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Chico saw Billy walking up to his car home; he was sitting in the back, and nodded toward Billy’s blackened eye when Billy got closer.  “How’s everything in town?” he questioned with a slight smirk on his face.  It was evident to him where Billy had been.  

“Fine,” Billy answered without elaboration.

“See anyone there I know?” Chico questioned with a slight sense of sarcasm.  He’d been on many of Billy’s forays to Lonesome Gulch.

“No one you’d want to see,” Billy answered coyly.  “All white people.”

“Didn’t bring any back with you?”

“They all got away,” Billy chuckled slightly.

“Best thing for them,” Chico acknowledged.

"How're you doin'?" Billy tried to divert the attention from his slightly swollen eye.  It was darker than it had been the day before.

"Good," Chico replied nonchalantly, lifting his bottle of cheap wine in the air.  He was sitting in the back seat of his Chevy, sipping on the bottle.  The windows that weren't broken out were rolled down, as it was getting hot under the late, morning August sun.  "Want some red?" Chico asked as he held up his near-empty bottle in Billy's direction.

“No thanks,” Billy answered.  He took his pint of whiskey out of his back pocket and held it towards Chico in silent question.  Chico held up his hand to say no and pointed towards his bottle of red wine.  Billy nodded in acknowledgment and then tilted the pint to his lips for a slow sip, not the first of the day.  He then put the pint back in his pocket contemplatively, shuddering slightly as he ran the back of his shirt sleeve across his mouth.  “White man's poison," he affirmed.  "Tastes like turpentine."

Chico pushed the door to his car home open to get out.  The failing door hinges screeched and fought against being opened, to then screech again in resistance to being closed.  Chico looked at the door briefly and then left it partly open, deciding against forcing it closed.  “Got to fix that someday,” he said as if he really would.  “The other three doors work good, though,” he surmised.  “That’s all I need.”  He swayed slightly before steadying himself against the car, patting it quietly and affectionately with his free hand.

The back seat of the car was where he slept.  On the floor were his clothes; clothes that had been slept in and not washed often enough.  What food he had was stored on the ledge beneath the back window, one of the few windows that wasn’t broken out.  In the front seat was a mix of belongings, some useful, some not.  The keys to the car hung in the ignition where they had been ever since it ran out of gas.  The gear shift was still in neutral, where Lonesome Bear Charlie had put it so they could push the car out of the way of any traffic that might come by on the lonely dirt back road.  Lonesome Bear Charlie was privately disturbed by what had become of his car; it was now a wreck after having only run out of gas, but he said nothing of this to Chico.

It disturbed Billy whenever he looked at what had become of his longtime friend.  His existence was wretched at best and seemingly irreversible.  Billy contemplated this as he watched Chico hold up his nearly empty bottle of wine in a toast to his car home.  He took the last long draw on his bottle to finish it off and then saluted the car.  "What a fine home," he slurred.  "Thank you, Lonesome Bear," he said, as he dropped his salute.  The early morning wine had already taken its hold.

Billy continued to look upon Chico and his car home as Chico walked to the back of it and opened the trunk, rummaging through it for another bottle of wine.  Lonesome Bear Charlie hadn’t intended for Chico to move into the car and turn it into a wreck at the time he gave it to him.  It had merely run out of gas, and Lonesome Bear had simply used that as an excuse to give the car to Chico.  He wanted to help his half-breed friend, who always seemed to need all the help he could get.  Now, all four tires of the car were flat, most of the windows were broken out, and the engine no longer ran.

Lonesome Bear Charlie never said anything about what happened to his car to Chico, but in the past, he had expressed his displeasure to Billy.  But it was Chico’s car now, Lonesome Bear Charlie conceded, to do with as he pleased, and that is what Chico did.  In the winter, he used cardboard to replace the broken-out windows; an explanation as to how they had become broken was never forthcoming, and, at times, he would cover the entire car with tarps to keep out the blowing snow.  Mostly, he didn't live in his car in the winter; it was his summer home, he said.  He survived the winters, instead, by staying with friends, those who would allow him their couch or a place on their floor to sleep.  Billy was one of those, as was Lonesome Bear Charlie.

Chico found a half-full bottle of old wine in the trunk of the car, to his surprise, and returned to stand beside Billy.  Both stood looking at the wreck he had created, each becoming engrossed in their thoughts, Chico of his alcoholic parents who left him to fend for himself at an early age, and Billy of all that their people had lost in the last hundred years.  It was 1972.  Only ninety-six years earlier, his Lakota people, with the Cheyenne, had defeated General George Armstrong Custer at the Battle of the Little Bighorn.  Now they lived in a poverty that wasn’t of their making.

The newly formed nation, only one hundred years old at the time, called the United States of America, had unleashed all of its fury on the Lakota and Cheyenne for their massacre of General Custer and his soldiers, even though his attack upon them was unprovoked.  Without warrant, the government of this new nation ordered that all of the Sioux and Cheyenne were to be placed on reservations of the government's choosing, whether the Indians wanted to live there or not.  No longer would they be allowed to roam free or live as they chose, and the government used its superior military might to enforce those orders.  Most importantly to the white man, there was gold in the Black Hills, ready for the taking, gold on land sacred to the Lakota, where they would no longer be allowed to go.

Lost in these thoughts, Billy didn’t see or hear Jumping Bear coming up the road behind him.  Jumping Bear greeted Chico with a silent smile and nod, and then tapped Billy on the shoulder, giving Billy a start.  Reliving their people's losses, Billy whirled around in anger.

“Whoa, Billy,” Jumping Bear exclaimed as he jumped back, not expecting Billy’s reaction.  "It's just me," he said as his broad, easy smile spread across the chiseled features of his face.  

In his mid-twenties, like Chico and Billy, Jumping Bear carried himself as if he had no cares or worries, his eyes alive with self-assurance.  Surveying Billy’s eye, his smile turned to a slight grin.  “You alright?” he questioned Billy.  Jumping Bear knew black eyes were nothing out of the ordinary for Billy.

“Ya, I’m fine,” Billy answered solemnly.  He shifted his weight on his feet uneasily, not wanting the attention on his eye.  “You jus’ took me by surprise,” he said in justification for his startled reaction to Jumping Bear’s arrival.  Jumping Bear was a good friend to have, Billy considered as he looked upon his friend.  He could use more like him.

"What's going on?" Jumping Bear casually asked both Billy and Chico.  He already knew about Billy's latest fight in town; word traveled fast on Whispering Rock Reservation.  Jumping Bear had spent plenty of nights in jail with Billy because of fights they'd been involved in together.  Jumping Bear didn’t much see the sense in it anymore, however.  Their fights with the locals in Lonesome Gulch only made matters worse, he now understood, something Billy didn’t seem to care about.

“Care for some red?” Chico questioned Jumping Bear, as he held up his newfound half-full bottle of wine that tasted like vinegar.

"Why not?" Jumping Bear responded as he took the bottle from Chico.  He didn't care that much for wine, but took a slow sip from the bottle, and then wiped his mouth clean with the sleeve of his shirt before handing the bottle back to his friend.  The cuff of his blue denim shirt was worn thin and frayed, bearing witness to his bachelorhood.  A slight expression of displeasure spread across his face.  "That's some bad stuff, Chico," he told Chico, with a grimace and low laugh.  "Where'd you get that rot?" he questioned, still grimacing.  "You try any of that?" he turned to Billy in question.

“Nope,” Billy returned with a smile, pulling his pint from his back pocket.  “Here, try some of this,” he said, as he handed the pint to Jumping Bear.  “Clean that bad taste out of your mouth,” he laughed as he looked at Chico.

“Sure,” Jumping Bear replied.  Carefully, he unscrewed the cap and put the pint to his lips, sipping the whiskey slowly.  “Now that’s some good stuff,” he said as he turned to Chico, holding the bottle out, and asked, “Want some of this?”  The grimace from the harsh taste crept across his face, even though he tried to hide it.  “Ow,” he exclaimed quietly as he looked at Billy with distaste.  “That shit tastes like kerosene!”

“It is kerosene,” Billy laughed, “that’s why I gave it to you.”

Chico laughed at Jumping Bear as he held his bottle of wine up again.  “You want some more of this.  It’s not that bad,” he said in its defense.  Life on the Great Plains wasn’t easy, and to Chico’s way of thinking, anything that helped kill the pain was alright with him.  He was too young to care about the consequences.

“No, it is bad,” Jumping Bear laughed, “but no worse than that shit Billy’s drinking.”  

Chico smiled in agreement with Jumping Bear.  The two stood together, Chico loose and skinny, his pants barely able to cling to his hips, beside the taller and lean Jumping Bear.  Billy was the stoutest of the three, more muscular and taller than even Jumping Bear.  They laughed together, three good friends, a bond that had been formed early in life.

"What you two doing today?" Jumping Bear asked Chico and Billy.  He reflected on their friendship as he looked at the two.  They were three young men with little income and a lot of time on their hands.  There were few jobs for them on the reservation, and they did whatever they could pick up, which wasn’t much.

Billy didn't hear Jumping Bear's question.  He had drifted off in his thoughts to the day before, running through his mind one more time his fight in the Wild Horse Saloon.  Bart, the bartender, had told him to go away when he first saw Billy coming through the doors, but it was a long walk into town, and Billy had it on his mind to finish what he came for, a good fight.

Bart was in the far corner of the bar washing beer glasses when Billy burst through the doors to the saloon, fueled by the whiskey he’d been drinking on his long walk to Lonesome Gulch.  Bart had loudly told Billy again to go away, that no one there wanted trouble, but it had done no good; Billy had already seen the three young ranch hands sitting at the end of the bar and recognized them as having slandered him in the past.  As Billy approached the three, he heard what he expected: comments about his long hair accompanied by the words "war hoop."  Billy had exploded, charging the three on the run.  The first he had hit was Lanky, the closest, knocking him into the ranch hand sitting in the middle.  Falling back into his fellow worker, Lanky had thrown his arm up to catch his balance, hitting Billy in the eye with the beer mug he still grasped, giving Billy his burgeoning black eye.

Billy had pummeled Lanky viciously, throwing him to the floor before he had started on the second ranch hand, pinning him to the bar with a barrage of thrown fists.  But it had done him no good; Sheriff John Williams had come in through the back door to the saloon and clubbed Billy from behind with his nightstick.  Billy had dropped to his knees unconscious, his business with the three ranch hands unfinished.  Billy was on his way to Sheriff John Williams’ jail for the night once again.

"What you doin' today?" Jumping Bear asked again, seeing that Billy was lost in his thoughts.

"Huh, what?" Billy questioned.  He rubbed the back of his head subconsciously.  Sheriff John Williams had hit him pretty hard, leaving an unseen bump, the worst he'd gotten hurt in that fight.  He was thinking about how fair John Williams always was with him despite the trouble he caused his department.

It was for the wrongs done to his people that Billy fought, and it was for this that Sheriff John Williams respected him.  Sheriff John Williams understood the plight of the Lakota people, and he knew that Billy was proud of his heritage, which he defended.  John had even spoken out for the rights of the Sioux in the past, but it had nearly cost him his job the following year when he came up for re-election.  His opponent called him a sympathizer and said John Williams was soft on crime, a strong charge in South Dakota, especially in the hard-bitten county which was his jurisdiction.

Sheriff John Williams was now more careful about what he said and did; despite his understanding and sentiments, he was a middle-aged man with a wife and child to support.  All of John's family and friends lived in the surrounding area, and he didn't want to go elsewhere to live and find work.  Coupled with that, police work was all he knew, and he felt that he was too old to start over doing something else around Lonesome Gulch.

“Oh ya,” Billy mumbled as he stumbled out of his thoughts, still rubbing the back of his head.  “Going to see Old Smoke.  You want to come along?”

“Sure,” Jumping Bear answered without hesitation.  He looked out at the grassy prairie surrounding them.  He had nothing much else to do this day other than attend to his ladies.

“How about you, Chico?” Billy asked Chico, as he watched him throw a rock at an empty wine bottle he had placed on top of his car home.

"Definitely," Chico answered, as he watched the rock skip across the top of the car, missing the wine bottle completely.  He hiked up his jeans, untied the piece of rope that was strung through the belt loops, and retied it tighter.  "Definitely," he said again, as he tucked in the tan cotton shirt that clung loosely to his thin body.  He readjusted his pants, which were too big in the waist and too long in the legs, and then stuck his new old half-empty bottle of vinegar wine in the back pocket to tighten the fit.

“Let’s go then,” Billy said affirmatively.  His mood was lightened.

"Definitely," Chico said again, nodding in agreement.  He was always glad for the opportunity to visit Old Smoke, a man who stood out from all others.  A man who never judged him by what he didn't own, or discriminated against him because he was half-Mexican and drank too much, as some of the others on the reservation did.  It was to his mother’s Lakota blood that he clung, even though she had turned to alcohol to numb the desperation of her life on the reservation.

*     *     *
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This was many summers ago, a summer not unlike the others that had gone before it, but, for Billy Bad Feather, one to become unknowingly different.  He was the descendant of an ancient race of people whose land and way of life had been stolen from them by Europeans, and the anger of that loss burned deep within him.  It was an anger that he couldn't rid himself of, despite his wife's pleas.

Sonja Pretty Flower questioned Billy ceaselessly as to how he thought he could rid their land of the white man when their Lakota tribe, at the height of its power, had been unable to do so.  The flow of white intruders into their land had been unstoppable at a time when their nation had been at its strongest; Sonja Pretty Flower often repeated her pleas to her husband, but he couldn't listen.  What Crazy Horse and Sitting Bull had been unable to do with their hundreds of warriors, she questioned, he would do single handedly?  She didn't think so.

Billy had no answer for his loving wife about being unable to reconsider his actions.  For him, it was to fight.  Theirs was a warrior society, and he was the direct descendant of a long line of warriors.  He had no other choice than to fight, as he saw it, and it was to the nearby town of Lonesome Gulch where he took it.  There, he was known as a “bad Indian.”  Even the other Indians who hung around Lonesome Gulch wanted nothing to do with Billy, something which reinforced his anger.  To him, they were weak for not fighting against this unjust doom that had overtaken their people.

This was just another day when he returned from a night in jail, one in a line of many; after one more fight in town, a fight which he had provoked.  Upon his return, Billy faced Sonja Pretty Flower’s displeasure with him for leaving her and Little Billy alone all night, and for what reason?  To fight a fight he couldn’t win the way he was going about it?  Even if he had a band of warriors, he couldn’t overcome the white man and his laws with violence, Sonja knew.  She was troubled by the path her husband was on.  She feared it would lead to the same end her father had found, but there seemed to be little she could do to divert him from this path.  He didn’t seem to have the capacity to alter his anger over their people’s losses, however futile his fights against them were.

Billy was a restless soul, Sonja knew, much like her father had been, the father she’d never really known.  He’d died when she was quite young, but her mother, Martha Crow Wing, told her of Joe Jack Elk.  He was what the authorities called an “agitator.”  A “bad Indian,” the kind they didn’t like, which was what had led to his questionable arrest and subsequent death.  It was in prison that Joe Jack Elk had died.  Those who were in the know said his death was arranged.  He had been stabbed repeatedly in the showers by an inmate, who, soon after, was paroled early for good behavior.

Anxiously, Billy had faced Sonja’s unhappiness with him.  It bothered him immensely that she was disappointed with him, but he was driven by a force that he couldn’t seem to control, not even to please the one he loved.  Sonja was a wonderful woman, and Billy knew he was lucky to have her as his wife.  At times, he feared he would lose her to his warlike ways, and this was one of those times.  To appease her, Billy had told Sonja he would go to see Old Smoke, their tribe’s holy man, something she always encouraged him to do.  Sonja believed Old Smoke could help Billy, guide him away from his destructive behavior and towards a constructive peace.

Sonja knew, however, that to little or no avail, Old Smoke would tell Billy there was no good to come of his fights in Lonesome Gulch, or anywhere else, for that matter.  She also knew Billy would answer that it was the only solace he could find to confront the wrongs done to their people.  Old Smoke would disagree with Billy; their only way forward was peace, he would counsel, to Billy’s deaf ears; their path of war was long past and had been lost.

What Billy liked about his visits with Old Smoke, however, were the stories he told; stories of how their people had once lived on these Great Plains, free as the Great Spirit had intended for them to live.  They had roamed freely then and had all they needed, food and clothing and shelter, and a way of life they loved.  It was this that bothered Billy the most, since they now existed in impoverished conditions that had been thrust upon them by the white man.  Their way of life had been destroyed, and they lived in ruin on a small portion of all the land that had once been their homeland.  Most of the time, they were hungry and in need.  Billy couldn’t bring himself to accept these terms and brought his anger and fight against it to Lonesome Gulch.  A fight that was fueled by the white man’s poison, whiskey.

To curry Sonja’s favor, Billy had told her he would stop and see if Chico wanted to go to Old Smoke's with him.  He knew she liked the fact that he looked after his longtime friend.  He and Chico had known each other since their early years as children and had been close ever since.  Being the bigger and stronger of the two, Billy was something of a protector for his smaller friend, who was often picked on for being a half-breed.  Chico now lived in his car.  It didn't run, but Chico lived in it anyway.  Lonesome Bear Charlie had given it to Chico one day when it ran out of gas.  They were riding around in the '54 Chevy together, and when it had run out of gas, they pushed it off to the side of the dirt road and into the brush.  That was when Lonesome Bear Charlie gave it to Chico, and where Chico now lived.

He would take Chico some food, Billy had told Sonja, something to soak up the cheap red wine he now lived on.  Chico had been drinking wine ever since Billy had known him, even when they were children in grade school.  Neither full-blooded Lakota nor Mexican, Chico was caught between two races, neither of which seemed to want him.  To Chico, it seemed he was damned since before birth by his two alcoholic parents, who themselves felt cursed from their birth.  Chico grew up an orphan in his own home, even before his father went back to Mexico.

*     *     *
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The three young men took off on their walk down the long and dusty road that would eventually take them to the trail that led to Old Smoke's cabin.  They talked of events in their lives as they went.  Jumping Bear had love interests across the reservation, affable and handsome, he was always in demand.  Chico's existence spun around his wine, red or not; he was always concerned about running out.  Billy's thoughts remained on his people's losses of the past and their plight, which he couldn't accept.

“Someone should buy a car,” Chico interjected as they walked along.  They were beginning to tire of the walk in the hot sun and dust.  He was thinking of his friend, Bobby Big Buffalo, who always seemed to have wine.  He had a car.  “We’d get there a lot faster,” he surmised.  He wondered where Bobby Big Buffalo got all his wine.  A source who had access to stolen goods?  A car would be good for that.

“Who needs a car?” Jumping Bear responded.  Some of the women he knew had cars.  They were always willing to give him a ride to their home, or his, or anywhere else he wanted to go.  What he wanted was a horse, one that could take him where cars couldn’t go.

“You’ve got a car...Chico,” Billy said to Chico with a slight hint of irony.

“What?” Chico questioned blankly.  He searched his mind for a car.  There was none.  “I don’t have a car,” he responded in puzzlement to Billy’s statement.

“Yes, you do,” Billy smiled to himself.  “And it ran when Lonesome Bear Charlie gave it to you,” he added without accusation.

“Oh, ya,” Chico responded.  He didn’t think of his home as a car.  “No, it didn’t either run when Lonesome Bear Charlie gave it to me,” he defended himself.

“Yes, it did, Chico,” Billy insisted, glancing at Jumping Bear.  Was he following this?

“No, it didn’t,” Chico repeated.  “It was out of gas.”

“Oh...well...then,” Billy returned as he shook his head and threw his hands in the air.  “I guess you’re right then, it didn’t run,” he laughed, as did Jumping Bear.

Down the dusty road, they continued, kicking rocks and stones as they went.  Billy was thinking again about his fight in town, not his last, he reckoned, far from his first.  He was glad Deputy Jim Barnes hadn't been the one to catch him in the Wild Horse Saloon.  Jim Barnes was the bad cop of the county, the one most of the ranchers and farmers in the area supported.

Deputy Jim Barnes hated Indians and was well known for the beatings he delivered to those who were unfortunate enough to fall into his custody when no witnesses were around.  He was the antithesis of Sheriff John Williams, who wanted to get rid of him, but couldn’t because of the money and political clout Jim Barnes’ supporters provided him.  There was even talk among some of Jim Barnes’ supporters that he should run against John Williams, giving them complete control over the county, and what they saw as the “Indian Problem.”

Billy especially disliked men like Jim Barnes, men with power who abused it.  Billy had fallen into Deputy Barnes’ hands once in a locked room with no witnesses around.  Deputy Barnes had taken to beating Billy while he was handcuffed, but in the ensuing struggle, one of the cuffs, which wasn't secure, came loose, and Billy lashed Jim severely with the flailing cuff, cutting him around the face and neck brutally.  Billy escaped Jim Barnes by breaking the locked door, but Jim Barnes was too bloodied to pursue, letting him go.  There were never any explanations on Jim Barnes’ part as to how his face had become so cruelly slashed, not even to his wife, Cheryl, who wasn’t a supporter of Jim’s method of upholding the law, whether it was applied to Indians or whites, either one.  Ever after that day, Jim Barnes took a careful and wide berth around Billy, as did Billy him.  Avoidance, hostility, and violence were their bond.

“Where you at?” Jumping Bear questioned Billy, seeing he was lost in his thoughts.

Jumping Bear’s questions startled Billy back to reality.  “Oh, nothing, nowhere,” he stammered.  “Just thinking about our good friend, Jim Barnes.”

“Oh, ya, that son-of-a bitch,” Chico interceded.  “I sure hope nothing bad happens to him, like he suddenly disappears, or something.”

"Ya, that'd be a shame," Billy agreed.  "You know who they'd come looking for first," he added.

“They’d come straight to the rez,” Chico said.

“For good reason,” Jumping Bear stated.

Silence overtook the three again as they continued on their trek.  It took nearly two hours of walking before they came to the trail, which led off the dirt road to Old Smoke's home.  The trail wound through small valleys and across grassy hillsides before coming to the base of the high plateau where Old Smoke's small cabin stood on a slight rise of land.  The cabin looked out over the great expanse of prairie which spread before it, appearing as a sentinel that was protected by that which it guarded.  A canyon cut back into the plateau behind Old Smoke's cabin, out of which a small stream wandered into the prairie, a vast sea of grass that flowed in waves before the calming breeze.

Old Smoke lived by himself in his small cabin, a home simply built of logs in the style of the immigrants who had settled in this region years before.  It had endured all the weather the Great Plains could deliver down through the years, protecting Old Smoke in the process.  Simple but functional and comfortable, it was composed of one large room which served as the kitchen and living area, with a side room where Old Smoke slept.  On the walls hung the trappings of his life, items essential to his survival in this harsh environment.

A man of the old days, Old Smoke had grown up on the reservation in the ways of the old ones.  Even though the white agents had insisted that all children attend the white man’s schools, where they dressed in uniforms, their hair was cut, and they weren’t allowed to speak their native language, Old Smoke didn’t attend.  He had been hidden away by his mother and father and taught by them and the elders of their tribe as to the Lakota's way of life.

Old Smoke stood in his doorway and greeted the young men as they arrived, as if he had known they were coming long before they got there.  Smiling through aged and squinting eyes, he acknowledged each one of them personally; he knew them well, perhaps better than they understood.  After greetings, Old Smoke ushered them inside, seating them around the perimeter of his small living room before settling into his chair.  His dog stirred only long enough to get out of the way of the three, going back to sleep after finding a new place of comfort.  She was used to frequent visitors, visitors who sought the counsel of Old Smoke.

“What brings you three here?” Old Smoke questioned, once they were settled in their chairs, directing his inquiry to all three of them.  Visitors always came to see him for a reason, usually for advice or help with the problems of their lives.

"No reason in particular," Billy responded for the three of them.  It had been his idea to visit Old Smoke to appease his wife, Sonja Pretty Flower, but he didn’t have a distinct purpose in mind.

“I see you’ve been to town,” Old Smoke said to Billy, looking at his blackened and swollen eye.  He knew the turmoil that brewed inside this young man.

"Yes," Billy answered quietly, "that's right."  He didn't want to talk about it, but responded to Old Smoke's question with the respect he reserved for this holy man of their Oglala tribe.  "How have you been?" Billy then questioned, wanting to divert the attention from himself.

“My health is good,” Old Smoke answered.  “I don’t go to town very often anymore,” he added with a smile and glint of wisdom in his eyes.  He had been to town too often in his youth.

Jumping Bear chuckled to himself.  He knew what Old Smoke was saying.  So did Billy, but he let it go.  He and Old Smoke had had many conversations in the past about that subject, and they didn't agree with one another over how to deal with the white race.  In his old age, Old Smoke now spoke for peace; Billy was young and full of fight.

"All that I want is right here," Old Smoke continued, as he motioned at the land and sky that could be seen out the windows of his kitchen and living room.  From his cabin, the expanse of the prairie and blue sky before them seemed endless.  Old Smoke stared off into the distance.  Yes, he'd been young once and had felt the same then as Billy now did, but time had taught him otherwise.

Jumping Bear could see it coming; so did Chico.  They both knew Billy only too well; he couldn't hold his thoughts.

“All I want is what’s ours,” Billy returned, his voice a little elevated now.  He knew what Old Smoke was trying to tell him.

“Yes, I know,” Old Smoke answered solemnly, wanting to calm Billy.  They had talked about the loss of their land and way of life many times before.  “It is in the Great Spirit’s time when our nation will regain its losses,” he said with a tone of finality.  He believed it was an issue greater than them, and nothing more needed to be said about it.

Billy didn’t have the patience for waiting.  He wanted change.  “Are we to do nothing?” he questioned, lowering his voice in inquisition.

Old Smoke sat in thought without answering.

“The Black Hills were taken from us illegally,” Billy broached the subject that upset him the most.  “They belong to us,” he said with emphasis, as he had done so often in past conversations with Old Smoke.

Old Smoke knew this was true; they had discussed it many times in the past.  He knew, as well, that this was central to Billy's concerns, but he saw it as fate; it was part of the coming of the white man.  All of this had been foretold before it happened.

"That's true," Old Smoke agreed, "the Black Hills do belong to us."  And it was true.  The Black Hills, their sacred land, had been taken from their people illegally against the terms of their treaties, only one of the many indignities they suffered after being forced onto reservations.

“Once all the people were on reservations,” Billy prosecuted his case once again, “the government threatened to withhold food rations until the people signed a new treaty giving up the Black Hills.”  He was becoming agitated now.  “They threatened to starve the people, all of them, women and children!” his voice raised.  “And this after they killed all the buffalo so our people could no longer support themselves.”  The thought of this angered him even more.

“I know,” Old Smoke answered.  He was the one who had originally told Billy about many of these injustices.  “Those are the government’s bad deeds, not ours.”

Old Smoke's comment only exasperated Billy.  He threw up his hands and sank back in his chair.  What could he say, he thought to himself.  Old Smoke could think like that; he was old and saw with far-looking eyes.  He was young and wanted change.

“Listen to me,” Old Smoke said quietly to the three, “there were holy men in the old times who saw the coming of the white man long before they arrived in our land.  These holy men had seen that our nation would lose its land and way of life to these strange men, and that bad times would beset our people.”

Billy squirmed in his chair.  He wasn't comforted by this, only more distressed.  He wanted their land back and their own life.  “Why is that?” he wanted to know.

“Fate,” Old Smoke answered succinctly before continuing.  “Black Elk, Crazy Horse’s cousin, told of the holy man who long ago had the vision of our people living in square gray boxes, and starving.  It came to pass in Black Elk’s time.”

The three young men knew Black Elk
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