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SOUTHERN UTE RESERVATION
 AT THE MOUTH OF CAN DEL ESPRITU


THE GOLDEN EYE closes softlydays farewell is a sly wink on the horizon.


Now it begins.


Upon the crests of barren mesas, shadow-streams flow slowly over the amber sands. With all the stealth of serpents, these dismal currents slip silently over basalt boulders, slither among clusters of yucca spearsone darkling reaches out with velvet fingers to stroke the gaunt limbs of a dwarf oak; another paints ghostly images on a cracked wall of stone.


This is but a prelude to true night, when black tides spill over towering cliffs to flood the deep channels of meandering canyons. The oldest among the People whisper tales of serpentine creatures that swim in these ebony riversthe elders chant guttural, monotone hymns to keep these dark spirits at bay.


A powdery blue mist swirls about the squat figures sitting on the summit of Three Sisters Mesa. The sandstone sisters bow their heads under the starsand sighand sleep an eternal sleep.


But not everyone rests so well on this night. Sleepif it can be called sleepcomes with shivers and groans. Dreamsif they can be called dreamsinvoke shifting, amorphous shapesmuttering, mocking voicespale, gaunt hands that beckon. And on occasioncold fingers caress the dreamers and bring them gasping from their almost-sleep.


These dreadful apparitions are, of course, delusions. Images inspired by unhealthy imaginationsby troublesome bits of food that lie undigested in the gut. They are twilights lieswicked tricks played by shadowsmidnights hollow deceptions. They are mere fantasies.


Exceptwhen they are not.





Daisy Perika has eaten a delicious bowl of greasy posole on this particular evening, and now a growling stomach interferes with her need for rest. While a tilted cusp of moon drifts across a crystalline sky, the Ute woman rolls over in her little bed, and groans. Daisy is not awake; neither does she sleep. The old shaman drifts in that chartless sea that separates this land of ordinary consciousness from that distant shore of honest slumber.


Though her eyes are closed, she can see her surroundings with a terrible clarity. Troubling apparitions flit before the weary woman. Dreams. Half dreams.


And visions.


She stands alone on a flat, lifeless plain of flinty pebblesunder a mottled gray sky that knows neither moon nor star. There is a sudden rolling, rumbling of dark clouds that live and breathea crackling snap of bluish flame as thin fingers of lightning reach for her.


But it is not electric fire that touches the dreamera warm, heavy liquid rains from the sky, pelting her upturned face with a crimson pox. She licks a drop from her lips; it tastes of saltshe shudders and spits it from her mouth. Now the scarlet deluge is hailit hammers on her headand handsand feet.


A rapping-tappinga ringing-pinging


She pleads to the Great Mysterious One to make it stopthe repellent shower subsides.


But now an abominable thing approaches the shamanfloating, twisting, tumbling in the tortured eddies of the nightlike a rotten log caught in the current of a swift stream. It slowshangs above hersuspended as if from invisible wires for the dreamers close inspection. It is a dead thing. A blackened, frozen carcassan eyeless corpse.


And this is only the beginning.


IGNACIO, COLORADO
 THE FOLLOWING DAY


Scott Parris turned the blunt nose of the old Volvo into the graveled parking lot. By the time hed slammed the door, Charlie Moon was waiting in the entrance of the Southern Ute Police Station. Moons coarse black hair brushed against the cedar crossbeam above the six-foot-eight-inch doorway.


Parris shook his friends outstretched hand. Headed down here as soon as I got your message.


The Ute policeman glanced up at the midday sky. A red-tailed hawk circled low. Looking for lunch, he figured.


Parris squinted at the hawk, then at the Ute. Whats up, Charlie?


Moons smile was a wary one. Come inside, pardner.





Daisy Perika was sitting quietly in Charlie Moons office, her wrinkled hands resting in her lap. She was waiting patiently for the lawmen. Much of her life had been spent waiting, and it did not bother the old woman.


Her nephew appeared in the doorway. Scotts here, Moon said.



Granite Creeks chief of police, a six-footer with broad shoulders, was dwarfed by the big Ute. The soft-spoken matukach removed his battered felt hat and nodded in a gesture of respect. Mrs. Perika.


Sit down, the old woman ordered, as if Charlies office were hers to rule. By common consent, it was.


Both men sat; Moon on his oak desk, Parris on an uncomfortable wooden chair, painted a dull green. Government surplus or a BIA castoff, he guessed.


Daisy Perika sat with her eyes closed, as if calling up some lost memory.


Parris glanced uncertainly at Moon; the Ute policemans face was unreadable. He turned his attention to the old woman.


She opened her eyes and stared at his chest. As if she could see his heart thumping inside his rib cage.


The silence was difficult for the white man. Howve you been, Mrs. Perika?


Knees been hurting some. And my back. But Im better now.


Parris grinned. Glad to hear it. That youre better, I mean.


Once more, she lapsed into silence.


Parris waited. When she was ready to speak, she would.


Daisy Perika cleared her throat, and directed her words to the matukach. I asked Charlie to call you. To get you to come down here to the reservation. She sighed. Im too old to travel all the way up to Granite Creek. Besides, that mountain air is too cold for my bones.


Parris nodded expectantly; his smile had been replaced by a nervous tic that jerked at the left side of his mouth.


Charlie Moon smiled thinly; the troublesome old woman had refused to say a word about what was bothering her until the matukach policeman arrived. He hoped this wouldnt be too embarrassing.


Last night I didnt sleep too good. Daisy rubbed at her eyes. And I had me a dream.


Charlie Moon rolled his eyes and looked up at the buzzing fluorescent lamp on the plastered ceiling. Aunt Daisy had insisted that Scott Parris drive almost a hundred miles to hear about a dream! It was a good thing the matukach policeman was a patient man. And fond of this peculiar old woman.


She cut her eyes at Moon. And this dream, it showed me something that is going to happen, she said firmly. Something bad.


The lawmen waited while she gathered her thoughts. Such visions were sacred, and meant primarily for the enlightenment of the dreamer. The old shaman would tell the policemen only the essentials.


Daisy looked down at the faded blue print dress draped over her arthritic knees, and felt somewhat foolish. It had all seemed so real, so important. There was bloodit fell like out of the skylike rain. Now she glared at Charlie Moon, as if daring him to dispute her. There was aa dead personwith no eyes. And I heard a funny sound. Like this. She picked up a ballpoint pen off Moons desk and tapped it hard against an aluminum coffee mug. PingpingpingThe old woman paused and looked accusingly at the mug. No, she said thoughtfully, thats not quite what it was like.


Parris glanced at Moon.


The Ute was looking down at his oversized rawhide boots. This was damned embarrassing.


Thats all, the old woman said in a weary voice. She wanted to go home. Her feet were cold, and she heard a faint ringing in her ears.


Parris got up from his chair; he squatted beside the old woman. He had come to understand her, as a son understands his mother. This visionwhat does it mean?


She blinked owlishly at him, then looked up at her big nephew. She could sense that Charlie Moon, despite his outward composure, was uneasy. Her nephew tried so hard to be a modern man, to think like the matukach. But in his soul he was still a Ute. Some who are of the People, and some who are not of the People, will die. And her voice was a hoarse whisper they wont die easy.


Moon got off the desk and shoved his thumbs under his heavy gun belt. He went to the window and looked at the sky. There was no sign of the red-tailed hawk, but a pair of acrobatic black grackles chased a hapless raven. A single leaf-shaped cloud floated on the westerly currents.


The old womans tone, as she spoke to Parris, was almost apologetic. I dont think you or Charlie can keep any of this from happening, but I thought I should tell you.


Parris frowned and put his hand over hers. Do you know who will die?


She enjoyed the warmth of his hand. No. I could not see their faces.


Faces. This made it real. Parris felt his skin prickle. Where will this happenwhen?


Daisy Perika leaned close to the matukach. She jerked her thumb over her shoulder, like a hitchhiker. Itll start up there, to the northwhere the wind always blows cold. The shaman closed her eyes tightly. And it wont be long in coming.


ANGELS CAF


A gusty September wind flung a mixture of chalk-dry dust and yellowed cottonwood leaves against the steamy window of the restaurant. Charlie Moon watched the dead leaves and was reminded of the approach of winter. It was time to haul firewood from the mountains. A cord of pion would be just the thing.


Scott Parris watched a thin blond waitress pour decaf coffee into his cup. He glanced across the table at the big Ute policeman. What dyou think?


Moon, having already put away his pot roast and boiled potatoes, had skewered a quarter of an apple pie with his fork and was sawing at it with one of Angels dull knives. Dont know what to think. He kept his eye on the pie. You know how Aunt Daisy is. She gets these funny notions sometimes, and wont let me alone. He put a forkful into his mouth. Mmmm, he said.


Troubles might come, Parris noted enviously, but Charlie Moon rarely lost his appetite. Or gained a pound. Damned annoying, thats what it was.



Moon sawed at another megabite of pie. The Ute knew his matukach friend took Aunt Daisys visions very seriously. They were much alike, this white man and the old woman. Sorry I brought you all the way down here for something like this.


No problem, Parris said. Its a relief to get away from the station for a few hours. He took a sip of the decaffeinated coffee, then added nondairy coffee whitener from a plastic dispenser and artificial sweetener from an inch-square paper envelope.


Moon swallowed the last bite of pie, a half cup of heavily sugared coffee, then looked over his cup at Scott Parris. I recall youre going to the Baja next week.


Yeah. Deep-sea fishing. Two wonderful weeks. And you should be going with me.


Id like that, the Ute said wistfully. But Im down to a couple of days vacation. Moon, who was sinking all his salary into his never-ending home construction effort, couldnt afford the price of the airline fare. If Scott knew this, hed buy the tickets himself. Even if he had to borrow the money. And claim they were bonus miles that hadnt cost him a dime. That just wouldnt do. If he could beat his friend out of the money in a few hands of pokerwell, that was another thing altogether.


Well, Ill miss you, Parris said. Too bad Moon didnt save up his vacation.


The Ute waved at Angel, who brought another slab of pie and the coffeepot. You oughta take Sweet Thing along.


Things pretty busy with her work. And Parris smiled faintly Anne says she doesnt care much for the odor of fish.


Though hed never met a pie he didnt like, the Ute inspected this new offering and found it satisfactory. She mustve been joking.


Dont think so. She said that fish stink. And theyre slimy. Women were strange and mysterious creatures.


You oughta ask that pretty woman to marry you. Then you could honeymoon down in Bajashe might turn into a fisherman herself.



I dont know Parris began. On the couple of occasions hed even hinted at marriage, Anne had gotten nervous. Changed the subject.


Scott Parris stared longingly at the Utes pie and wondered whether Angel stocked any low-fat desserts. With artificial sweetener. Fat chance.





When he was barely west of Pagosa Springs, Scott Parris pulled off Route 160 at a plush golf resort. He found a public telephone under a tall spruce. Parris stood in the enclosure and stared at the instrument. And listened to the muttering voices of his conflicting thoughts. Finally the chief of police picked up the telephone. He hesitated, grunted, and placed it back on the chrome hanger.


He closed his eyes and pictured the triangular sail of the fishing boat, the salt breeze, fresh fish roasting over an open campfire. It was a fuzzy pictureslipping away.


Parris grabbed the telephone receiver again, knowing what he must do. His stomach churned. He pressed O, waited for the operator, and gave her the number in Granite Creek. He listened, then jammed an assortment of coins in the slot.


A womans voice answered on the second ring. Worldwide Travel.


Hi. He identified himself. About my airline tickets for Baja Californiayeah, Santa Rosaliaand the hotel reservation He paused, remembering the shimmering blue-green waters. Black fins cutting the surface, the nylon line slicing the water. The solitude, and incomparable peace. But it was not like he had a choice. Not really. Not a year earlier, hed learned the hard waya warning from Daisy Perika was not to be taken lightly.


The travel agent was tapping impatiently on her telephone receiver with a long plastic fingernail. Tic. tic. tic. Are you there, Mr. Parris?


He closed his eyes and was almost surprised when he heard his voice. The whole trip. Cancel everything.


Now he heard the measured sound of tap-tapping on her computer keyboard.


Hotels no problem, Mr. Parris. But youll lose about three hundred and twenty-some dollars on the plane tickets, she reminded him. Those were a special purchase.


Oh shoot, he muttered. Childishly he kicked at the telephone booth, cracking the thin fiberglass sheet.


The travel agent was startled. What was that noise?


What noise? His big toe throbbed.


You sure you want to cancel those tickets?


Do it. He gritted his teeth.


Consider it done. The travel agent sighed. Too bad. Something come up?


Yeah, he said into the mouthpiece. Something came up.


Scott Parris hung up the phone and limped off toward the parking lot. He stopped by the old Volvo, shaded his eyes with one hand, and squinted toward the western horizon. The pale sun sinking into the blue mists had the warm patina of a polished disk of bone. Heavy clouds drifted in from the northwest; the smell of rain was a sweet perfume. The air was comfortably warm, almost balmy.


He shivered.
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UTAH, UINTAH AND OURAY RESERVATION
 SARAH FRANKS BEDROOM


THE END OF this day approachesthe western sky is a dusky gray hue, streaked with sooty smudges.


Sarah is not afraid. This child fears neither the night nor those shadowy things that scuttle about and mutter unintelligible threats under the cloak of darkness.


It was not always so. Before her third birthday, she had been frightened by many ordinary things.


The unexpected sound, the sudden movement, the unfamiliar form.


It might be the droning whine of a blue horsefly humming by her nose. The gray sagebrush lizard darting along an unpainted pine rafter over her bed. An eight-eyed topaz spider dancing upside down on an invisible web. The sudden crack of summer lightning, a crooked finger of fire touching the bristlecone pine by her bedroom window. Even the soft woolly worm, with sixty-six stubby legs treading upon her white cotton stocking. This would send the child clutching breathlessly at her mothers skirts.


But most of all, Sarah had dreaded the night and those nameless things that lurked in the darkness. It would begin at dusk with the haunting call of the horned owl, or the dry chirp of the Mormon cricket. Thenthere was the gloom of her little bedroom, which had been a walk-in pantry before her father had rented the small house. Here Sarah would watch misty shadows shimmering on the cracked plaster wall. She would hear small voices whisper warnings at the foot of her bed, and call upon her mother. After Mary Frank had kissed Sarah and left the room, the child would huddle under the quilt and repeat the memorized prayer over and over.




Now I lay me down to sleep


I pray the Lord my soul to keep




It had been almost two years earlier, on the evening before her third birthday. Shortly after her mother had tucked the covers under her feet, kissed her on the nose, and left the bedside. Sarah had dutifully recited the Now I Lay Me Down to Sleep a dozen times. The child knew that praying was asking God for something, but she wasnt so sure what she was asking for. Sarah had no idea what her soul was or how it would help her if God agreed to keep it. And keep it where? In a cigar box hidden in a dark closet? In an empty jelly jar upon some dusty shelf?


Then, as she huddled under the covers in a cramped fetal position, Sarah had remembered her exasperated fathers words. It was on that very day, when she had hung on his trouser leg and whined for attention because Mommy was busy in the kitchen. She had leaned backwards, stuck her tongue out, and made a noise at him. Aaaaaaahhhmmmaaahhhhh. Sarah recalled that she had been very young then, and silly.


Lissen, bunny. This was what Provo Frank called his little darling. When youve got somethin on your mind, dont beat around the bush about it. Just say what you want!


She hadnt understood the part about beating around a bush; shed never do such a dumb thing anyway. But the last statement had been clear enough.


I wannaI wannaummmmsit in your lapDad-deeeee.


Okay, sure. He had picked her up and she had leaned against his chest while he finished reading the newspaper. Daddy had even read the funnies to her. Charlie Brown and Lucy and Snoopy. And Dilbert with the turned-up tie and his chubby pooch, Dogbert. It was that simple; she had asked to sit in his laphe had granted her request.


That was the lesson she had learned on that day. You must tell big people exactly what you wanted. They didnt seem to know what she needed. This seemed odd, because Sarah often knew what her parents were feeling. The angerthe fearsthe longings. Sometimes she knew what they were about to say. But it had been a lesson well learned.


So later that night, the child had made a specific request. Sarah had asked God for a birthday present. For someone to come and sit by her all night while she slept.


The response to honest prayer may be subtle and unobtrusive, indeed may go almost unnoticed. And be a long time coming. Or the answer may be sudden and dramatic, like a flash of lightning bridging heaven to earth. But such childlike prayers are always heard. And requests are granted with the same divine extravagance that has sown the sweet brilliance of countless galaxies across this endless sea of space and time. Worlds and dangers and blessings beyond counting.


As the innocent waited expectantly for the heavenly guardian to appear at her bedside, she fell into a deep, dreamless slumber.


Later on that same night, the child had opened her eyes. Sarah may have been dreaming. She may have been awake. But it seemed that morning had surely comea warm light had flooded her little bedroom, lighting every dark corner. The tiny girl had rubbed her brown eyes and blinked in the multicolored brightnessand seen her lovely visitors. The child had tried to count them on her fingers, but it was not possible.


There were more than ten.





The twilight is thick around the house where the child lives; it flows like a fog over the low hills, settling into the shallow valleys. If you step outside, you can taste it. More than that, you can feel itroll up little bits of it between your finger and thumb.


Tonight, as the sun sets, Mary Frank vainly seeks comfort by switching on every light in the little house. As the outer darkness gathers, Marys chatter at her Ute husband becomes rapid, her laughter is quick and contrived. And she is startled by the thirsty lilac branch brushing against a windowpane, alarmed by the least breath of desert air kissing the nape of her neck.


Mary rubs her palms together; she watches the darkness gather at the window. She also watches her husband watch television. Provo Frank is absorbed by a rerun of The X-Files on a snowy screen; he yawns intermittently. In between yawns, he sucks on an amber bottle of Corona beer. He pauses in the middle of a swallow, cocks his head to listen. The Utes hearing is uncannily sharp. He mutters to his wife: Sounds like the little bunny wants her momma.


Now Mary hears the urgent call of a small voice. Filled with an unaccountable fear, the young mother launches herself from the couch and hurries to her daughters bedroom, pushing away absurd visions of rattlesnakes under the bed, of crimson rashes on soft skin, of vile kidnappers lurking at the window. She yanks a cotton string to switch on the bare sixty-watt bulb that dangles from the ceiling. Weak with relief to find her child safe, the mother exhales and whispers a prayer of gratitude.


Momma


Mary Frank puts her hands on her hips. She fakes a stern glare at the tiny girl who is propped up on her elbows, blinking at the bright light. The kitten sleeps near the bed, in a cardboard shoe box lined with an old dishrag.



What is it this time, Sarah?


Water, the child murmurs with a yawn. My kitty is thirsty.


Mary Frank sighs and shakes her head. But she is the childs mother.


She goes to fetch the water.





The sliver of moon sent a silver shaft through the windowpane to illuminate the face of the child. Its light, like the night air that drifted through a crack under the sill, was frigid.


Mary Frank knelt by the side of the bed and smiled at her daughter. Sarah sipped from the mug of water, hand-pumped and icy cold from the shallow well under the kitchen floor. The child seemed especially tiny on the feather mattress, but her eyes were large and luminous in the half-light.


Sarah looked up at the shadowy form of her mother, outlined by flickering blue illumination from the television screen in the next room. The child blinked; she was fascinated by the dancing particles of dust illuminated by this dim wedge of light that glowed through the doorway.


Her mother whispered, Its way past time you were asleep.


The tiny animal sleeping in the shoe box by the childs bed made a slight gasping sound.


Sarah leaned and put her hand on the warm fur; she could feel a ripple of delicate ribs as the creature breathed. Mr. Zigzagare you all right?


The skinny kitten, half-wrapped in the ragged dish towel, was unaware of her light caress.


Mary smiled. Its nothing to worry about. Hes just having a dream.


Kittens, of course, do dream their peculiar dreams. They dream dreams of other kittens to play with, of yipping puppies to hiss at, of tasty sardines to eat, of fat green grasshoppers to chase, and quite often they have nighttime visions of human beings. But upon occasion, they encounter unfamiliar, frightful creatures. Such imaginary beasts, of course, are well equipped with pointed tooth and hooked clawand these dreams are terrifying. Sometimes the dreaming kittens heart will stop beating. Forever.


This kittens legs jerked spasmodically, then moved in rhythm as if the fragile creature were running. Running away. The human beings in the bedroom could not have imagined the kittens strange experience in the dark world of feline dreams.


Your kitty is fine. Mary brushed a wisp of black hair away from her daughters face. You must close your eyes. Right now.


But Im not tired, Mommy. The little girl yawned.


It is a good thingto sleep. Marys own sleep had lately been troubled. She kissed her daughter on the forehead. Remember where good little girls go when they sleep?


Sarah smiled. Yes, Mommy She quoted her mothers words with robotic precision: When they sleep, good little girls go to visit with the angels. Now the child added her own fancy: And they have a picnic with the angels. And smell the pretty flowers, and play with yellow butterflies in the grassy meadow.


Yes. Angelsflowersbutterflies. Now, close your eyes.


In truth, Sarah had not seen the angels since that night before her third birthday. But the child could close her eyes and pretend that they were near. When she pretended very hard, it seemed that she could almost see them. And sometimes when she slept, Sarah would have childish visions of sweet outings with the angels. The little girl would dream of picnics in lush valleysof pink sugar cakes and orange sherbetof flitting golden butterflies and little birds that sang the sweetest songs.


Mary Frank was in no hurry to leave the bedside and go to her husband, who waited anxiously, drumming his fingers on the kitchen table. Provo had finally lost interest in the television drama and was eager to tell his wife more about his fantastic scheme. Typical of a Ute, she thought. He would talk about his plan endlessly, as if enough words could convince her that no harm could come of it. Good fortune would come to the family, he insisted. And to the People. His people, of course.


Her knees ached from kneeling; Mary sat down on the cold linoleum. The woman of the Tohono Ootam leaned her elbows on the bed. She cupped her chin in one hand and lightly touched her daughters forehead with the other. Mary sang the old lullaby in a gentle whisper:




Hush, my child


Lie still and slumber


Holy angels guard thy bed


Heavenly blessings without number


Gently fall upon thy head.




The childs tiny fist rubbed at her eyes. Now she was blinking, but straining hard to resist the elastic pull of sleep.


Mary pulled the worn cotton blanket up to Sarahs chin. Say your prayers.


The childs lips moved.




Now I lay me down to sleep


I pray the Lord my soul to keep.




Her mother had never taught her the final words of this prayer. But now the young woman said the words in her heart. For her daughter. And for herself.




If I should die before I wake




She swallowed hard




I pray the Lord my soul to take.




Mary waited. For one minute. Two.


Finally Sarahs eyes were shut. Her shallow breathing became regular. Only then did Mary Frank leave the childs bedside and go into the kitchen where her husband waited. First she would listen. Then perhaps she could talk him out of this folly he was set on.


She knew better, of course.



COLORADO, SOUTHERN UTE RESERVATION


In a few beats of her heart, it would be midnight. Daisy Perika was near enough to sleep that her limbs were becoming heavy, her breathing slow and labored.


In her dream the old shaman walked along the rocky bank of the Pios; the gentle breeze was sweet with the fragrance of wild asters. Her feet trod upon a worn path, and the path led to a quiet refuge. The cemetery. Daisy entered the place, shaded by great cottonwood and mountain ash, where the bones of many of the People rested.


The dreamer paused, sniffed at the crisp morning air. There was something more here than the scent of the flowers, of grass, even of the river itself. Yes. It was freshly turned earth. The shaman walked slowly to the edge of the little cemetery, to a spot under the outstretched limb of a small ash. Daisy Perika stood over the new grave. She puzzled at what she saw, why she had been brought to this place. It must be important, but there was nothing so unusual herejust a grave waiting for a tenant.


And then the shaman noticedthis was a very small grave.
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NORTHEAST UTAH


THE WORN TIRES of the old car whined on the lukewarm blacktop. Mary Frank wanted to look back, but could not. Everything behind them seemed a part of some distant, fading lifetime. Fort Duchesne, that sweet oasis of cottonwood trees and waving grass. The Ute tribal complex near Bottle Hollow, where she had a good job in the visitor reception center. And their small home, a government-issue box of plywood, aluminum siding, and faulty plumbing. She was filled with a desperate longing, a bittersweet nostalgia for that which was lost. These things were all barely a half dozen miles behind them, but already their reality seemed to have been swallowed up in the past, like yellowed photographs in an old family album. Familiar, yet foreign. And somehownever to be seen again.


The young woman shuddered and shrugged off these foolish, neurotic imaginings. They would have their annual vacation, visit her husbands old friends on the Southern Ute Reservation in Colorado. Then the little Frank family would return to their home in Utah. Mary glanced at the man she loved, who steered with two fingers on the wheel. Provo had an abundance of confidence. And an inexhaustible supply of enthusiasm for the future. He would not understand these worries that bedeviled her; he might even try to laugh them away. Whenever he did that, she wanted to choke him. Mary bit her lip and squinted through the sandblasted windshield at the vast landscape cleaved by the shining strip of US Route 40. The passing tourist might see only the security of the paved highway across the lonely desolation of the Uintah Basin. This woman of the Tohono Ootam saw a vast ocean of red soil, pockmarked by floating clumps of sage and saltbush. She glanced toward the south. A pair of angular limestone escarpments were cast adrift among the bluish waves of twilight. For a terrifying moment Mary was uncertainwas the old Jeep moving eastward along Route 40or were these gaunt white craft sailing westward across a rolling, bloodred sea?


Sarah Frank was sitting cross-legged in the rear seat, half-wrapped in a thin cotton blanket. She stared with childish rapture at the crimson sunset framed in the dust-streaked rear window of the Wagoneer. She whispered to her kitten. See, Mr. Zigzag, itll be night soon. Sarah hugged the warm animal close to her neck and affected a delicious shudder. When its real dark, the booger-manll come out to get you! She giggled; the kitten licked her ear with a sandpaper tongue.


The voices of her parents droned in the front seat; she turned to listen and held the kitten up so it could listen too. They were talking about taking a different route on this trip to southern Colorado.


Sarah could hear the tension of excitement in Daddys voice; he was moving his fingertip along a map her mother held under the glove compartment light. Well take a left on 191 at Vernal. Vernal! That was the town where the big brick building was. Inside were bones of dinosaurs. And just outside the brick building, standing very still in the grass under a tree, was the hairy elephant with the great sweep of white tuskswaiting for some careless child to come too close. Someday, Sarah promised herself, when she was big, she would summon up all her courage, and touch the great beasts matted leg.


The voices of her parents intruded once more into Sarahs consciousness. Mommy seemed worried.


I dont know, its so far out of the way. Mommy worried about lots of things. What will Sarah and I do while you go on youryour visit? It sounded better to call it a visit.


You and the bunny rabbit Provo Frank nodded backwards toward Sarah can stay in Bitter Springs for a day or two.


She put her hand on his knee. And you?


You know Ive got some business to do. A man to meet.


An anxious look spread over Marys dark features. And then?


Ill go to the place where he lives, he said with an air of mystery, to somewhere east of Eden.


Daddy laughed at this and Mommy shook her head, but Sarah didnt know why. Grown-ups were beyond understanding.


They passed a lone horseman on the shoulder of the road. Sarah waved. The rider waved back; the horse tossed its head.


Daddy, the child squealed, you know what I want for my birthday next month, when Im five years old? It was always best to tell Daddy what you wanted. Mommy always said we cant afford it or we have no place to keep it or itll eat us out of house and home or wait until youre older, Sarah.


Hmmmm Provo scratched his head thoughtfully and grinned at the reflection of his daughter in the rearview mirror. Let me look between your ears and see if I can figure it out. There was a long pause as he squinted with great concentration. Its pretty blamed dark there inside your head, lots of little gears and cogwheels turning. But wait a minute. Now I see something hairyhas four legsa tailand it smells bad. Could it be a billy goat?


No, she shrieked impatiently, its not a billy goat!


Well He scratched at his head. Is it maybea horse?


Daddy, she giggled, how did you know? But I dont want a great big horse. I want a little horse. White with brown spots. With big eyes and a tail that swishes and swats horseflies. She whispered into the kittens ear. You can ride on him too, Mr. Zigzag.


Provo chuckled. No problem, sweetheart. How about a saddle with Mexican silver?


I wont need a saddle, she said with that perfect confidence known only by children, just a pretty blue blanket on his back. Sarah rubbed her little fingertip along the crooked white mark on the black kittens head. With white zigzags. Sarah closed her eyesshe could see the dancing pony. And the blue blanket with white zigzags.


Her father sighed, as if a blanket were far more expensive than a saddle with Mexican silver. Well, a blanket it is, then.


Dont tease her. Mary frowned and slapped her husband on the arm. You know how she is; now well never hear the end of it.


The young Ute man laughed out loud. Maybe Im not teasing. He had big plans. Maybe he winked slyly at his wife things are gonna be better for us. If he pulled it off, he would be a big hero with the People. They would move down to Ignacio. There would be, at the very least, a steady job with the tribe. As time went by, there would be promotions. He lost himself in this fantasy. Someday, after a long while, he might even be elected tribal chairman. Provo Franks wide face broke out in an infectious grin. Mary leaned against his shoulder and sighed. The good woman closed her eyes and prayed for her husbands safety.


Sarah, satisfied with her maneuver, turned away to watch the last smear of crimson on the western horizon.


NeolaTabionaAltonahBluebell, the child sang softly to her kitten, UpalcoAltamontSpring GlenWhenwhenoh, when will I see you again?


The names of the Utah towns were pretty, like the alternating yellow and purple glass beads strung on her necklace. But when would she come back to see them again? Sarah closed her eyes tightly and tried to see her future. At first she saw only blackness, with tiny dots of flickering white lights. Gradually the child saw the familiar little windowand the curtain parting between today and tomorrow. Tomorrow morning, she saw herself sitting cross-legged, on a big bed with a thick orange quilt. She saw Mommy, bobby pins clenched in her teeth, combing her long black hair. This made the child smile. Then it was nightthen another day. She saw Daddy; he was very happyand Mommy was angry with Daddy. There were shoutsand Daddys cursesand Mommys tears. She tried to see the following day. Maybe they would be in Ignacio then. Maybe she would get to see Aunt Daisy. Aunt Daisy wasnt really her aunt, but Sarah pretended that she was. She tried hard to see what Mommy and Daddy were doing on the second day. The child was puzzledall was darkness, as if a black velvet curtain had been drawn across the small window she looked through.





The golden eagle circled, its hungry yellow-flecked eyes focused on the crest of the reddish mesa where the occasional small mammal darted among the junipers. The magnificent bird caught a thermal, soared upward, then folded its wings. Kwana-ci dived over the wide canyon to an altitude that was just above the crest of the mesa, then spread its wings to glide toward the brownish-red cliff. The bird flapped its wings three times to gain altitude. Focused on the center of predators retinas was a small gray form that moved in the shadow of a long-dead ponderosa log.


It seemed that the fate of the rabbit was sealed, but at the last moment the eagle was startled by the shrill cry that came from very near.


Kwana-ci caught a strong thermal and soared high over the mesa. The cottontail would live another day.



But for another harmless creature, time was running short.


BITTER SPRINGS, WYOMING 
THE CITY LIMITS MOTEL


Sarah sat cross-legged on the green carpet in front of the snowy television screen, munching on a cheese and mayonnaise sandwich. There was a game show on the TV. The pretty lady with long yellow hair was spinning a large red and black wheel. The wheel had words and numbers on it, but Sarah could not read the words or the big numbersshe had only memorized one through ten. And zero, but that didnt count, because zero meant nothing at all. Zero was a funny number, if you had zero gumdrops, you had no gumdrops at all. But Mommy had told her that if you put a one and a zero together, that was ten, as many fingers as on her hands or toes on her feet. It made little sense, but that was the way most grown-up things were. Mommy was walking back and forth, stopping sometimes to stare out the motel room window. When Mommy wasnt looking, Sarah tore a strip of processed cheese off the sandwich and gave it to Mr. Zigzag. The kitten lapped happily at the sticky white mayonnaise, then daintily bit off small chunks of cheese. Finally Mommy sat down on the bed and picked up a tattered magazine. Then she dropped the magazine and went to the bathroom and started to comb her long black hair and fix it with bobby pins.


Just outside, above the persistent hum of the wind in the eaves, there was the sound of tires crunching on gravel and the familiar chugging of the old brown car that Daddy drove. Sarah jumped up and ran to the motel window, but she could not quite see above the varnished wooden sill. She jumped up and down and when her head bobbed above the sill, Sarah could see Daddy getting out of the car. Mommy ran to the window; she had some black bobby pins still clenched between her teeth.


Oh, thank God, Mary Frank muttered through the bobby pins.



Sarah put the cheese sandwich on the floor, then clapped her hands. The child scooped the black kitten off the worn carpet and whispered into his ear. Daddy is back, Mr. Zigzag. Now everything will be alright again. The kitten, who flicked his tickled ear, seemed not to care in the least that Daddy had returned. Sarah waited near the door. When it opened, Daddy came in grinning. Mommy was not smiling. Daddy picked Sarah up and gave her a big hug. How is Daddys little bunny? She squealed and laughed. Daddy sat her on the bed, but she slid off and went to hug his leg.


Daddy tried to hug Mommy. But she backed away and said something. Daddy got very quiet. Then Mommy yelled at him, and he yelled back, and there were more shouts.


Sarah backed away; she sat down on the floor, in front of the big black television, and held her little hands over her ears. She watched someone win a pretty red car and tried to think only about the car and how happy the television people were. She wondered how they made the people and the car small enough to get them inside the television box. Her world was filled with such mysteries. The child heard only scraps of the harsh words that passed between Mommy and Daddy.


about time you got back


But I saw himgot what I wantedWell be out of here tonight.


Not till you pay the bill, we wontcheck was no goodMy Visa card was refused at the convenience storeWeve been sitting here eating cold sandwiches and drinking waterThe motel manager wants cash. Shell call the law if you try to sneak away.


Dammit, woman, I told you toIll make it goodA couple of phone calls and


Dont you dare swear in front of SarahMy father was right about youalways got either a dirty word or a beer bottle in your mouth


Well, you and your Papago pappy can just kiss my


And then Daddy slammed the door and was gone. Mommy went in the bathroom to weep.



Sarah wiped away her own tears. But at least it was quiet now. The child only wanted to go to sleep. And escape.


THE PYNK GARTER SALOON


The angry young man buttoned his thin denim jacket, pulled on a pair of unlined leather gloves, and spat a Ute curse against the icy wind. He wasnt quite sure what this curse meant, but it was a fine mouth-filling oath that hed often heard his grandmother use when her husband came home drunk, when a lamb died, or when she dropped an egg on the floor. He swore again, this time in English, at his hardheaded Papago wife, and then once more just for the hell of it. Provo Frank was feeling just a tad better; the cold air sliced at his lungs, but it also made him feel alive. Like a man who wouldnt be pushed around by his wife. He paused in the parking lot to get his bearings. The motel was situated just south of the first interstate exit for Bitter Springs, a spread-out high-plains town that didnt actually begin until a good piece to the east. Immediately to the south of the motel, there was a long rocky ridge; on its crest were a handful of stunted, wind-tortured pion, the only trees within miles. Unless somebody had planted a pine in Bitter Springs. To the south of this ridge, there was nothing but barren, wind-dried land. To the north, it wasnt much better. There was nothing to see but a long rolling plain that would eventually connect to the Wind River Range. Provo suddenly felt lonely, and wished he could go back inside the motel room. But he couldnt face Marys wrath, not just yet.


Not without some liquid fortification.


His Jeep Wagoneer was the only car in the lot. Except for the old Cadillac convertible that belonged to that sour bitch in the motel office. He swore again, this time at the nit-picking motel manager whod gotten so hot about the rubber check. Then once more at his wife. Dumb-assed woman, he muttered into the wind. She should have put her tribal paycheck into the checking account before they left Bottle Hollow, then the check he wrote wouldnt of bounced. Hardheaded, know-it-all Papago woman. Just like her pinch-faced father, thats what she was. He turned, squinting into the wind. The City Limits Motel was actually a half mile outside the city limits of Bitter Springs, Wyoming. He could see a soft glow of light off to the east. Provo wanted a drink, and he wanted it bad. He thought about driving into town, but when he was angry, he liked to work it off with a hard walk. He turned to the west and looked past the convenience store that had turned down Marys Visa card. He already knew they didnt carry liquor. Yesterday morning when hed got here, hed gone inside to pick up a six-pack of Coors, and they said they didnt have a liquor license. Stupid squirrel-brains. What kind of a dump didnt even sell beer and still called itself a convenience store? Ought to be some kind of law against itwrongful advertising or false labeling or something like that. But Provo remembered that there was a bar of some sort to the west, about two hundred yards past the convenience store. It had been closed when hed stopped by yesterday, but thatd been well before noon, and it was almost dark now. He leaned against the stiff wind and trudged to the north side of the motel parking lot; he could see a neon sign sputtering and winking on a tall pole in front of the bar. The Ute pointed his face westward, toward the beckoning pink and blue flashes, and after a few dozen paces he could just make out the sign. A blue neon leg with a high-heel shoe was kicking back and forth. When he was much closer he could see a flashing pink bow on the thigh of the shapely leg. The illuminated script below the leg said Pynk Garter Saloon.


Cute.


Some mom-and-pop operation, most likely. And theyll want to talk about the weather and such. Well, he thought glumly, itd have to do. He pulled off his right glove with his teeth, then felt in his pocket and found a few quarters.


The wind, which had shifted, was at his back nowhelping him alongurging him on this path.





The bar, like the motel, was almost deserted. The room was a long dark rectangle, illuminated by a single row of sixty-watt track lights over the bar, which neatly divided off a third of the cavernlike interior. A dozen battered wooden tables were scattered about; walnut-stained booths lined the wall opposite the bar. At the narrow end of the saloon were three doors. One was marked DAGWOOD, another BLONDIE. An artist with more enthusiasm than talent had painted pastel likenesses of those ageless, happy cartoon characters on the rest-room doors. Provo disapproved of such foolishness. A third door was painted with one wordPRIVATE.


At first the Ute thought he was alone with the overweight white man whose whole attention was focused on a greasy cheeseburger that sizzled on a crusty grill behind the bar. The short-order cook, who began to slice a large white onion with a gleaming Bowie knife, didnt bother to look up and acknowledge the presence of this prospective customer. Provo stood uncertainly, wondering whether he should return to the motel. He could stop by the convenience store, buy some Fritos and soft drinks. Mary would be feeling better by the time he got back; they could talk things outthen go to bedSarah would be sound asleep andYesmaybe hed just go back to his wife


Bam! The wind slammed the door behind him.


There was an almost feline movement in a dark corner near the door that was marked PRIVATE. A woman, also a matukach, got up from a table where shed been working at a crossword puzzle in the dim light. As tall as Provo, she had slender muscular arms, and shoulders that were broad for a woman. Her shining hair, black as his own, was done up in a single braid, much like the Utes. Her skin was milky white. This was not a woman who exposed herself to the Wyoming sun and wind. Her hips shifted under the black satin dress as she slowly made her way behind the bar. Not your regular mom-and-pop, Provo thought. But at least it was warm inside. Fatty didnt look like hed talk a man to death, and the woman in black wasnt hard to look at. Provo could smell the sweet, musky aroma of whiskey. The Utes spirits began to rise.


The woman lit a long filtered cigarette and placed it between her painted lips. Whatll it be? she said past the bobbling cigarette.



Provo parked his butt on a stool. So. How long you worked here?


I own the place.


Oh, he said.


She leaned her sharp elbows on the bar and blew a small puff of smoke in his face. Im Lizzie Pynk. She said it like hed have heard the name.


Oh, Provo said, recalling the name of the joint, like a pink garter.


I wear a pink garter on one leg. She smiled. Want to guess which leg, cowboy? Itll cost you twenty bucks to see if youre right.


Provo grinned crookedly. Later, maybe.


The woman in the black dress jerked her shoulder sideways to indicate the bartender-cook. Thats Sam.


Well, Provo said with a poker face, I can see how it works. Mr. Personality draws the customers inand you do all the real grunt work here.


It seemed that Fat Sam rolled one bloodshot eyeball at the customer, and kept the other focused on his work. The heavy man was slicing a hamburger bun with the Bowie knife; the heavy blade was razor-sharp.


Lizzie laughed. Youre cute. So whatll ya have?


Gimme a Coors. Provo felt in his jeans for the quarters.


The wind, which had shifted to the north, shook the wooden structure. Windows rattled like chattering teeth. Lizzie didnt seem to notice. You got it, cowboy. For a new customer, first drinks always on the house.


Then make it whiskey. The Ute grinned. Yessir, this was one first-class establishment.


Lizzie Pynk reached behind the counter for a dusty bottle; she poured a full measure into a shot glass.


Fat Sam snapped off a quarter of the greasy cheeseburger and began to exercise the heavy muscles in his jaw. Now both of his eyes were focused on the customer.


The Ute tossed back the whiskey and enjoyed the instant surge of warmth in his belly. Provo Frank promised himself to remember this place. Yessir. Anytime he was in the neighborhood, hed stop at the Pynk Garter Saloon.


But the Ute would never pass this way again.
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MARY FRANKS EYES were dry now. She had used two pillows to prop her daughter up on one of the beds; the black kitten was snuggled against the childs neck. Sarah watched the television, but her eyes were sleepy.


The little girl turned to look up at her mother, and was pleased. Mommy had put on her prettiest red dress! That meant that she and Daddy wouldnt be mad anymore when Daddy came back. They would hug, and kiss, and whisper, and laugh. And then theyd say, Sarah, its time you went to bed. And pretty soon theyd turn all the lights out. Sarah whispered in Mr. Zigzags ear and told him that everything would be alright now. The kitten seemed to understand; he licked at the childs chin with his sandpaper tongue.


The Papago woman turned away from the child and pulled the curtain aside. The sunset was no more than a whitish smudge on the horizon; a bank of low clouds was rolling in from the north. The wind, which had been steady, was now sighing and moaning in gusts. Like a woman in labor, she thought. Mary could hear a sharp pelting of sleet against the motel window, but she could not see the ice particles. The Wagoneer was still the only tourist car in the motel parking lot; Provo must have walked to the bar up the road. Well, he didnt have much cash, so he couldnt get very drunk. That this was the most positive view she could take of the situation suddenly hit the Papago woman, in an almost physical sense, in the pit of her stomach. What had become of her life? Daddy had been right. Shed been a fool to marry this big-talking, do-nothing Ute. Mary turned and looked at the little figure on the bed. Sarahs eyes were closing and then opening, valiantly attempting to fight off the inevitable victory of sleep. The wife and mother considered leaving her husband to start a new lifebut there was little Sarah, who loved her fatherso shed just have to make the best of it. At least for a while. Maybe when the child was a little olderShe turned back to the window and shrugged off the thought of leaving Provo.


Hed be back soon, anyway. Pretending nothing bad had happened between them. His mood would be softened by the alcohol, his mouth telling her hed take care of the motel bill tomorrow, his restless hands reaching out hopefully, then touching her. Hed be wanting to go to bed, of course. Despite her cold fury with her irresponsible husband, Mary smiled. Provo wasnt the best man a woman could have.


But he wasnt the worst, either.




Lizzie Pynk poured the second shot.


This one wasnt on the house. Provo took off his hat and ran his finger under the damp sweatband. Ahathere it was. He unfolded the one-hundred-dollar bill and dropped it on the bar with the casual air of a high roller.


Lizzie held the greenback between two scarlet fingernails, turning it over twice. It looked like the McCoy, all right. Interesting. So what line of work you in, cowboy?



Provo was about to say, I do some carpenter work, but that didnt sound quite good enough. The shabby Pynk Garter Saloon was glowing with the sweet fire of the whiskey in his belly; the reasonably attractive woman was beginning to look like one of those perfect ladies on the covers of the magazines he saw at the supermarket checkout counter. Jewelry, he said. I distribute a line of wholesale jewelry.


Jewelry, she said, as if the subject bored her. What kind?


Best kind, he said defensively. Got a case of silver and turquoise in my car. Handmade. Navajo. Zuni. Finest quality. Finest quality was a phrase hed heard on the radio just this morning, on the long drive back from the old mans shack. Provo tried to remember what the advertisement was pushing. Mobile homes, maybe. Or was it pork sausage? In the Wagoneer, he did have a cardboard box of trinkets. The silver was nickel or chrome plating over brass. The turquoise was fragment rejects from a factory in Jurez, or a cheap look-alike mineral from a quarry in Thailand.


Lizzie found a cotton cloth and polished a beer glass. Sounds like expensive stuff.


Damn right. Provo tossed back the shot of whiskey and paused to enjoy the lingering warmth as it went down. The best is always expensive.


You travel a lot, then? She pulled the dark braid over her shoulder and began to play with it. It reminded the Ute of a black snake.


Sure, he said with the assurance of an old pro. You got to go where the customers are. Denver. Chicago. Miami. From time to time Provo pitched his cheap Mexican knockoffs at flea markets in Arizona and New Mexico. Paleface tourists from Ohio and Michigan bought it by the pound.


You must be staying over at the City Limits, then. She had watched the man arrive from the window by her table; hed walked in, and the City Limits was the only motel within two miles.


Yeah.



Its slow this time of year. I guess you have the place pretty much to yourself.


He nodded. Coulda had any room I wanted.


Traveling alone?


Yeah. Alone.


Sounds lonesome.


Excuse me. Got to go relieve myself. He slid off the stool and looked around uncertainly.


Lizzie smiled. She pointed toward the door with the inane Dagwood profile.




His visit to the Dagwood rest room completed, Provo returned to his stool. There was a full shot glass on the bar in front of him; he looked around for the pretty woman.


The fat man spoke for the first time. That ones on the house.


He squinted to focus on the amber liquid in the shot glass. Whats this?


Our best stuff. He winked. Put lead in your pencil.


Oh. Provo blinked. WhereswhatzernameLizzie?


Fat Sam nodded toward the door with the small metal sign that said PRIVATE.


The wind was howling now; the frame building shuddered in the high gusts.


Damned wind, the Ute muttered.


We could get blowed clean away, the bartender said. Happens ever so often.


No shit, Provo said drunkenly. The fat man wanted to talk nowhe was even smiling. Provo had liked him better when he kept his mouth shut.


Sure, Fat Sam said without a hint of a smile. Two years ago this place was up in Washington state, smack in the middle of New Princeton.


Never heard of any Princeton. Provo took a sip of the drink.


Well, New Princetons a fine town. Did a fair business with the lake fishermen. Then a big storm blew in from the west. The bartender waved his arms. Wind plucked this place up like fuzz on a dandelion. Blowed us all the way over to Bozeman, Montana.


Bozeman, huh? Mustve been better for business.


Youd have thought so, Fat Sam said thoughtfully, but that wind set us down on a vacant lot in a Mormon neighborhood. Right next door to one of their churches. Way the zoning laws was set up, we couldnt sell no liquor atall. And Mormons arent fond of strong drink, anyhows.


Tough break for you, the Ute said.


You got that right. But come November the twelfth, there was a big norther blew in from Alberta, picked us up, brought us down here by Bitter Springs.


Provo looked around himself at the empty bar. Looks like pretty slim pickins around here too.


Fat Sam nodded. Yeah. But I expect businessll pick up when summer comes.


The Ute looked out a window into the darkness that seemed to go on forever. When does summer come around here? He drained the shot glass.


Fourth of July, they say. Generally lasts until the sixth.


Provo had lost the thread of the conversation. That last drink was a real slammer. His belly, which had been warmed by the first few shots of whiskey, was hot now, and his head was thumping inside. Dumb thing to do, he thought, drinking raw whiskey on an empty stomach. He put his hat on to shade his eyes from the blaze of the sixty-watt track lights, and fumbled in his coat pocket for the pack of cigarettes. This reminded him about the business hed come all the way up to Wyoming for in the fist place. Hed located the old man. And now he had what he wanted! His dumb-assed wife, with all her worrisome talk about bounced checks and unpaid bills, had almost made him forget about it.


He had to squint his eyes to see the bartender. I need to make a phone call.


Fat Sam pointed to a dark corner near the entrance. Pay phones over there.


Provo got up and headed toward the booth. This was going to be a private conversation, with a very important man. He leaned against the varnished paneling and pulled the
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