Horse was not a Christian Indian—she nodded a hello at him before her eyes again watched the door.

Horse could not explain, even to himself, what he was doing in church that morning. Except for the gold car, he was one of the last proud holdouts from the new ways and he didn’t want younger Indians to get the wrong idea about how old-timers lived in the world or that maybe he believed in the white man’s God, but mostly he was embarrassed to be caught gazing at Belle. Michael Horse had a soft spot for Belle, but he wouldn’t have said so.

That morning, the young Reverend Joe Billy was talking about toppling worlds. “The Indian world is on a collision course with the white world,” Billy said.

Wasn’t that the truth, Horse thought. It didn’t even need to be said.

Joe Billy fanned himself with his sermon notes, “It’s more than a race war. They are waging a war with earth. Our forests and cornfields are burned by them. But, I say to you, our tears reach God. He knows what’s coming round, so may God speak to the greedy hearts of men and move them.”

And he had hope, the kind of hope a young Creek Indian had when he’d gone to a seminary back East, in Boston, married a white society woman against her father’s will, and returned home determined to save and serve his own Indian people.

Service and praying were in Joe Billy’s blood; he’d inherited those traits from his father, Sam Billy, who’d been a medicine man for twenty-three years before he’d converted to the Christian faith.

At least a dozen of the Billy line were in church that morning, Horse noted. Velma Billy, with the “Rock of Ages” fixed permanently in her mind, was Sam’s daughter. Joe Billy, Sam’s favored son, saying, “So be it, my brothers and sisters.” And when he said, “Amen” that morning, his voice put Horse in mind of Sam’s.

Horse watched Belle Graycloud’s shoulders rise and fall with every breath. He overheard her whisper to Moses. “Something’s not right. I think the girls are in trouble.”

Moses was what they called a logical man, and no matter how many of Belle’s hunches proved true, he was hard put to believe her, so he smiled reassuringly at her and laid his hand over hers. Then the service was over, and the congregation began to spill out of the church, but each and every person stopped at the door and shook hands with the preacher’s blond wife.

When it was Michael Horse’s turn, she took hold of his hand and pumped it. “Why, hello, Mr. Horse.” She sounded musical. Her name was Martha. She was skinny and frail, and sweating from the heat. Her yellow hair was in a tight, damp bun. Horse was shy. He stared down at her small hand. It was the color of the paper he wrote his journals on, all the way down to the pale blue lines of her veins.

“Come back soon, Mr. Horse,” Martha Billy called out to him as he went down the step.

Outside the church that morning, Belle was giving her grandson Ben one of the glares that she had been famous for all her life. Ben got up from his roosterlike perch, left the other boys behind, and followed his grandmother.

Horse followed along with them. He was thinking that Belle’s bones were never wrong and he’d felt it too, something uneasy in the air that day, like a dry, hot wind starting to blow over the scorched land.

Horse dropped behind Belle, behind her bountiful, gliding hips.

“I’m going straight home,” she said to Horse over her shoulder. “If you want to come, you’re welcome.”

Horse accepted Belle’s invitation. He fell into step with Ben. “You want to ride with me?” he asked Ben Graycloud. Ben brightened up. He looked at his grandmother for approval.

She turned back and was stern a moment. “You sure do smell like cigar smoke,” she said with her owl eyes staring sharply into his, then she waved him away and said, “Go on if you’re going. Git!” She didn’t look back again.

Ben hooted and raced ahead of Horse. By the time Horse reached his gold convertible, Ben was already in the passenger seat, his hat pulled down over his eyes, one leg crossed over the other. He looked like a dandy. If they hadn’t known him better, anyone would have thought he was a city boy in gabardine pants.

“Get out,” Horse said. He sounded gruff. Ben looked up, surprised, but Horse had a big grin on his face and he was smiling and held up the key. “Slide over,” he said to the young man.

Ben slid over to the driver’s seat. He turned the car around, and he drove tall and proud past the dressed-up churchgoers while Michael Horse enjoyed the scenery. Maybe it was the light reflecting off the red sandstone buildings that day but people walking on the street looked rosy and golden. White dresses, in the light, were blushing. The men’s black suits had a sheen about them, like burnished metal. The sunlit Indian people stood in line outside the stores, waiting for shopowners to turn the “Closed” signs around. Some of the women held red umbrellas above their heads and so they stood in ruby circles of light, scolding their children for playing in the white noonday heat. One Indian woman called to her daughter, “You’re going to faint. Get in here.” Under the circle of shade, she meant.

There were two dry goods stores in Watona. One of them was painted red. Palmer’s Red Store, as it was called, sold yard goods and household things that appealed to the women. The other one was sky blue. The Blue Store sold hardware, hunting rifles, and had a thin, yellowed catalogue on a stand where women could order wallpaper and linoleum. It was also owned by Palmer, since the previous winter when the Indian owner disappeared. The last person who’d seen him was John Tate, Moses’s brother-in-law. Just before noon, the shopkeepers covered their candy bins to keep children’s thieving fingers away, then, at twelve sharp, they turned their signs around. Mr. Palmer, at the Red Store, opened the door with a jangle of keys, and stepped aside to let the Indian women enter. They went into the store, folded down their umbrellas, and fawned over lead-backed mirrors that were filled with their own faces. While older women haggled over the cost of lacquer boxes that played the Blue Danube, young girls bought paper fans for their friends to autograph and like most Sundays, the men and boys went their own ways into the Blue Store where they bought tobacco and rifles for hunting the last remaining bear and deer. And gunpowder was cheap.

But for Belle, Sunday was the day when she changed the racks in her beehives, cleaned out her chicken coop, or walked along the creek bed, gathering watercress and wild onion. “The earth is my marketplace,” she would tell her family, and they understood what she meant for they ate the fruits of her labor.

When Ben drove the gold car up the road to his home and honked, Belle was outside standing beside a large azalea bush. She watched the distant roads where dust flew up as cars zigzagged back and forth across the land.

Horse got out of his car, looking off in the direction she was squinting. There was a bluebird flying, but it was nearly invisible against the blue sky and the dust from the roads. A few cardinals stood out like spots of blood in the distant trees.

“I’ll be back,” Horse said to Belle, and he went out to the barn to talk with Moses. Ben remained in the driver’s seat, turning the wheel as if he were going somewhere. He imagined he was driving between the many cattle that dotted the pasture.

In the barn, Moses was at work shoeing one of his horses. He held the black mare’s leg up on his thigh and cleaned the hoof, then took a nail from his pocket.

“How’s your car running?” he asked Michael Horse. He tapped the metal shoe lightly with a hammer. The horse blinked at him with big black eyes.

“Good.” Horse looked in the direction of his gold roadster. It ran like a charm.

“That’s good. How are your teeth?” Moses breathed heavily, from the effort, and he glanced quickly up at Michael Horse.

“I went to the dentist in Tulsa last week.” Horse bent down and watched Moses. “Say, do you need some help?”

“I’m almost done.” Moses put the mare’s leg down and wiped his forehead with his arm. He didn’t mention the other man’s bad reputation with horses. He breathed a little heavily. “You’ve got more money tied up in your mouth than I have in horse flesh.”

Michael Horse laughed. “Isn’t that the truth?”

They led the mare out of the barn. Moses limped. A hot wind had started blowing. It blew the horse’s dark mane over to one side. Moses looked up at the sky. “You say we’ve still got a week or so before it rains?”

“Maybe two,” Horse confirmed.

“The way my bad leg hurts, I’d say it’s going to rain today.” The dust blew up around them. Moses led the horse over to where Belle was standing. Her hands were on her hips, the breeze blowing her dress against her soft body. Moses clicked his tongue at the mare, but he did it for Belle’s comfort more than for the horse, and he watched Belle all the while he patted the black-eyed horse and tossed a gray blanket over its back.

His plan was to ride the horse to the far pasture and set it loose, then walk back to the house.

“I’m going to stop by Mother’s on the way back,” he told her. That was what he still called the place where his twin sister Ruth lived with her husband, John Tate. She hadn’t appeared in church that morning, and that troubled him.

“Here,” Belle said, “I’ll hold the reins,” and she watched while Moses pulled himself up and threw his stiff leg over the horse. He tried to put her worries to rest. He said, “They’ll be back before long. It’s all right, Belle.”

“It’s hot for walking,” Horse said. “Don’t you want me to drive out after you?”

Moses smiled down from the mare. “It’s my constitutional,” Moses said. “If I stop moving this leg, I’ll lose it.” He looked elegant and tall astride the dark horse. He was at home. Michael and Belle watched him turn the black horse toward the road.

“What’s up?” Michael Horse asked Belle, trying not to sound too prying. He’d been watching her nervous behavior.

“Grace and Nola came by this morning. They took Rena out to cut willows. Then they were going to soak them in saltwater, and be back in time for church.” While she talked, Belle fidgeted with a pearl button on her dress. She glanced at Horse, then back out at the road where Moses was becoming smaller. “We haven’t seen them since.”

Horse was known for his predictions, so when he said, “They probably just lost track of time,” Belle took his word for it. “Well then, maybe we should have a cup of coffee,” she said. But still she worried. In the kitchen, while waiting for the coffee, she tapped her fingertips on the table.

Horse looked out the window in the direction Moses had gone, as if he were still there. “How is Ruth?” he asked.

Belle also glanced that direction, seeing the road grow small, the path, the distance across the Mill Creek and the dark solid old house where Ruth and Moses’s mother had lived out her life, where John Tate moved in after he’d married the single, quiet twin of Moses.

It was only a short while later, as they sat at the table talking, a strong wind came up. It was a “turn wind,” the kind that stirs things up for a few hours and then dies down. Earlier that summer, other unexpected turn winds had caused fierce and dangerous sandstorms.

“It looks like a bad one,” Horse said. He smelled the air. “Maybe we’d better drive out to see if we can’t find Grace.”

Belle went upstairs to grab a headscarf and by the time she told Lettie where she was going and returned, a dark cloud had blown in. It cast a shadow over the land. The wind picked up. It swept through tall dry grasses, hissing.

Horse drove through the flying dust with Belle Graycloud sitting next to him. The wind whipped at her scarf. Nothing was staying put; stray pieces of paper flew up all the way from town, and when they reached the creek, it was already blown full of earth. It rushed, muddy and red, downhill between swaying trees toward where it joined the wide Blue River. Horse parked. Belle got out of the car and called the girls. She crooked an arm over her eyes to shield them from the flying sand. Held up that way, the skin on her inner arm looked soft and vulnerable in the storm around them. Michael Horse gave her a handkerchief to hold across her eyes. He was worried about his paint job. He put the top up on his car and Belle got back in.

By the time they reached Woody Pond, Belle’s scarf had blown away and caught on a tumbleweed that rushed across the land. Wind whistled down from the hills, and then just as they rolled up the windows, sharp rain started. It began as a roar moving toward them, then it let up a little as the roaring arrived and passed by them.

Belle and Horse walked against the violent wind, leaning into it. Horse’s black pants whipped up against his legs. Belle’s hair flew away from her face like seaweed pulled in a furious rip tide. There wasn’t a trace of the girls. She cried, “Rena!” from the top of her lungs, but the wind only blew her words back to her. She called again, “Grace!” but there was only the raging sound of the wind and Horse, standing next to her, had not even heard her.

They drove to Grace’s house. The sky was the deep lead color of sea. At the front door, Belle beat the brass knocker, but no one answered. Belle picked her way through thorny bushes and peered into the wind-rattled window. Inside, everything was still and peaceful.

Gold angels were on the walls. A crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling. Glass swans sat on the mantle and they were swimming in a marble lake. The silence was like the calm eye of a tornado.

Belle went around back. Grace’s bed was standing in the rose garden. The wind had whipped up the sheets. One billowed like a sail against the metal bedframe. Another was flat and wet, spread over several rosebushes nearby.

They were at a loss. The gas tank was nearly empty. They hadn’t found a single clue to the whereabouts of Grace, and Horse’s gold car was chipped from the flying gravel and debris. Finally, they gave up the search and returned to the Graycloud house.

“I’m sorry about your car,” Belle said to Horse.

He smiled at her. “It’s okay. I was getting tired of gold paint anyway.” He looked in the mirror. “Maybe we should go out to get Moses.”

“No. He’ll be all right. He’ll stay at Ruth’s until the storm dies down.”

Then she became silent, and at home again, Belle sat down on the steps, pulled her damp blue skirt down over her knees, and didn’t bother to protect herself from the rain.

Michael Horse said nothing, but he turned when he heard the door slam, and when Belle’s daughter, Leticia, ran out, holding her hat down on her head, screaming out over the wind, “Mama, come inside.” She pleaded, “You can’t sit out here all day in this weather.”

Belle looked at her daughter. She said defiantly, “Who says I can’t?” And her hair whipped angrily about her face, but then she gave up, sighed, and with Horse, she followed Lettie indoors.

It was quieter in the house. They shut the door and latched it, but Belle kept watch at the windows, still looking for the girls. Awhile later, Moses, wet and dirty, limped in. “That’s a hell of a turn wind,” he said, rubbing his sore right leg and hip. “Why didn’t you come get me?” To Horse he said, “What did I tell you about my leg and rain? You’re losing your touch, old man. You’re getting worn out. It’s raining like crazy.”

“It’s true. I think I’m slipping,” Horse said. He shrugged his narrow shoulders. It would be better for him anyway if people stopped coming to ask him to find their rings and their lost dogs.

“Why didn’t you stay at Ruth’s?”

Moses seemed like he didn’t want to answer, but said, “Tate had some of his friends over. Ruth was angry about it. I felt like an intruder.”

He’d never liked Tate. John Tate was a small, fussy man with only one eye and every time Moses looked into it, he could see nothing warm, nothing human.

Normally Belle would stand up for Ruth and Tate. She’d seen the toll of loneliness on Moses’s twin sister for way too many years, but she was worried about the girls.

“I think we ought to get the sheriff.” Belle said. She was anxious, but Moses convinced her to wait. His reasons made sense. Grace Blanket was famous in those parts, both as a basket-maker and as an oil-rich Indian who was given to catting around. She had a sweet disposition, a mind of her own, and a fondness for men and drink.

“She’s gallivanting around somewhere with a new boyfriend,” Moses said. “The two girls are eating gritty ice cream in some man’s rumble seat. I can see them now. Their hair is flying straight out behind them in the stiff wind. They’re having the time of their lives.”

Grace had that kind of reputation. And it made sense, Belle finally agreed, since two nights earlier, Grace had a public fight with her new white boyfriend over another man. That scene, combined with the one Moses’s words just painted, allayed Belle’s fears. Even Horse agreed that Grace was sometimes brash and reckless, especially if she had a drink under her belt.

“Say, Horse,” Moses said. “There’s a livestock auction over in Walnut Springs. I have to go over there. Why don’t you come along with me?” He opened the icebox and took out a sugar bowl full of cash.

Horse looked at Belle. He was a single man, so he was sensitive to her worries.

“Oh, go ahead,” she told them. “I’m sure everything’s fine.”

“Well, I guess it wouldn’t hurt to go look.” Horse seemed a little reluctant. He watched her.

“I’ll stay here with Mama,” Lettie assured them. Lou, Belle’s other daughter, and her white husband had gone to Tulsa for the weekend. They were due home later that night.

Belle and Lettie waited. Belle went outside often, to watch. They were both alarmed, though they said almost nothing.

And that night, after the dark set in, the two girls came home. They were alone. They were filthy and their eyes were full of terror. Belle was standing outside, watching the long dark horizon, and still wearing her white apron when they arrived.



What had happened that morning was this: After dawn, before Grace and Nola Blanket walked up to Belle’s white bedstead, they passed the oil field. An oilman named John Hale nodded at them. Hale was a lanky white man who wore a gray Stetson hat. He’d been a rancher in Indian Territory for a number of years before he invested in the oil business. He was known as a friend to the Indians. He’d always been generous and helpful to his darker compatriots, but Grace didn’t care for him.

Once, feeling Hale’s eyes on her, Grace glanced back, quickly, over her shoulder. Hale watched her, but she was a beautiful woman and it wasn’t unusual for men to stop and stare, so she thought little about it.

On their way to Woody Pond that Sunday morning, the girls walked a little behind Grace. They whispered to each other the secret things girls share. Nola bent and picked a sunflower. She handed it to Rena. Rena pulled the yellow petals from the flower, looked at its black center, and said, “He loves me.”

“Who?” asked Nola.

“How should I know? But it’s grand to be loved, isn’t it?” Rena smiled.

Grace walked faster. “Hurry! We’ll be late for church!” The sun moved up in the sky. They had another mile to go. But the girls didn’t keep up with her and they lagged farther behind and there were more distances between Grace and the girls than just that stretch of road; there was a gap in time between one Indian way of life and another where girls were sassy and wore satin ribbons in their hair.

They turned and walked up the red dirt path to the pond. Grace gave each of the girls a small knife. “Cut those thin ones.” She pointed to the willows she wanted for her baskets, and in their chalk-white dresses, the girls bent and pared them off, then handed the cuttings to Grace. She put them, one at a time, neatly in the sling she carried looped up over the padded shoulder of her dress.

It was hot and the white sun had risen further up the sky when Grace heard a car. It wasn’t unusual for whiskey peddlers to drive past Woody Pond on Sunday mornings, nor was it odd for drivers on their way home from the city to stop there and rest.

The car kicked up a cloud of dust. When it cleared, Grace saw the black Buick. She smiled at first, thinking it belonged to Moses Graycloud, and that he was picking them up because they were late for church, but then her hand froze in the air.

The men in the car turned their faces toward her, as if something was wrong.

They talked while they watched her. She thought she saw a pistol, then thought she must have imagined it. The driver seemed to be saying “No” to the other man, and they drove in closer, still arguing. Hale was driving. Grace didn’t know the passenger. He was a broad man with dark hair. She looked at them, then moved behind a tree. They turned the car around and drove slowly away down the road, but Grace remained nervous and watchful. “Hurry, it’s getting late,” she urged the girls. She glanced back toward the car. The girls worked faster. The sun was hot and the bees sounded dizzy, and then the car returned, and again the men’s eyes were on Grace.

When the car braked, Grace panicked and held still, like a deer in danger, rooted to where she stood. Even the air became still, and not a hair on Grace’s head moved as she stood still and fixed, a hand poised on the branches in the sling at her side. In desperate hope, she looked around for other Indians who might have been at the pond searching for turtles, or a Sunday morning rabbit hunter. But they were alone, and the girls felt Grace’s fear, like electricity, rising up their skin, up the backs of their necks.

Nola looked around. “What is it?” she started to ask, but without turning toward her, Grace hissed at her, hoarse with a fear so thick that Nola dropped down to the ground. She hardly breathed. Grace scanned the oaks and hilly land. “Don’t move!” she told the girls. “Whatever you do, don’t follow me.”

The car went by and turned around another time, with the men still looking, and in a split second before it returned, Grace whispered dryly, “Stay down. Stay there.” Then she dropped her sling on the ground and ran, crashing through the bushes, away from the pond, toward town.

The girls fought their impulse to run. Even their own breathing sounded dangerous to them.

Grace was an easy target, and she knew it, but she wanted to, had to, lure the car away from the girls. She hoped and prayed she could turn and cut through rocky land a car couldn’t cover, but the Buick followed her down the road, and when she ran faster, the car speeded up. Then she saw the rocky land and with relief, she veered off and cut through a field, and even from where they hid, the girls could hear the car turn and follow, grinding across the summer grass. The driver struggled with the dark steering wheel over stones and clumps of earth. In spite of her fear, Nola rose up to look, stood just enough to see her mother kick the shoes off her feet and race into the forest. As Nola watched, Grace disappeared in the dark green shadows of leaves and branches.

Rena was crying. She pulled Nola close to earth, tugging at her skirt. “Stay down.”

The car braked, and Nola peered over the brush to see a man jump out. The driver remained inside, though, and the motor idled. Then in day’s full light, a gunshot broke through air. Like a stone cracking apart, something falling away from the world.

The girls lay flat in the shallow water, hidden in the silty pond between the reeds. Nola covered her eyes with one of her muddy hands, but it was too late, she had already seen her mother run barefoot across the field, followed by the black car, and in her mind’s eye she saw her mother wounded.

The car doors slammed shut. The girls heard the car begin to grind and jam once more across the field. They pressed themselves deeper into the marshy pond, still and afraid. Only their heads were out of the muddy red water. They barely breathed. Nola dropped her knife and searched the silt frantically, with shaking fingers, until she found it and held it tight and ready in her fist. Then the wind began to blow, hot and restless, drowning out the sound of the car. The men had propped Grace’s body between them as if she were just a girlfriend out for a Sunday drive. They drove up to the pond where water willows were quaking in the wind, and when they lifted the woman out of the car, both of her dark braids came loose and fell toward earth. The wind blew harder. The men placed Grace’s body behind a clump of wind-whipped black bushes, then they straightened their backs, turned around, and searched for Nola.

Nola could barely hear them speak over the sound of wind.

“I thought you said the girl was with her.”

“She was.”

Nola held her breath. She heard nothing else, for a sudden gust of wind whistled across the water and rattled the cattails. The girls were afraid to look. They heard the men search among the rushes, close to where they remained paralyzed with fright, but by then, the girls could not tell the difference between wind and the men’s hands pilfering through the reeds.

The turn wind, a current from the south, blew grit up from the ground. The hillsides stirred with dust devils. Branches broke off the older trees.

As the hot wind quickened, tree branches began to creak. The storm drowned out the sound of the car and when the men drove away, the girls did not hear them. A mallard moved across the pond and took cover, hiding as the girls hid, in the blowing reeds.

A short while later, the car returned. Its motor sounded like the wind. The girls were sure the men were searching for children in Sunday dresses. One man got out and walked through the wind-swept grass toward Grace Blanket’s body. From between the reeds, Nola could almost see his face. The wind blew his jacket open and away from his shirt. Behind him the trees bent. He placed a pistol in the dead woman’s hand. Nola caught another glimpse of him. She couldn’t tell who he was. She had never seen him before. He opened a bottle of whiskey and poured it on Grace Blanket’s body, and the wind blew the smell of whiskey across the pond. The girls held their breaths while the man buttoned his dark jacket and laid down the empty bottle. He got back in the car and it rattled off toward town, erased by a storm cloud of dust.

The girls were drowning in the heat and wind of the storm. They didn’t hear the sound of Michael Horse’s gilt-colored car, nor did they hear Belle call out their names. They heard only the howling wind, and when it finally died down, they heard the horrible flies already at work on the body of Grace and then the afternoon sun turned red in the west sky, and then the long day was passing and the frogs began their night songs, and then it was night and the stars showed up on the surface of the dark pond. Nola crawled out of the water and up the bank of the pond on her elbows and knees. She half crawled toward her mother’s body. Rena followed, shivering even in the heat. Her thin-skinned hands and feet were cracked open from the water. And in the midst of everything, the moon was shining on the water. Grace was surrounded by black leaves in the moonlight, and the whiskey smell was still thick and sickening. Grace was twisted and grotesque and her head turned to the side as if she’d said “No” to death. In her hand was the gun. The girl stood there for what seemed like a long time. She laid her head against her mother, crying, “Mama,” and wept with her face buried in the whiskey-drenched clothing.

“Come on,” Rena pulled Nola back into the world of the living.

Nola started to take the pistol. “Leave it,” Rena told her, so Nola reached down and unclasped the strand of pearls from her mother’s neck. With Rena’s arm around her, she walked away, then looked back, hoping against all hope that her mother would move, that her voice would call out the way it had always done, “Come here, little one,” but there were only the sounds of frogs and insects.

Rena took Nola’s hand. They walked toward the Grayclouds’ house, hiding themselves behind bushes or trees. The muddy weight of their dresses dragged heavily against their legs.

That night, the lights of fireflies and the songs of locusts were peaceful, as if nothing on earth had changed. How strange that life was as it had been on other summer nights, with a moon rising behind the crisscross lines of oil derricks and the white stars blinking in a clear black sky.

At the dark turnoff to the Grayclouds’ house, sweet white flowers bloomed on the lilac bush. The mailbox, with its flag up, was half hidden by the leafy branches. The house, too, looked as it always did, with an uneven porch and square windows of light. The chickens had gone to roost for the night, and they were softly clucking, and out in the distance, the white-faced cattle were still grazing, looking disembodied.

When they passed through the gate and neared the front door, the girls saw something white at the azalea bush. They were startled. They stopped and stared, thinking at first it was a ghost. But then the ghost in its white apron stepped toward them and said, “Where’s your mother, child?” and the ghost became solid and became Belle Graycloud. Between sobs that night, Rena tried to tell the story of what had happened, and before the loss of Grace turned to grief in the old woman, Belle raised her face to the starry sky and thanked the Great Something that the girls were alive.



Neither Belle nor Lettie Graycloud could sleep that night. They were still awake when Moses returned home from the livestock auction in Walnut Springs. He was wearing a new straw hat. Belle heard him whistling as he led a new palomino pony—they were the fashion that year—through the dark lot and into the barn.

She opened the door and called his name.

“I’m coming,” he said from the darkness, then she saw him in the light from the house. He walked through the door and set his hat on the table. “What is it?”

She told him about Grace.

Moses was stunned with the news. He sat down heavily in a chair, and slumped over the table. He covered his face with his hands and was silent a long while, then he asked, “Did they see who did it?”

Belle shook her head. “All they know is that they drove a car like ours.” She sat beside him. Her eyes were swollen.

He said, “Belle, I’m so sorry.” He had doubted her. Then he said, “Black Buicks are everywhere.” He took a deep breath, stood up, and put the new hat back on his head.

Belle was alarmed. “What are you doing?”

He answered slowly. “I’d better go talk to the sheriff.”

She put up her hand to stop him. “I don’t think you should.”

He was puzzled. “Why not?”

She hesitated. She was weary and hoped she wasn’t making a mistake. “Because, Moses, the killers didn’t see the girls. I’m afraid that if they knew there were witnesses, they might come looking for them.”

He turned it over in his mind, then took his hat off and, without an argument, he sat back down and rubbed the grit off his face.

Belle put her hand over his. She fingered one of the scars that crossed his knuckles. They sat that way, in silence for a while, Moses deep in thought, Belle too shaken to say more.

Then Moses pulled at one of his dark braids and said, “It was probably a lover’s fight.”

Belle studied his face. Moses was trying to push away his fear. It made her twice as cautious, as if to make up for him. “And if it wasn’t?” she said, but before he could answer, she was on her feet. She took a pistol from a cabinet. It was a small handgun, one she used to frighten coyotes away from her nervous chickens. She loaded it. Moses said nothing.

Upstairs, the girls slept in Lettie’s bed. It was hot. In the dim light of the lamp, they looked vulnerable in the large bed. Lettie watched over them. She also held a pistol. She straightened the sheet tenderly over them and smoothed the hair back from their damp faces. She wanted to hold them, to offer solace, but their breathing was deep and the waking world was dangerous, so she left them to the gift of sleep.

After a while, Belle relieved her of her watch, and the old woman set up her own silent vigil over the girls. But Lettie was overwhelmed with a feeling of loneliness, and around two in the morning, she returned to the bedside of the girls. She looked haggard. She wore a dark, worn robe. “Go on now, Mama,” she said. “You need rest.”

But Belle made no attempt to leave the room. “I can’t sleep anyway,” she said. Lettie was insistent, though, until Belle pulled herself up from the chair and went down the hall to her own room. She was restless, gripped in a hot fear, afraid for Rena and Nola.

She sat at the mirror. Out of habit, she brushed her long silver hair while she thought. In the dark, sparks flew and snapped through the air around her. She was sure something was afoot. She put the brush down.

Moses seemed to sleep. Through hell and high water, Belle thought, he always slept, and she was angry at him, but then she noticed that his breathing was uneven. He turned over.

Belle rocked herself in the rocker and gazed out the window. The floor creaked. She was watchful as she looked into the dark. She wanted to read the deep night and decipher the story of what had happened to Grace Blanket. She believed it was a plot since Grace’s land was worth so much in oil. All along the smell of the blue-black oil that seeped out of the earth had smelled like death to her.

Belle climbed into bed beside Moses and tried to sleep. The old wood house settled and creaked. It was too hot. The sheets felt stiff against her skin. She climbed out of bed once more, and crept down the staircase. The furniture downstairs was dark and heavy, with ominous silence living in the shadows. Belle checked the latches on the doors.

Moses pulled on his pants and followed her downstairs. In the kitchen, he poured water into a glass and carried it over to Belle. “I’ll stay up,” he said. “You go rest.”

She smiled at him. His wide chest looked soft beneath his undershirt. She laid her head against his chest briefly, long enough to hear his heart, and then she went back up the stairs.

Moses sat at the kitchen table in the darkness. He was waiting for his daughter, Louise, and her white husband, Floyd, to return home. By now, he thought, they were drunk and driving in from the city. The thought made him angry. He put his elbows on the oilcloth.

Once, before dawn, when the house made a noise, Belle climbed out of bed and in her big dressing gown, she looked out the window. In the gray light, she could have sworn a man was standing at the edge of the berry grove. “Moses!” she called down to him, but by the time Moses reached the window, the man was gone. She went down the stairs and peered out the window. He followed. She tried to convince him. “Someone was there. I saw him.”

In the bedroom, Lettie Graycloud sat beside the sleeping girls. She held the pistol on her lap. She was uncomfortable with the weapon, but the murder, even if it had been a crime of passion like her father thought, had struck too close to home. A cool breeze from the window blew in across her face and hair.

In the first red light of morning, both girls breathed softly. Exhaustion had overcome even Nola’s grief. But her face, almost overnight, had begun to look somehow hollow and older. Her skin was tight across her bones. Gazing at her, Lettie felt the first pain of her own loss, the first ache of missing her friend, Grace Blanket.

Lettie studied Nola’s dark skin, the widow’s peak, the distant quality that had once prompted Lettie to remark to Grace that if anyone’s prayers were going to be heard in this life, she knew Grace’s would.

Lettie’s mind went back to the time when Grace had first traveled down from the bluffs above Watona and moved into the Graycloud house. Grace and Lettie became fast friends. They’d lived together in this same room, slept in this bed as their bones grew longer. They’d whispered together at night, and now here was this girl, the same bone, blood, and skin as Grace. Lettie felt overwhelmed with love for the girl, whose dark, slender hand hung peacefully over the side of the bed.

But then, as the room lightened more, what Lettie saw frightened her. At first, she thought Nola was awake and staring at her, like a person half dead, gazing into her own watching eyes. But Nola’s eyes stared through Lettie and beyond, looking through the ceiling and roof to some far distant point in the sky. While some part of her was awake, was looking perhaps at the other world, the one where her mother had gone, the rest of her slept. She breathed deeply and evenly, and she did not so much as blink her open eyes.

Lettie looked away. She felt clammy. She went to the window. Another day of heat was blowing in. Already the ground was dry, and dust filtered into the room. Lettie leaned over, to feel the thin breeze of air. That was when she saw him. The man stood in front of the house. Without changing her position, Lettie raised the pistol to the window and aimed, but even as she did, she noticed that his legs looked rooted to earth, and he stood like one of the Hill Indians, as if he’d never lived among white people or their dry goods, or the cursed blessing of oil. His face was smooth and calm. Instantly, Lettie knew he was from the same band as Grace Blanket. She lowered the gun back down to her side and buried it in a fold of her robe as if she were afraid it would fire against her will. She knew, somehow, that he was there for Nola, to help her.

The man raised his eyes. Lettie wanted to step back, out of the light, but instead she remained in full view of the watcher, and for a brief moment their eyes met. He was one of the sacred runners from the hills. Lettie felt calm in his gaze, but as she looked out the window he seemed to vanish from her view.

Behind her, Rena began to stir. She opened her golden eyes and looked at her aunt’s red and blue scarves that hung like flames on the wall above her. At first Rena thought they were burning, they were on fire, and she gasped awake, full of fear, and fought her way out of the tangle of hot sheets.

Outside, the rooster crowed and the little dog, Pippin, ran toward the road, barking at Louise and Floyd. The couple walked past the watcher without seeing him. Lettie heard their footsteps on the gravel, then the opening door and voices downstairs, and then the sound of high heels clapping up the stairs.

The door sprang open. Louise rushed into the bedroom. Rena smelled the whiskey on her mother’s breath. She pulled away, remembering Grace’s body and the odor of whiskey that had drifted across the pond, but Louise held tight to the girl, asking over and over, “What happened?” and saying “I can’t believe it. I just can’t believe it. My God.” Her shrill voice woke Nola. The girl turned over in the bed, then sat up like a ghost. She was damp with the heat and with shock. Her eyes were black and haunted-looking, with dark circles beneath them. Looking at the ash-pale girl, Lettie felt a chill wash over her skin. Even Louise went silent. The air seemed to go out of the room.

After Louise took Rena back downstairs, Lettie could think of nothing to do, so she dressed Nola in one of her own dresses. “Raise your arms,” she told her.

Nola did as she was told, and lifted both arms above her head. Lettie pulled the blue, too-large dress down over Nola’s head. “Turn around now, honey,” she said. Nola flatly obeyed. She stood vacantly as Lettie pinned the back of the dress to fit her limp and silent body.

Then, out of daily habit, while Nola stood in the poor-fitting woman’s dress, Lettie took a dark blue hat off one of the hooks on the wall and settled it on top of her own thick black hair. She always wore a hat, it was her custom. She pushed the hat pin through her hair, and while she looked in the mirror she saw Nola’s expression change. A look of surprise passed over Nola’s face as she caught sight of the watcher outside. She ran over to the window and looked out, her face pitiful and broken. The watcher looked up. Lettie felt the whole room fill with sorrow, but she took the girl’s cold hand and led her from the curtained square of light, and said to Nola, “Stay away from the windows. It’s not safe.” But something tugged at the girl and she pulled out from Lettie’s grasp and went into the hall. Lettie followed behind her in through the door of Belle’s room. Nola pulled aside the curtain and looked out. Down on the ground, near the berry grove, was another one of the watchers.

There were four altogether. They had come in the night.



Michael Horse was the last person in Indian Territory to live in a tepee. That morning he was sitting outside on a rock watching the fire. It was an important fire. It had descended from the coals of his ancestors. Their lives still burned in the eternal flames. When Horse wasn’t there to look after the fire, someone else, usually a woman named Ona Neck, watched over it and made sure that the coals never burned out. The task of firekeeper had been handed down to Michael Horse through his mother even before the Osage Indians had bought land in Oklahoma and moved there from the Neosho River in Kansas. That was in 1861. It was the same year that, in another part of Oklahoma, Belle Graycloud had been born.

As soon as Michael Horse thought of Belle, he knew she was walking toward him. That was the way his gift worked.

And only a moment later, he heard her walking up the Crow Hill road toward his tepee. The fire smoked. He stirred it.

Belle sat down beside him and was quiet a moment. “Are you all right?” She studied his face.

“Why do you ask?” He stared into the fire.

“I wondered if you had any visions or nightmares the last few nights.”

He made a little pile of the coals. “Should I have?”

Belle was quite for a while, then she spoke softly. “Grace was killed yesterday.” She let her words work on Horse. “The murderers put a pistol in her hand and poured whiskey on her to make it look like she’d gotten drunk and shot herself.”

He looked at her with dark, sad eyes. “How did you know this?”

“Nola saw them. Not enough to know who they were.” She looked through the flames of the fire. “They drove a black Buick.”

Horse stared off into the hot sky. Two crows called out to each other.

“It’s bad,” said the old woman, then she covered her mouth with her hand as if to keep herself from saying more.

Horse said nothing, and Belle took away her hand and went on, “It’s so strange, you know. We act like it’s any day, like our daily chores are planted in us with long roots, like a devil’s claw in a field of wheat. You’d think time would stop when someone gets killed. But the house settled all night, and creaked, and this morning I set a platter of eggs on the table, Moses drank his tea, and Lettie came downstairs wearing one of her hats.”

Horse stirred the fire while he listened to Belle. He knew she was using words as a road out of pain and fear. When she was quiet, he stood up. “Wait here,” he told her, and he walked up the road toward Ona Neck’s place.

Belle watched him walk away. She saw his sharp shoulder blades through the thin and faded cotton shirt.

When he returned with Ona, the old Mrs. Neck looked fatigued. With ancient dry hands she pushed loose strands of hair up into her hairnet. “The fire again?”

He nodded.

“That’s what I thought. What happened this time?”

“Grace Blanket’s been killed,” he told her.

“Everyone’s always getting killed,” Ona said. She nodded at Belle. Carefully, she sat down by the fire and took a long needle out of the bag she carried. Her hands were shaky.

Horse went through the open flap into his tepee and took his diaries out of a cedar box and put them in his car. He knew that Ona looked through his things when he was gone, and he was a private person.

At the Graycloud house, Louise and Floyd talked with Moses. Like Moses, Louise thought it was a lover’s quarrel. She searched her mind, trying to remember the names of men Grace had been seeing. “It could have been anyone,” she finally said, and that was true enough since Grace was beautiful. But even more than that, marriages with Indian women benefited white men financially. An Indian agent in Watona, Oklahoma, frequently received letters such as the one that Michael Horse kept in his diary in the cedar trunk:


Dear Sir:

I am a young man with good habits and none of the bad, with several thousand dollars, and want a good Indian girl for a wife.

I am sober, honest industrious man and stand well in my community.

I want woman between the ages of 18 and 35 years of age, not a full blood, but prefer one as near white as possible.

I lived on a farm most of my life and know how to get results from a farm as well as a mercantile business. Having means it is natural I want some one my equal financially as well as socially. If you can place me in correspondence with a good woman and I succeed in marrying her for every Five Thousand Dollars she is worth I will give you Twenty-Five Dollars. If she is worth 25,000 you would get $125 if I got her. This is a plain business proposition and I trust you will consider it as such.



The women were business investments. Another white man, when asked what he did for a living, said by way of an answer that he’d married an Osage woman, and everyone who listened understood what that meant, that he didn’t work; he lived off her money.



Louise paced restlessly. She looked at the Indian man standing outside the house. “Jesus. What’s he doing here?” She stood back from the window, out of the watcher’s view, while she peered at him.

Floyd, Louise’s husband, was a tense but likable man from Joplin, Missouri, and he was in all ways the opposite of Louise. While Lou wanted to rely on what she called “White man’s logic,” Floyd imitated Indian ways. He had proudly taken the Graycloud name when he married Louise, and he wore his fine blond hair in a ponytail down his back. “He’s here for Nola,” Floyd said to his wife.

“For Nola? Why?” She was impatient with him.

“She needs protection now. With Grace gone, Nola is one of the richest, if not the richest, Indian in the territory.”

Louise had not thought of this herself and she looked even more alarmed. “We’ve got to get her out of here.”

The screen door slammed. Alone, Belle entered the kitchen. Horse had stopped a moment and exchanged a few words with the watchman who stood guard in front of the house. They knew each other. Horse had stayed in the hills as a younger man, and knew most of the families at the settlement.

“We’re going to keep her here,” Belle said, without giving Louise a chance to argue over the girl.

“But every fortune-seeker in the country will come around here wanting to rub elbows with a rich Indian girl,” Louise said.

“It’s settled, Lou. She’s staying.”

“She could live with Sara. Sara’s her blood kin.”

“That won’t do. Sara just barely takes care of herself. And if it’s some kind of scheme, Sara’s not safe either.”

“Scheme? What scheme?” Louise said, sounding more upset.

“Isn’t that why you don’t want her here?”

Without listening, Louise added, “Why can’t Nola go away with those men.” She pointed outside. “And live with the Hill Indians? One of them is probably her father, anyway.”

“She can’t, Louise.” Belle was firm. “We can’t let her go. There’s a new law. All the Hill children under sixteen have to go to boarding school down in Custer, Oklahoma.”

Louise still didn’t understand, but Belle was tired of her daughter’s arguments, and of how she rejected everything Indian, and as she herself had said, “I love everything European,” but even so, she didn’t trouble herself with the new laws and ordinances. She couldn’t be bothered even when they affected her own children. But according to this recent law, if the families resisted, the children would be made wards of the state and removed permanently from their homes. In other tribes, Belle knew, the authorities had hunted down hidden children and taken them, lifted them up, screaming, from the ground, and carried them away from their families so that they would learn the cultured, civilized ways of the Americans. Belle gave her daughter the cold eye. “Even if Nola was just a bone in a pen of hungry dogs, I couldn’t leave her there. Here, at least, we can watch over her.”

Louise bit her tongue and remained silent, but she was going to take her children and move at the first chance.



Horse was still there that morning when a gray truck pulling a horse trailer bounced up the dirt road. It was driven by a young French-Indian who had only one name. Benoit. Benoit was a horse-breeder with green-gray eyes, light olive skin, and dark shining hair that he brushed straight back from his smooth forehead.

Benoit was Lettie’s lover. He was also, through an arranged marriage, the legal husband, by white law, of Sara Blanket, Nola’s aunt, but the entire Graycloud family forgot this discreet arrangement in the heat and tragedy that surrounded them. And Moses had forgotten about the red horse Benoit carried in the horse trailer, a stud that he had rented for his mares.

Benoit parked close to the barn and opened the door of the horse trailer. He caressed the horse’s red, sweaty hip. The horse was a blood bay named Redshirt, an energetic stallion, seventeen hands in height, and lean-muscled. It spoke to Benoit as he opened the back of the trailer.

Horse stood at the window and watched Benoit unload the horse. From the moment Benoit led Redshirt down the ramp and tied him to a fencepost, the dark red horse burned like a fire in the sun. Benoit put a clean white cloth over Redshirt’s back, went back to the truck’s cab, drove closer to the house, and walked in carrying a gray hatbox. It was a gift for Lettie, and it was tied with silver ribbon. Like Louise, Benoit did not see the watcher even though he passed beside him.

He knocked on the door. Redshirt whinnied from the fencepost. He was a jealous and demanding horse.

Moses had forgotten all about Redshirt even before the tragedy of Grace’s death. Just a day earlier, he’d taken his last brood mare out to join the others that were pasturing in the far range. All he had left in the barnyard were two workhorses and the new palomino from Walnut Springs.

Benoit was a frequent visitor. He did not need an invitation. He entered the kitchen, looked around, and the smile vanished from his lips. The misery was thick enough to cut with a knife. He looked from face to silent face, then he asked, “What’s wrong?”

“Benoit,” Belle said, “Benoit, it’s Grace. She was killed yesterday.”

He stared at her in disbelief.

Belle wanted to say more, but she said only, “Nola’s safe, but she’s in shock.” Belle poured Benoit a cup of coffee in silence. “We’re going to keep her here.” He sat down but didn’t touch the coffee. He was still taking in the weight of the facts.

He went so pale that Belle thought he would faint. She put some rum in his coffee.

“Where is she?” Benoit asked.

“Nola? Follow me. She’s in Lettie’s room.”

The young man followed her up the stairs to the second floor. Young Ben Graycloud went up behind them. When they entered the room, Lettie stood up. She was tired. She gave Benoit only a glance. She brushed down her skirt and glanced helplessly toward Nola. The girl looked baleful and gray. Except for her hairline, she barely resembled the girl she’d been just the day before. Even her face had changed shape, it seemed to them. Benoit stared at her. And Ben Graycloud, who’d loved Nola for ten of his fifteen years, didn’t say a word, but he felt his heart swell in fear when he saw the far-off look in Nola’s eyes.

“It’s shock,” Belle said. “She doesn’t even know we are here.” As they went back down the stairs, Belle related parts of the story that she had gleaned from the girls the night before, about how two men in a black Buick had chased Grace into the forest, killed her, then left her body behind a leafy bush, drenched with whiskey.

Down in the kitchen, Benoit’s jaw tightened while he listened. He was a man with a short fuse and his shock was giving way to anger. He began to pace back and forth across the floor. He stood up and started for the door. “I’m going to get the sheriff,” he said.

Belle grabbed his arm. “You can’t do that. As far as they know, there aren’t any witnesses.” She spoke more softly, “Besides, Benoit, you are too angry. We can’t let you stir things up.”

As soon as she said it, Benoit’s eyes grew soft, but he was still agitated. “How are you going to find the killers if witnesses don’t talk?” But he calmed down and promised Belle that he wouldn’t talk to the sheriff or anyone else until after Grace’s body was found, but his face had a pinched look, and he unbuttoned the top button of his shirt as if it had grown too tight. “Okay,” he said after a moment. “Okay. But sooner or later, I’m going to get to the bottom of all this.”

When Benoit settled down, Moses went outside to speak with the watcher. He spoke Creek to the man; it was a language they knew and used with traders. He asked the man how they had known Nola Blanket was there.

“The screech owls told us,” the man answered.

“I believe them,” Belle said, and her gray eyes grew even more suspicious that something dangerous was unfolding, something the ragged gray owls already knew.

“That’s a lie,” Louise said. “You old people are superstitious. How do you know that man out there isn’t the killer?”

Floyd believed the runner, but he didn’t want trouble with Louise, so he went out the door, saying it was his day to work the Blue Store, where he was a clerk when he wasn’t helping Moses with the cattle and horses.

Louise started to turn her anger on Floyd, but instead she said calmly, pleadingly, “Don’t go, Floyd. Rena’s just seen a murder.”

Floyd looked apologetic, but he went out the door, started up the car, and headed for town.

Louise watched him drive away. Her face sagged. “He always leaves when I need him.”

For the first time since he’d been there, Horse spoke. “I heard those owls myself. I was sure something had happened.” Horse didn’t know the language of the owls, but it didn’t surprise him that the watchers understood it. They still remembered the older ways of animals.

When Horse returned to his camp later that day, he drove Ona Neck the short distance home. When he returned, he poked at the hot coals and gazed at the flame. It was nearly invisible in the hot, sunlit air and the waves of heat reddened his skin.

He tried to think. He wanted to put together the broken edges of things. A few of the Indians were beginning to awaken with dreams of danger. That was why Belle Graycloud thought something large was transpiring around them. Velma Billy had dreamed a freezing white snow covered her body and had gone to Michael Horse to ask him the meaning of such a dream. Ruth Tate, the strong and beautiful twin sister of Moses Graycloud, had also visited Horse and said she remembered a dream of fiery stars that fell to earth and when they landed, everything burned.

Bad dreams were as common as gas fires at the drill sites, as ordinary as black Buicks. Many people had brought their dreams to Horse, and he reminded them all that earth was being drilled and dynamited open. Disturbances of earth, he told them, made for disturbances of life and sleep, but he wondered if he might be wrong. He’d made a mistake on the dry spell, after all, but the truth was that in half a year there had been seventeen murders in just their small booming corner of Oklahoma. A month before Grace’s death, an Indian man was shot by his wife. She didn’t go to jail for the crime because it was common knowledge that he was a drunk, a wife-hitter, and a molester of girls. Then, another man, an Indian railroad worker, was found beaten to death near the oil workers’ makeshift housing settlement right after oil had been found on his land. There were no suspects. Not long after that, a white rancher said he found an old Indian man butchering his black cow and he forced the man to drink lye. Then there was the tragic case of three children who disappeared from family picnics. Their bones had been found several weeks later in Sorrow Cave up in the bluffs. Seth Eye, an oil worker who went crazy after drinking canned heat, was said to have kidnapped and eaten the children. He was found in Sorrow Cave, surrounded by the children’s shoes. A gold locket that belonged to one of the stolen girls hung over a rock. Every day there were new violent acts reported in the newspapers. The day before a man was shot for tying his horse near cars. The world had gone crazy.
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