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Home


Then

It was the last hour before true dawn.

Alex Balfour stood at the top of a hill.

The world was white with snow.

Down in the small valley the land was smooth and round beneath the heavy drifts. On the crests of the hill that surrounded the valley, the soldiers of the Seventh Cavalry stood with their horses. Custer’s order had been whispered through the ranks: remove overcoats and remain perfectly still, no swinging of arms, no stamping of feet.

Alex did not feel the cold.

Nearby, wet snow slid from a branch with a muffled thump, and the branch, now free, rose, knocking snow from other branches. All eyes turned toward the tree and men waited with held breath to see if they had been discovered. A small brown deer looked out from beneath the tree, stared for a moment, and turned silently and disappeared. Down below a dog began to bark.

To Alex it was as peaceful as a Christmas card. There were tamarack and lodgepole pines on the hillsides, and sheltering cottonwoods on the valley floor. A narrow iced-over stream, the Washita, meandered between the rows of cottonwoods. He could see a cluster of tepees on the banks of the stream. As the sky began to slowly gray, the cluster became a village. The dog continued to bark.

At a signal the men mounted their horses. There was a faint rustle and stir of equipage; the tiny clink of bits and stirrups, the creak of cold leather, the shifting of horses as they moved beneath the weight of their riders.

Below, the flap of a tepee pushed back and an Indian wrapped in a blanket came out into the cold mist to beat the barking dog into silence. There was no danger; sane men did not make war in the dead of winter.

For a moment it seemed as if the world were trapped inside a glass ball. Time hesitated on the keen edge of the moment. For a single heartbeat the Indian stared up the hill at the riders surrounding the village on three sides. And then the glass shattered as the man turned and howled a warning, and from the far hill the regimental band broke into Custer’s theme song, the Scottish air “Gary Owen,” and the riders spurred their mounts and the attack began.

He watched, his interest quickening. The deep snow sprayed from the horses’ hooves and showered from the limbs of the burdened pines. The branches sprang up as if in salute as the men rode through them, and the first rifle shots slapped and echoed in the winter dawn. The soldiers cheered as they poured down the hill.

Indians ran from the tents, insects boiling from a hive, women and children heading for the creek, men shouting as they leapt onto their own horses or knelt to fire at the flow of soldiers that coursed toward them, an avalanche of blue uniforms and charging horses and cascading snow.

Lines and points of muzzle flare winked and flashed from both sides, from the hillsides and from the valley floor. The three streams of men that flowed down the hillsides met and merged on the flat in the Indian camp, and there was a twisting, swirling madness as the charging horses trampled screaming women and children and ran down fighting warriors. The pale morning sun broke over the hills. The air was blue with smoke from the rifles. The white snow was spattered with blood, bright and steaming.

He watched in horror and felt his soul and his mind fill with pain. It was all too clear; perfect. He seemed to see and hear each shot, each blow of the saber, each scream, each cheer. He seemed to feel them all separately and in unison until it was he who was screaming, but he had no voice. He struggled to run, to hide, but he could not move, could not turn away, could not shrink from the dreadful moment.

And then he was free. The wind seemed to blow through him, to scatter him. Now he felt the bitter cold, but only for an instant, and then he was away, home.

His mind quickly sealed it all away, walled it up, insulating him against the pain. It was too soon, too much for now. Later, he would remember.


Now


Chapter 1

“What do you know about Indians?” Molly asked.

Alex Balfour cradled the telephone between cheek and shoulder as he struggled to pull on his running shoe. “Indians,” he said, loosening the laces. “Let’s see. They’re short with brown skin and large doelike eyes.”

“Not those kind of Indians.”

The shoe slid on. He moved the receiver to the other ear and bent over to tie the laces. “That’s about the extent of my knowledge. Sorry.”

“Alex.”

He stood up and tied the drawstrings of his shorts. He looked around on his dresser among the clothes piled there for his T-shirt, the one with the holes in it. Molly was always throwing it away.

“Alex, wake up, this is Molly Glenn calling from the news room of the New York Times. We have no time to be fooling around. American Indians, Alex, not Indian Indians.”

“Just a second,” he said, putting the receiver down on the bed table and slipping on the T-shirt. It gave him a perverse pleasure to think that he was, in his own small way, slowing the progress of the Times. He pictured a vast printing press, blurred belts of newspapers racing along in unending streams, and he, Alex, poised over the giant machine with an enormous monkey wrench, about to plunge it into the very bowels of the monster….

He picked up the telephone. “Alex,” Molly said, beginning to sound exasperated, “we are talking Native Americans here. As in Geronimo and Apache. In this case, as in Crazy Horse.” Yes, there was a definite edge in her voice. No need to push too far.

“Well, why didn’t you say so?”

A sigh from the other end. “All right. Are you ready now? What are you doing anyway? Did I wake you up?”

“I’m getting ready to go run. I’ve been up for hours. The bed was still warm on your side when I got up.”

“Hah.” She knew him too well to believe that one. Molly was the only journalist that Alex had ever known who, of her own free will, got up and went to work early. Very early. She got out of bed between five and six in the morning, and she was at her desk before seven o’clock. She said it gave her time to accomplish something before the day’s distractions began. Alex, on the other hand, liked to stay up at night. This caused a certain amount of confusion in their lives, but it also meant that Molly was home a lot earlier than the other Times staffers who went to work at a fashionable 11 a.m.

“All right, so I didn’t get up at the crack of dawn. Now, what was the question?”

“The category is Indians, Alex. Gee, for a guy who can remember everything, you’ve got a lousy memory.”

“I don’t remember everything, I just read a lot. I’m a historian, or at least I used to be. Remembering things is a pan of my job.”

Alex edged down to the end of the bed and looked at himself in his dresser mirror. He needed a shave. He had dishwater-blond hair and a very light beard, but today he definitely needed a shave. On him the Don Johnson look came off as a dirty face. “There are a lot of Indians,” he went on, “or at least there were. Just exactly who or what are you interested in?”

“Crazy Horse.” She stopped for a minute, and he could hear the rustle of papers. “Yep, that’s the one. Crazy Horse.”

He didn’t even need to think very hard on that one. Indians, especially renowned war chiefs, had been a passion of his as a boy. For a moment he remembered sitting on his bed, leafing through the pictures in one of his father’s research books. “He was a Sioux,” Alex said. “Architect, or rather strategist, of the Battle of the Little Bighorn. Actually he was a very strange Indian, very mystical. Why are you interested in him?”

“Well, you know how I get these weird assignments. I think it happens because I come to work so early; the guys on the night shift get in something strange so they look around the office and there I am, sitting at my desk all bright and cheery, so I get stuck with it.”

Alex had an image of Molly at her desk. Bright and cheery was a good description, though she was using it facetiously. Molly had the reddest hair he had ever seen. Heads always turned when she walked into a room; an Irish beauty with pale creamy skin, blue eyes, and a wonderful smile. She was a favorite on the staff. Not only because she was pretty, but because she was a good reporter.

“An Indian out in South Dakota has gone on some sort of a rampage,” she said. “He claims that he’s the spiritual and physical heir to Crazy Horse. He shot two white men who were doing a land study on the reservation.”

“As far as I know,” Alex said, trying to remember, “Crazy Horse didn’t have any children. At least none that lived. He was married at least twice, once to two women at the same time, but it isn’t thought that any of his children survived. Actually, I don’t think he was much interested in women. He liked to sleep on the ground in the rain, sometimes in caves. Women aren’t much interested in sleeping on the ground.”

“You can hardly blame them, can you?” He could hear her tapping on her desk with a pencil while she thought. “Can you research him for me sometime today? I’ll work on it from this end, but I’ll be doing background on the guy that’s gone berserk. Christ, I hope he’s not a Vietnam vet,” she said to herself more than Alex. “You know how good you are at this sort of thing, Alex. It would be a big help.”

“That’s it, flatter me. I’ll do it—it’s not as if I’ve got anything else to work on.”

“Well, you come up with something for me, and I’ll take you to lunch on the Times. You go run and get your historian-researcher brain working. I’ll see you at home this evening.”

“Right,” he said, standing. He stretched, said good-bye, and hung up the telephone. He peered into the mirror over the dresser, rubbed his face, and thought about growing a beard. He looked tired; was he getting old? Maybe a beard would make him look younger. He searched for some overt sign of disease, some wasting illness, a jaundice in the eyeballs. Nothing there, just the erosions of everyday life. The face of an ordinary thirty-six-year-old guy who stayed up late watching old movies on his VCR. He sighed, rummaged around on the pile of clothes on his dresser until he found his Walkman, left the room, and went downstairs.

He stopped for a moment in the hall and looked at his two original Monets. They were oil still lifes, one a bowl of fruit, the other a vase of flowers. The flower picture was crooked so he straightened it. The paintings were unknown to the art world, any member of which would have fainted at the thought they were up on the wall in a private home. They had been left to him by an old friend who had died. He looked at them every day and remembered his friend. At first he had worried about thieves, but then he realized that your standard New York dope addict was too stupid to know what they were. They’d take his TV, his stereo, and his VCR, but they’d leave the only thing that was worth serious money. He unlocked the door and stepped out on the porch.

The day was cool, early spring. The sort of rare day when New York seems clean and hopeful. Alex put his foot up on the wrought-iron railing and did a few stretching exercises, warming the muscles in his legs. He squatted and heard his knees crack. I’m getting old, he thought, thirty-six. Growing a beard won’t help. I stay up too late and I don’t have a regular job, and it’s been a year now.

One year.

He had gone, then, far away, and done things that now he could scarcely believe. Except for the pictures in the hall, and the scar on his arm, there was little to remind him of that time. He touched it absently, the scar, rubbing the raised weal of flesh the way you rub a lucky charm, worry beads, a rabbit’s foot, something to give you hope for the future, allay the troubles of the present, bring back the past.

He had gone into the past. There were no other words for it. There he had come alive. And afterward there was a time of healing, and then a time of waiting, and now there was only time as the past faded away and became simply memory, and that was not enough.

On the surface it was a pleasant life. There was Molly, who knew what had happened, who believed in him; money, inherited from a despised father, enough money to do whatever he liked. But what did he do? What did he want? He read books, watched old movies and ran to keep his body in shape. He kept a sailboat that he and Molly spent their vacation on every year. He cooked their meals and cleaned the house and didn’t mind either chore. He liked walking the streets of New York looking at the old buildings, the ones that had character and charm and reminded him what life had been like in the past. And he searched for something else, even though he knew he wouldn’t find it down an alley or around a corner, no, it was somewhere else, somewhere you couldn’t walk to, somewhere that you couldn’t find just because you were looking.

As he stood on the stoop he could hear New York muttering to itself in the near distance, the way crazy people sat on street corners and muttered, a constant undertone. His house was a pleasant old brownstone on a side street of pleasant old brownstones in Greenwich Village. He put on the earphones of his Walkman. The murmur of New York disappeared beneath the beat of fifties rock-and-roll. He jumped down the three steps to the sidewalk and began to run.

After he had healed, and after he had waited, he had seen and felt the effects of his present creeping back in, insulating him in a symbolic layer of fat, and in a pleasant but mind-numbing bubble of everyday life. He fought it. The fat he could conquer—he could run and work his body—but his mind was something else. Had it not been for Molly and had there not been that hope that it would happen again if he just waited, and a certain rueful sense of humor about what he was and what he had been, he would have immersed himself in his books and his movies and his comfortable house until one day there might as well be no more Alex Balfour, just a dusty pile of old books, probably an empty whiskey bottle, and a television set tuned to nothing, flickering away in the permanent twilight of his heavily curtained living room.

And so he ran. He used the Sony to drown out the world around him. At first he had listened to classical music, and then he had taken to listening to recorded books, and then he had switched to rock-and-roll because running was boring and he needed that extra energy that fast hard music gave him. Not new rock, which he didn’t like or understand, but old rock, from the past. He alternated days between Jerry Lee Lewis’s early Sun recordings, Chuck Berry’s The Great Twenty-Eight, and a best-hits album by Little Richard. When he got tired of the tape, he listened to the radio, an oldies station with a minimum of commercials and the occasional news and weather. Every once in a while he would catch himself singing along; he could tell when he was doing it by the pained looks on the faces of the passersby.

He’d gone through a succession of tape players. The sweat from his hands got into them, and the constant bouncing seemed to take a quick toll on the lighter types. He’d finally arrived at a heavier-than-fashionable model and had an electrician weld the earphone jack to the body of the player so it wouldn’t pull out while he ran. The whole rig had considerable heft, but at least it wouldn’t fall apart.

He was listening to the radio as he ran. The news came on just after “Duke of Earl” by the Chandlers. The lead news item was a cheerful reading of hopeful economic indicators. He was getting ready to switch over to his tape when the next item caught his attention. He ran under the white marble arch into Washington Square, dodged a drug transaction between a dreadlocked Rastafarian and a suit-and-tie businessman, and turned up the volume.

“Late last evening near Rapid City, South Dakota, two representatives of the All West Power Corporation were shot and seriously wounded as they were collecting soil samples on the remote Pine Ridge Indian Reservation. Shortly after the shooting, a caller to the Rapid City Post identified himself as John Raven, an Oglala Sioux, and claimed responsibility for the incident. The Post reports that Raven stated that he was the legitimate heir to the great chief Crazy Horse and was announcing his leadership of an uprising that would return the tribe to the old ways of living. Authorities have refused to speculate on the motive for the shooting or the identity of the man, saying only that both Indian police and the FBI were on the scene and would soon begin a massive search into the rugged terrain of the nearby foothills. The two men who were shot are presently listed in critical condition.”

Alex turned off the radio.

So far, there seemed to be little known, or at least little that was being released to the media. He wondered if Molly was going to have to go away on the story. He hated it when she went away. He tried to picture the reservation landscape, remembering a summer trip out West the year after he started college. An image of long stretches of brown prairie with broken hills and high backdrop mountains came to mind. A dead brown land with a constant wind. Patches of sagebrush and low spiny cactus. He turned a corner and headed toward the Strand bookstore.

Indians. All right, he would see what his man Hal at the Strand had hidden away on his shelves.

He could feel it then, in his mind. It shifted, just a little, as if it were beginning to come awake. That special thing that was his, that ability that could take him away from all of this, the present, and into the past. He felt it move and his heart moved with it. In anticipation and fear. It was as though he were a child, lying awake in the night, staring at the ceiling. A small boy who hears, from the empty room above, the lurch and slide of something large and clumsy as it comes awake and begins to move.


Chapter 2

“Tell me about Crazy Horse,” Molly asked. “Did you find anything?” She was sitting on a high stool beside the butcher-block kitchen counter. She had changed into her faded old blue jeans and a soft white sweatshirt with a picture of a duck on the front. The red of her hair seemed to focus the color in the room, the faint peach of the walls and the natural wood of the tables and chairs. Every kitchen should have a Molly, Alex sometimes thought as he watched her sitting on her stool. Conran’s should list them in their glossy catalogues: beautiful, functional, intelligent, never breaks down, comes in one color only, stunning red with peaches-and-cream base. Priceless.

Alex was at his large gray commercial gas stove, surrounded by his tools: Cuisinart, blender, mixer, pots, cutlery, and cookbooks. This was their usual arrangement, Molly on her stool, Alex at the stove.

Alex cut four slices of bacon off a large chunk and threw them into a heavy, black iron frying pan. The bacon hissed and popped on the hot metal.

Molly liked to watch him cook. He was very good at it, much better than she was, and he enjoyed it. He had been cooking ever since his parents had died when he was seventeen years old. He and Molly had lived happily together in college and he had been the cook even then. Several years after graduation they had separated over a difference of opinion on the question of marriage; she for, he against. Then she had come back after a ten-year hiatus that included, on her part, a failed marriage and an attempt at living the good life in sunny California. She had been back for one year and they had gratefully fallen back into their old patterns.

He took a chicken out of the refrigerator and began cutting it into pieces.

“Indians?” she asked again as he put her favorite teacup and saucer in front of her and filled the cup from a Chinese teapot.

“Chicken,” he said. “Chicken with fennel. A very old recipe, from the Italian Renaissance.” He picked up a small jar and dumped a few seeds into the palm of his hand. He put several of them onto her saucer. “A neglected herb.” He bit into one of the seeds. “People in the olden days used to put them into keyholes to keep out the evil spirits.” Molly put a seed into her mouth and crunched it between her teeth. He watched her grimace as her mouth filled with the sharp bite of anise.

“The Puritans took the seeds to church to munch on during long sermons. They were called ‘meetin’ seeds.’ Supposed to keep you from getting hungry.” He turned back to the stove and moved the bacon to the side of the pan. He put in the chicken and arranged the pieces carefully. He turned back to her. “Indians. Yes, I found some things,” he said, wiping his hands on a dish towel. “Stay put; I’ll be right back.”

He went into the living room and came back with an armful of books. He stacked them on the kitchen table. “Here you go.” He picked up the top book. “The Great Sioux Nation by Fred M. Hans, Mari Sandoz’s Crazy Horse, considered the definitive work on Crazy Horse. Wissler’s Indians of the United States, Cyrus T. Brady, Indian Fights and Fighters, and Royal B. Hassrick’s The Sioux: Life and Customs of a Warrior Society. And assorted others. You’ve got enough here to keep you busy for a while.”

Molly looked at the pile doubtfully. “Do you think I need to read all of them?” she asked.

He laughed at the look on her face. He went to the stove and moved the chicken pieces around. “And there lies the difference between the historian and the journalist,” he said.

“Well, it’s certainly one of the differences.” She shook her head. “I don’t have time to do that much research. I’m in the middle of a breaking story—I can’t stop everything and take three days off and read all of those books.” She looked back at the pile. “Three days, God, it would take me a week. They’ll have caught the guy, jailed him, and he’ll be out on parole before I get through the background work. This is why we interview people. We find someone who’s already read all the books and ask him what we want to know.”

“I know, I know. Somehow it seems to me like cheating, though. So they haven’t caught him yet?”

“Not as of six o’clock. The last we heard he had disappeared into the hills.”

“Have you found out anything useful?” He licked his hand where a drop of flying grease had landed and burned.

She shook her head. “Not much. His name is John Raven, and he’s an Oglala Sioux. Lives on the Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota. Something of a militant, a member of the American Indian Movement. He was probably at the takeover at Wounded Knee back in 1973. That’s about it. There’s a fair amount of confusion over his motive. Most of the reports about his staging an Indian uprising seem to be overreactions and exaggeration. As near as I can tell, he merely called the local newspaper and said he’d done it because the surveyors or whatever they are were trespassing on Indian land.”

Alex turned the chicken one more time, sprinkled on a tablespoon of flour and a small handful of fennel seeds, stirred for a minute, and then poured in a cup of white wine. The wine splashed into the pan, releasing a cloud of fragrant steam that made his eyes water. He turned down the fire and dropped in a handful of almonds and covered the pan. He checked the time on his old Bulova pocket watch and put water in a pot for the rice. “Let’s go into the living room. I’ll put the rice in and the salad’s made so there isn’t anything to do in here for twenty minutes. And take the books—if you won’t read them, the least you can do is carry them.”

Alex picked up one of the books and ran his hand over the spine. “It’s hard to believe, but I bought all of these for less than fifty bucks. They’re all used, but they’re in great shape.”

Molly looked around the living room with amusement. The walls were covered from floor to ceiling with shelves of books. They were an addiction to Alex. He would no more pass up a used-book store than an alcoholic would a drink. Many of them had been inherited from his father, who had been a historian and a writer. Alex’s father was a subject that they did not generally discuss. He occupied a special niche that defied light conversation. Alex hated his father for emotional neglect and active abuse, for dragging him and his mother around the world through jungles, deserts, and forests in search of locations he then turned into wildly successful historical novels. Alex and his mother would sit in their tent, surrounded by various dangers, waiting for his father to come back from his expeditions. It was only a year ago that Alex had learned that his father was not in those same jungles and forests, but years away in the past, doing his research in situ. To the world, Alex’s father was dead; to Alex he was alive somewhere in the past, as dangerous and deadly as a rabid rat loose in a child’s nursery.

“Your man John Raven has picked a spectacular role model in his choice of Crazy Horse,” Alex said. “I looked through these this afternoon, and they’re all in agreement on one thing: Crazy Horse was probably the finest, and one of the last examples, of a truly free Plains Indian.”

“Why was he so special? I don’t know anything at all about him.” She shifted around on the couch so she was facing him.

“The reason that you don’t know anything about him is because twentieth-century white America isn’t much interested in the history of the Indian. If I were to name a white American who was well known at the time you wouldn’t have the same problem. Try George Armstrong Custer.”

“Everybody knows Custer. Custer’s Last Stand.”

“Very good. Then you should also know that Crazy Horse was the Indian who defeated Custer at the Little Bighorn.”

Molly frowned. “I always thought it was numbers that defeated Custer. That he was short of manpower, and long on ego, and was eventually overrun by a superior force.”

“That’s the generally accepted opinion, and there’s a lot of truth to it. But it discounts any intelligence on the part of the Indian, which is a typical white man’s way of looking at things. It’s easy to say, in hindsight, that it’s obvious that Custer and his six hundred men had absolutely no chance against Crazy Horse and his three thousand warriors, but that doesn’t take into account any factors other than troop strength.” He pulled a book from the shelf and opened it. “Napoleon concluded from his Egyptian campaign that a European soldier against an Asiatic or an Oriental enemy, one on one, didn’t have a chance. No matter what the differences in weaponry. The native was always too clever. Three to five Europeans might have a chance against the same number of natives—if they were properly dug in or well led on an offensive. But from there on up, the odds change dramatically. Twenty or more Europeans, armed with the best weapons, could take on fifty or even a hundred natives. Europeans and, in our case, American troopers of the Seventh Cavalry, had discipline, training, and fire control. And Custer knew this. He’d gone to West Point and studied his Napoleon. Sure, he underestimated the number of Indians he was up against, but even if he had known their true strength he still would have gone ahead.”

“It sounds like insane odds to me, six hundred to three thousand,” Molly said.

“It’s not so crazy when you know more about Custer. He was one of the greatest military heroes of his time, just behind Grant and Sherman in the eyes of the American public. An incredibly brave cavalry officer who had one chief tactic that he used in any military situation: charge. Mount up your men, draw your sabers, dig in the spurs, and charge. And usually it worked. At least until he rode down into the Bighorn valley.”

He put the book back on the shelf and sat back down. From the kitchen came the ding of a timer.

“Dinner,” they both said together.

Alex opened a bottle of deep red California Zinfandel and poured it into their glasses. He put a trivet on the table and served the chicken from the same black iron skillet that it had been cooked in. Molly made appreciative noises while she ate the first few bites. “I wouldn’t have thought that you could tame fennel seeds. You seem to have subdued them quite nicely. And the almonds are great.”

“Fourteenth-century Italians were great almond cookers,” Alex said. “Now we smoke them with chemicals and serve them up on airplane flights.”

They ate for a few minutes. “So, anyway, Crazy Horse,” Alex said, taking another piece of chicken and a second mound of rice. He spooned some of the pan juices over the rice.

“Crazy Horse was born in 1839. It’s said that he was odd even as a little boy. Very introspective, very quiet. He had light skin and light curly hair.” Alex drank some of his wine. “As a boy he was called Curly. Generally Indians don’t take their serious name until they have a vision or do some brave deed. Sometimes he was called Light-Skinned Boy.”

“Very literal,” Molly said. “I guess I would be Red-Haired Woman.”

“Probably. I, of course, would be known as Cooks-with-Fennel. So, Curly grew up like most normal male Plains Indians of the time, inculcated with the manly virtues of great bravery, supreme fighting skills, endurance, brute force, and the ability to withstand major amounts of pain.” He pushed back his plate and served the salad. “The way the Indians fought is interesting. Actually killing someone was all right, but it was a much higher honor to count coup. To count coup, one would ride his pony up to the enemy and simply touch one of them with a stick or his hand. Then he would make a mad dash back to his own lines. This tended to keep down the loss of life, which was important as male Indians were needed to hunt and sit around bragging and telling stories and such. But when they decided to fight the white man, this sort of warfare wasn’t very productive. An Indian would dash in to count coup, and your average Bluecoat would simply blast him out of the saddle. Very unsportsmanlike.

“Are you finished?” Alex asked, pointing at her plate. “If you are, I could get you some dessert. There’s ice cream.”

She waved a hand. “I’ve had quite enough. I’ll get fat if I’m not careful. You go ahead.”

He carried the dirty plates and the leftover chicken into the kitchen. He got the ice cream out of the freezer and brought it to the table. He ate it straight out of the cold plastic container.

“So, did he ever have any children?” Molly asked. “That’s the crux of the matter, isn’t it? At least as far as I’m concerned. This guy, John Raven, says he is the direct descendant of Crazy Horse. If he really is, that makes it a little different than if he just made it up.”

“I think there’s more to it than that. Even if he’s simply chosen Crazy Horse as his make-believe ancestor, he’s done it for a reason. He’s going to also accept Crazy Horse’s attributes and his philosophy—otherwise why bother to choose a particular person?”

“How can you eat all that ice cream and never get fat?” she asked.

“I run my ass off every morning.” He spooned out the last of the ice cream, put the top on the empty container and set it on the table.

“So here you’ve got your guy, John Raven, who sees someone as his enemy. In this case it’s a big corporation or the minions of the corporation, those guys who were digging holes on reservation land. Incidentally, did they die?”

“Not yet, but it’s a distinct possibility.”

Alex nodded. “Anyway, John Raven decides that he must smite his enemy. Rushing in and hitting him with a little stick isn’t going to seem like much in these modern times, so he shoots him. Or in this case, them. Under the circumstances, Crazy Horse probably would have done the same thing. His point was to stop these men from doing whatever they were doing and set an example. Very effective. Consider that point number one. Point number two is his vision quest.”

Molly looked at him with her head tilted to one side. “And that is…?”

“Perhaps the key to your Indian’s motive. For the Sioux male, the vision quest was a central part of his existence. It gave meaning, order, and direction to his life. Visions were induced in a number of ways. There was the really tough way, like the Sun Dance ceremony, and then there was the slightly easier method of going to some remote place and going without food or sleep for an extended period. That usually brought it on.

“Curly, he wasn’t known as Crazy Horse yet, had his vision when he was fifteen years old. He saw a great warrior riding a horse, floating in the air. The warrior gave him a series of instructions: he should never take anything for himself; before going into battle he should throw some dust over his pony and over his own head; he should wear a small stone behind his ear and a single eagle feather in his hair. There was a whole list of things.

“Curly’s father, old Crazy Horse, said if Curly did what the dream warrior indicated, then he would never be killed or hit by a bullet. He said that Curly must be like the warrior, that he must lead the people and never take anything for himself. And then he said that from then on Curly’s name would be Crazy Horse, and he himself would be known as Worm.”

“Worm?” Molly asked.

“Yep. And don’t ask me why. I don’t have the slightest idea.”

“So what’s the point of all of this?”

“The point is this. I said there were two primary considerations: That John Raven would take his identity, in a tribal sense, directly from Crazy Horse. And that he would, if he were truly following the old ways, have had his own vision quest, which would have given him some indication of how he was to live his own life.” He paused. “Or maybe he’s searching for his vision now, and all of this is part of his quest. Anyway, if it were me, trying to find John Raven, I would want to know how serious he was about his own Indianness, this business of following the old ways, and not just as a militant, but personally. If you know that, you have a chance of finding your man. His personal direction would dictate his physical direction.”

Molly finished her tea and set it on the floor. “All right, I see your point. But visions and magic aside, did Crazy Horse have any descendants? And could John Raven be one?”

“Possibly. Probably not.” Alex shrugged. “No one knows.”


Chapter 3

“Kill the pony herd. Kill them all.”

He was in the village. He seemed to be standing among the blue-coated soldiers. It all came back to him, as if he had never left, the sweeping charge of the soldiers, the bitter cold he did not feel, the snow, the killing.

“General, there’s eight hundred goddamn horses in that herd, surely …”

“My orders are to kill the pony herd, Captain Benteen. Carry out those orders.”

It was Custer. Just like in all the photographs; the handsome face, the famous long blond hair, the pale blue eyes. He was dressed in a suit of fringed buckskin. An aide stood at his side.

“Yes sir.” The gray-haired, stout, older soldier turned and walked stiffly away. Custer looked around, as if taking inventory.

The ground around him was strewn with the bullet-ridden bodies of Indians; men, women, and children, animals, horses and dogs. Like the playroom floor of some giant, malevolent child. The sun was up now, and the snow was bright with splashes of blood that had begun to melt into pink slush beneath the boots of the living and the bodies of the dead.

Custer walked toward the center of the village, or what once had been the village. The soldiers were pulling down the tepees, piling them together and burning them. The air was thick with smoke and the smell of burning buffalo robes. A soldier stood guard on a crowd of captive Indians, mostly women with children, and a few old men. All of them were wrapped in blankets. Many of the women had slashed their cheeks in mourning. One of Custer’s scouts stood with the guard. The scout was dressed in greasy buckskins and a large Mexican sombrero. He was chewing a wad of tobacco and cradling a very long, large-bore rifle.

“Have you interrogated the prisoners, Sam?” Custer asked the scout.

“Well, General, I guess I have, though I ain’t got much out of them under the circumstances. As you might expect, they’re still a bit perturbed over what we’ve done to their husbands and fathers.” He leaned to the side and spit into the snow. “This bunch seems to be a mixed band, mostly Cheyennes with some Sioux and a few Kiowas. I believe they’re part of a larger group that’s scattered all along the river downstream. Which is something we ought to keep in mind. Most of these belongs to Black Kettle, or used to. He’s dead, as of a short while ago.”

The scout stopped talking and everyone looked toward the far side of the meadow as shots suddenly erupted, paused, and continued, accompanied by the screams of dying horses.

“If you’re going to take this bunch with you, you’d better save out enough horses from that herd for them to ride,” the scout said. “And a few of the tepees.”

Custer’s eyes narrowed for a moment; then he nodded at his aide. The aide trotted off toward the sound of shooting.

“I do have an interesting proposition for you, General,” the scout said with a lopsided grin. He nodded at the Indians and a fat squaw moved forward, pushing a young girl in front of her. “This fat one started in on me as soon as we had them rounded up. Says she’s got a present for Long Hair.” He nodded at the woman. “This here’s Me-o-tzi. That translates as something like ‘Little Grass That Shoots in the Spring.’ As you can see, she’s a fine-looking woman, for an Indian. The fat one says she’s to be your bride.” He tilted his large hat back and leered at Custer.

Custer studied the woman. She was around twenty years old, slim, with beautiful straight jet-black hair that fell to her waist. Somehow, amidst all the horror, she looked as if she’d just bathed and combed her hair. She was wearing a pale gray, beaded elkskin dress. “As you say, Sam, she is indeed a fine-looking woman. For Indian or white. You may thank the old one for the offer, but explain to her that I already have a sits-beside-the-fire wife.” He waved his hand to indicate that the women were to return to the others. The fat woman began to rail at them, but the scout cut her off with a command. He lifted his rifle, and the woman fell silent and stepped back.

“Anything else?” Custer asked.

“Only thing might be one of the old men. They stayed behind to rear guard while the others waded down the river and got away. One of them’s a chief, or at least he used to be. Name’s High Cloud. He’s a Sioux. Smarter than most of them usually are, speaks a little American.”

Custer nodded. “I’ll speak with him later, after we’re out of here.” He looked at the throng of captives. “I’m letting the officers have their pick of the squaws. But keep them away from that one.” He gestured at the woman, who was still standing apart from the others. “Me-o-tzi, didn’t you say? And give her a tepee of her own.” The scout spit again, switched his chew from one cheek to the other, and smiled. Custer turned and walked away, toward the sound of shooting. Alex seemed to draw back to the edge of the village where he could watch, though he did not want to.

He watched the soldiers drag the dead to a long shallow trench and dump them in. He watched the final tepees go into the bonfires. He watched the last of the ponies fall and lie heaving on the pile of horses that covered what would be, in the spring, after the snow had gone and the grass had greened, a lush meadow of flowers and tall prairie grass. He watched because he could not turn away, could not close his eyes. He watched because he was not here, but far away, asleep. And then it began to fade, and he awoke.

He stood in his second-floor bathroom, dressed in his green terrycloth robe and his fuzzy slippers, trying to open a bottle of aspirin. He had awakened with a terrible headache and a faint memory of pain and grief and the remembered smell of burning leather and the coppery odor of blood. The light in the bathroom was too bright. It hurt his eyes and his head. His hands shook.

He finally got the arrow and the notch lined up and thumbed the lid off with a small pop. He looked toward the bathroom door, which was open an inch or so, listening to see if the sound had awakened Molly. He took off the lid and laid it on the sink. He began picking at the edges of the tamper-resistant foil that covered the mouth of the little jar. His head beat in time with his heart.

It was happening again; he did not doubt it. He wasn’t sure what he had dreamed, but he knew it would come to him. In time.

He gave up and punched a hole in the foil with his eye-tooth. He peeled away the covering. He tried to pinch the ball of cotton and pull it out. It slipped away and ended up down inside the bottle. Little lights began to twinkle in the corners of his eyes, and nausea grew with the pain. He stopped to rest, leaning on the sink, and looked up, not at the mirror where he expected to see his face, but instead found he was looking at …

an enormous building. Involuntarily, he drew in a deep breath and began to hyperventilate. He felt his heart skip a beat. The room around him was gone, his house was gone, New York was gone, and here he was on a bright moonlit night dressed in his bathrobe and fuzzy slippers in front of an opera-house type of building, a palace, or a temple, or something, grand and ornate. He made a conscious effort to slow his breathing. He knew what had happened because it had happened to him before, but still it shocked him as it would any sane man, this leap into the cold sea of time. It occurred to him that at least the weather was decent. Nice night for a trip, a disembodied voice in his brain pronounced, followed by a peal of maniacal laughter.

The quickest, most accessible hiding place was right in front of him, behind the columns on the huge porch of the building. He shuffled up the steps and moved behind a column. It was dark there. The marble was cool to his touch. He found that he was still clutching the small pill bottle. He put it into his pocket and inventoried his possessions: one partially opened bottle of pills, one ragged tissue left from a bout of flu contracted the preceding winter. Not much to work with.

He carefully peered around the column. Where the hell was everybody? It was like a giant set of some classical architecture, a Roman city closed for repairs, a ghost town. On either side of the plaza in front of the building were huge statues of headless winged horses. He looked up and down the mall. More strange buildings. No people.

He went back behind the column and sat down and leaned against its base. He looked at his feet. Those damn fuzzy slippers. Molly had bought them for his birthday as a joke. Some joke. He tried to assign a date or place to his surroundings, but came up with nothing. Architecture had always been one of his weak points. But from what he could see from his present vantage point, none of the buildings seemed to be in the style of any of the other buildings. It was as if he were suddenly thrust into a great opera set built by one of Wagner’s mad gods. The drama of it was unmistakable, but the sense of it escaped him. What would happen when day came? Would it remain empty? It seemed unlikely. And what would he do? Stroll around in his bathrobe like an escapee from a mental ward? He didn’t even know what century he was in, much less what country.

All right, where am I, when am I, and where is everybody else? He focused his senses. Accept the fact that it looks strange; forget that for a moment.

Listen. Nothing. Quiet, and he hesitated to complete the thought, as the grave.

Smell. The odor of new asphalt clung to the night air, redolent hot tar now cooled. Beneath it hung the smell of recently dug earth traced with touches of sawdust and fresh-cut timber. He understood.

This place, wherever, whenever, and whatever it was, was new. Freshly built. The smells were smells of construction. There were no people because no one lived here, first of all because it didn’t look like a place where people would live, but also because it wasn’t finished. The statues of the winged horses had no heads because they were incomplete. Maybe it really was a giant stage set. Maybe he was in Hollywood. He had a momentary image of a director, a man with a beret pulled backward on his head and a large megaphone, “All right, who’s the guy in the pajamas on the set?”

A faint sound caught his attention. Small squeaks like an ungreased wheel. A metal wheel, rolling on pavement. Muted voices. Alex got to his knees and pressed himself against the column. Fear pumped adrenaline into his bloodstream. Fucking bathrobe, fucking stupid slippers. What if he had to run? He was naked beneath the robe.

The squeaking grew louder. Mingling with what sounded like the scrabbling of claws on metal. The voices had resolved themselves into curses. Alex took a deep breath and peered around the column.

His eyes provided the information, but his brain was unable to process it. He had once read about a man, blind from birth, who had regained his sight and was shown a streetcar. The man had been unable to identify the streetcar until he went up and ran his hands over it. Alex recognized the dilemma: even though one sees, one does not necessarily understand.

Two men, about fifty yards away. The one who was riding was white, the one walking was black. The vehicle looked like an immense child’s tricycle. A small seat was positioned between two large wheels that were fully five feet high, and a foot-and-a-half thick. There was a handlebar attached to a little guide wheel in front. The man who steered was doing the cursing. Alex moved back behind the column while he tried to sort it out. What the hell was it?

“Goddamn you, you black bastard, keep that yellow dog moving. They got to run together or this thing ain’t going to work at all,” the white man shouted.

“He running now,” the black man said.

The trike picked up speed until the man on the ground was trotting.

The man riding almost sang with excitement. “All right, you bitches, let’s go, let’s go, the Captain going to want this thing worked out right now. You want to eat, you got to run. I’ll whip your mangy asses. I’ll beat you miserable curs. Goddamn, boy, poke that right-side dog with that stick. Make her move!”

As the light of the moon fell on the strange group, Alex could see that the high, wide wheels contained two dogs, one in each wheel, and they were running in a basketwork cage, much as gerbils run in tiny exercise wheels. The man on foot poked a stick through the basketwork and prodded the dog nearest him. The dog stopped running and smashed his head against the wire, barking and snarling his rage. Alex could see the white of the teeth in the moonlight as they gnashed at the wire.

The right-hand dog was stopped, but the other one was still trying to run. This halted the forward progress of the machine and began moving it in a circle. The rider turned the stick hard to the left, which didn’t stop the turn but did begin to tilt the vehicle. The far dog began scrambling harder to keep upright, and only when the black man leapt up and hung onto the rising wheel did the tricycle right itself and stop moving.

“I’m going to kill that bitch,” the rider said as he climbed down. “Gimme that goddamn stick. I’ll beat her until she can’t run nor walk nor crawl.”

“No suh,” the other man said, backing away. “We hurt these dogs and we might’s well start looking for some other line of work. That is if we able. You know what Brannon do to men who don’t do what he bids. He say get the damn dogs ready, and that’s what we best do.”

“Hell, we’d just as well put you in the cage, which is what I suggested in the first place. A set of matched niggers would work better than these bitches.” The man kicked the wheel and set off a new round of barking and teeth gnashing. “Goddamn it. All right. Let’s get ’em moving.” He climbed back up in the seat and the black man talked soothingly to the dogs for a minute. The strange group wobbled off again, slowly, away from Alex, down the roadway, into the dark. He sat back down behind the column and rested his head in his hands until the world began to fade around him.

“It happened, didn’t it?” she asked. She was sitting up in bed with the sheet wrapped around her. He was standing by the bed. They both knew what she meant.

“Yes,” he said. He had come back, into the bathroom, just where he had left. He’d even put the bottle of pills back into the medicine cabinet.

“How long have I been gone?”

She shrugged. The light was still on in the bathroom, spilling through the partially open door.

“I don’t know, when did it start? I woke up an hour ago.” She turned and looked at the clock radio on her bed table. “It’s three a.m. now.”

He sat down on the bed and took off his slippers. Even in the dim light he could see black smears of fresh asphalt on the soles. “I had a nightmare.” What was it? Horses? Something about horses. “I had a headache. I got up to take some aspirin, I guess it was around midnight. That means it’s been almost three hours.” He moved up the bed and leaned against the headboard beside her. She reached for his hand.

“Where,” she began, faltered, then went on, “where were you? Where did you go?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know. It was very strange. Hard to explain.” He thought about the tricycle.

She leaned against him. He put his arm around her so her head lay against his chest. Her body was tense. “So,” she said, “here we go again. Tell me what happened.”

He pulled her tighter and put his cheek against her head. He told her. She lay so still at times he thought she had fallen asleep, but when he hesitated she would tell him to go on. By the time he had finished, dawn was beginning to seep in around the edges of the curtained windows.

“But why?” she asked. “Why then, whenever it is, why that place?”

“Why any of it?” he said. “We’ve never understood why it happens.” He frowned. “I can’t stop it, you know that. It’s part of me. My father could do it, hell, maybe his father could do it. It has to be genetic, as much a pan of my DNA as the color of my hair, The point is not so much why or how it happens, but what the purpose of it is. What is it I’m supposed to do? And does anything I do make a difference?”

“Circles. It always comes back around on itself. I wish it would all just go away.”

He remembered the cool clean night air and the excitement. The singular strangeness of it all, and still the excitement. The danger. He did not want it to go away.

“There must be a reason for it.” He turned toward her. It was light enough in the room to see her face as she watched him. “What do I have in my life now? What am I doing in this place?” He gestured to the room around them. “All I have is you. I don’t do much of anything else, nothing that makes any difference.” He paused, trying to put it into words. “After the last time, after I had been in Russia …”

“And almost died,” Molly interjected.

“Yes.” He nodded. “And almost died—I came back to my old life and I could see how empty it was. I used to feel as if I lived my life in Plato’s cave, watching the shadows on the wall. Then I realized that that wasn’t right, this was real, my life here, and that was the problem. What do we do? I study what men did in the past, and you write about what other men do in the present. That’s about it. The only danger comes from speeding taxi cabs and drug addicts bent on stealing our stereo.” He stopped and shook his head.

“Yes, I almost died back there, but …” He looked at her and she could see it in him, the power, and knew there was no stopping it. “I didn’t die.” Now he looked away and remembered another place, another time. “Christ, Molly, back there, back there I was alive.”


Chapter 4

Molly sat in the kitchen at the counter in a patch of bright early-morning sun. Her freshly washed hair gleamed crimson, but her eyes were tired and dark. She drank tea from a lemon-yellow Fiestaware cup that she placed on a dark blue saucer. She watched Alex make himself a cup of coffee.

The splash of sunlight, the cup and saucer, the sun-warmed wood, and the shiny appliances seemed to her somehow out of sync, cheery evidence of a normal world where people did not visit faraway times in the middle of the night. For a moment, as she watched the liquid tremble in her teacup, she wished her life to be safe. She smiled at the thought. She wished that she was standing by the stove, dressed in blue jeans and sweatshirt and an apron, making breakfast for, what the hell, why not go all the way, her husband and their two adorable children. In her mind she shooed them out the door, the children to school and Alex to some regular job. She was tired of crazy Indians, a boyfriend who had some frightening ability to go places that the laws of physics did not allow him to go, of always wondering what was going to happen next.

“Do you want some breakfast?” Alex asked.

“No,” Molly said, shaking her head.

“You look like you want something.”

Molly smiled. “Well, whatever it is it isn’t in the refrigerator.” She shook her head again. “I was just sitting
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