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And all my days are trances,


And all my nightly dreams


Are where thy gray eye glances,


And where thy footstep gleams


In what ethereal dances,


By what eternal streams.


EDGAR ALLAN POE, from To One in Paradise



It is not known how many days the dance will last. It is like an angel comes and stands by his bed while he is sleeping and tells him he should be Sun Dance Chief, and tells him how he should run the dance, and how long it should be.


ANNE M. SMITH, Ethnography of the Northern Utes
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SCOTT PARRIS WAS no longer dreaming, though the setting was
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WYOMING
 SHOSHONE RESERVATION
 IN SIGHT OF CROWHEART BUTTE


IT IS THE final day.


Almost the eleventh hour.


Far overheadunseen by mortal eyethe hawk circles slowly. And waits.


On the parched plain below, encircled in a dry embrace of willow bones, is the annual ritualthe acceptance of pain.


Here are men with numb, heavy legsblistered, bleeding feet padding on sun-baked earthswollen tongues whisper prayers for healingfor the fleshfor the soul.


In this placemen launch quests for visions.


Somemake fatal decisions.


It is the Sun Dance.


In the center of the enchanted circle stands the sacred tree.


With patient monotony, the Cheyenne drummers thump the taut rawhide.


The crippled Paiute singer wails his tales of times when animals walked and talked like men.



On the first day, there were sixteen enthusiastic dancers. Now, a trio of weary men shuffle their feet and sweatand bleed.


Joseph Markhis brothers of the Blue Corn Clan call him the Sparrowis the last Shoshone still able to stand before the consecrated tree.


Only these dancers remain with the Sparrow: the hatchet-faced Sioux and the skinny white man.


The other Shoshones have spent all the strength that was in themand then borrowed. Their debt is a heavy one.


And others have given it up. A glum Blackfoot reclines on a blue cotton blanket, his knees drawn close to his chest as if he would withdraw into the womb of the earth. A dusky Bannock sits in the dust, a hollow look in his yellowed eyemuttering incoherentlyshivering as if he were cold. Even the brash young Ute from the land beyond the southern mountains is finally too exhausted to stand in the sun. Though his head is unbowed, he is now a spectatorthough of a more exalted rank than the scattering of visitors who sit along the north wall of the brush corral.


But the lone Shoshone has not retreated from his quest.


The Sparrows coarse black braids are streaked with gray; his eyes are like slits cut in leather. The Shoshone dancer wears a single garmentsoft deerskin breeches decorated with a shimmering fringe of porcupine quills. His lean body is unadorned except for this: from wrist to shoulder, his arms are painted a garish blue. A cord of braided horsehair is looped around his neck; suspended from this is a whistle fashioned from the hollow bone of an eagles leg. Fixed to the whistle with twists of dried sinew are two small plumes from the same bird.


His parched lips are cracked like the bed of a dry pond, his swollen tongue might be a lump of sandstone in his mouth. The soles of the dancers feet are padded with stinging blisters; a doughy mixture of blood and dust is caked between his toes. The insatiable sun has roasted his lean bodyand basted him in a salty broth of tears and sweat. Now he feels hungry tongues of fire lick at his faceand his fingersthe flames taste him. Will he be swallowed up?


A part of the Sparrows mind whispers urgently to him: Withdraw nowyou have played the mantake your rest


But he is a stubborn pilgrim.


And so close to his hearts desire.





The lone hawk leans into the windand circles lower. And watches.





A spectator winds the coiled steel spring in a cherished pocket watch. Tiny segments of timelinks in an infinite cosmic chainare pulled along by minuscule toothed wheels. As the tiny gears teeth bite and swallow the seconds, thin metallic hands rotate on the ivory face of the timepiece. They can only revolve clockwise, of coursetoward the future. Minutes thus digested can never be tasted again. Not in Middle World.





Like all genuine revelations, it comes suddenlywithout warning. Without expectation.


The blue-armed dancers agony is set asideinto some remote partition of himself. The Shoshone has almost ceased to exist in this exhausted bodyeven in this world. Now the Sparrow dances in another world. It is a place of astonishing, unnamed colors. There are fleeting shapes of shaggy horned beast and rumbling cloud-spirit, rolling streams of crystalline waters. Voices of ancestors and spirit winds sing together among the peaks of snowy mountains.


In Middle World, the spectators, the other dancersthese mortals hear only the incessant thumping on the rawhide drums and the monotone, nasal voice of the aged Paiute singer. It is a familiar song called Flathead Woman Who Took Grizzly Bear for a Husband.


But for the isolated dancer, perceptions are of another kind. Though the pain has remained in Middle World with his physical body, all his sensesshaped and honed by the suffering of the vision questare exquisitely sharp. And oddly inverted. Except for the sacred treeand this symbol stands ever before himthe familiar landscape of Middle World is reversed. All is backward. Upside down. Inside out. The midday sky is a shimmering orange pool beneath his feet, the crude brush corral an enormous golden wreath floating above his head like a victors crown. The frigid black sunlight makes his skin glisten with intricate patterns of frost. The other dancers, the drummers, the spectatorsare naked, transparenthe can see their articulated bones and stretched tendonsall of their innermost parts.


The Sparrow must strain to hear the drums hollow call. The old mans comic song about Flathead Womans children by Grizzly Bear comes from impossibly far awayfrom another world. But in this new place, the smallest sounds are easy to hear. In his altered state of consciousness, the drone of a distant horsefly is a humming whirlwind in his headhe hears the labored breath of another dancereven the pop-snap as the eyelids of a spectator close and open.


And he hears his heart pumping the blood of life.


Thuwhump. Thuwhump. Thuwhump.


And nownow he hears many hearts beatingmany hollow drums drumming.


One heart drums much faster than the others.


The anomaly shrieks at himbut this warning he does not hear.


The Paiute elder ends his song.


The Shoshone puts the eagle-bone whistle to his raw lips; he blows one long, shrill note, then another. He dances forwardjust three halting steps. He reaches forth with the tip of his finger. To touch the sacred tree!


The white man, who understands that the blue-armed Shoshone is reaching a climactic point, dances backward to the edge of the corral. He squats and leans his bare back against the rough weave of willow branches that make a coarse wall behind him. The weary Sioux dancer, also sensing the approach of the Power, retreats respectfully toward the rim of the circular enclosure and dances in place. He watches the visionaryand attempts to swallow the lump of envy that is lodged in his throat. Aside from the Shoshone, the Sioux, and the white man, a dozen exhausted dancers are gathered around the inner wall of the makeshift corral. Some are huddled in dusty blankets. A few sleep fitfully, feverishlythey dream of cool water to drink. Now, one man nudges another; some are awakened from their uneasy slumbers. There is an urgent whispering in the brush corral, a perceptible gathering of tension. The drummers, at a nod from the Sun Dance chief, cease their drumming and lay aside the leather-padded sticks. The chief of the dance nods again at the Cheyenne drummers. The eldest of the trio beginsin a slow rhythmto drop the palm of his hand upon the taut rawhide. It is like the muffled boom of distant thunder. Participants and spectators alike lean forward in anticipation; they squint at the solitary dancer.


The Sparrow raises his arms before the tree, which has neither leaf nor limb, bark nor root. It is, to the eye of the uninformed, little more than a twelve-foot post with a fork at the top. It is decorated with painted stripes and satin ribbons whose significance is obscure to the scattering of curious tourists who have come to spend an hour gawking at the Sun-Dancers.


The supplicants lips move. In silent prayer, perhaps. Even he does not understand these words he utters, this archaic language he speaks.





Someone flips open the golden cover on an antique timepiece. The black hands sweep across its eyeless, ivory face. And the little clock ticksand ticksand ticks.





The blue-armed warrior has passed through the nested circles of firethat shimmering tunnel between worlds. Now, the Sparrow stands before the Tree. Not the imitation, not the symbolic version that has been ceremonially shot by a flint-tipped arrow. Not the cottonwood post that has been planted by Shoshone elders in the center of the crude brush corral that stands within sight of Crowheart Butte.


No.


He stands before the eternal Tree. Even as he watches, its emerald branches bloom with flowers of scarlet, indigo, and gold. The blossoms are alive, and each flower has an eyeand can see into the spirit of the man. And through their eyes, he also sees himself. Transparent, he isa man not of flesh, but of a bluish-white fluid. Like molten glass. His heart is a flickering flame, his brain a burning ember, his bones like the supple shafts of the red willow. He marvels at the zigzag line connecting his head to his heart.


A sweet, resonant voice tells him this:




Before time was, this path was made by the Creator.


He is about to glimpsethe infinite mysteries of Wakantanka.


If he will only ask, he will be healed of his afflictions.



He strains to hear the voice of his Beloved. It is a whisperit fades away


But his ears hear something else. Something back in Middle World.




The timepiece ticks.


Once. Twice. Three times.


And then, it is the eleventh hour. Too late, it is.




In the Shoshones ear, each tick of the chronometer is the sharp crack of a bullwhip. And now there is an odorthe dancer pauses and sniffs the air. This is a very bad thingit should not be in this sacred place. The Sparrow tells himself that this smell is only his imagination. It is not real. He wants to believe this. But he knows. Something that should not beis here. In this sacred lodge of the sun.


For a few heartbeats, a suffocating fear covers the dancerbut this must be overcome. Deny the fear or the Power will vanish like smoke in the wind. Even his life may be taken away. He raises the whistle to his lipsand blows a shrill, wavering note to frighten the demon away.


It is not enough.


Now the suns rays are sharpmany small blades cutting his flesh. The drumbeat is louder now; it synchronizes with his faltering pulse and throbs in his head. The world is no longer upside down. The familiar yellow dust is under his bleeding feet, the pale blue sky far above his head. And he cannot swallowhis thirst is almost unbearable.


Even the tourists can see that something has gone wrongthey murmur uneasily among themselves. An aged Shoshone woman sits at the entrance to the Sun Dance Lodge; she vigorously shakes a willow branch to encourage the faltering dancer. Shu-shu, she calls, shu-shu


He lifts his head to the tree. Yesyesthe Power is surely not far away. With dogged determination, the blue-armed Shoshone accepts the pain. He resumes the dance and waits longingly for that somber voice from the mountains.


It is not to be.


Once again, he smells the dreadful odor. He would run, but where can a man hide from such evil as this? The blue-armed warrior makes his decision. He must face this assault. He opens his eyes.


And sees.


Another face stares back at the dancer. These eyes are at once eagerhungrydesperatealmost pleading. The handsthe fingersthey move just so on the thingthe gesture is an unspeakable obscenity.


Surely, this is also an illusion.


The Shoshone turns his back on this dreadful abomination, his head swimming. No, such a thing cannot happen. It is like the bad smella thing in his mindnot real.


But his fears overwhelm him. The sickness comes suddenly, like a rumble of thunder in his belly. He bends at his waistclenches his fistsand shudders like a man suffering the final chills of a deadly fever.


The blue-armed warrior has but one hopethat the end will come soon.


The Sparrow hears the whuff-whuff of great wings cutting the airand the mournful call of that solitary spirit who nests in the darkness of Lower World and feeds among the deep shadows of Middle World.


Now, it calls to him.



By his very name, it summons him.


And thenhe feels the sting of death in his flesh.





From the deep pit, with the stink of death upon his wings, cometh the ravenous owl.


To devour the wandering soul.





From heavens light, the hawks feathers gleam like burnished brass. He folds his crimson-tipped wingsand falls to earth.


His eye is on the sparrow.


ONE WEEK LATER


It was a long walk to this place; his journey began while there were stars in the sky. Now it was hot enough to keep the blue-tail lizards content.


Only a few thousand years ago, this had been a lush land of knee-high grasses and small lakes lined with reedy marshes. There had been mammoth and giant bison in this place, even camels and pygmy horses. And men with short spears and throwing sticks. All were gone. Now this was a sun-baked desert. Dotted with forlorn clumps of mesquite, greasewood, and tumbleweeds that rolled before the winds. And the occasional stunted pion or juniper, like deformed children cast out from their tribe.


He paused from his labors and straightened his back, grateful for the late afternoon shade under the anvil-shaped sandstone overhang. He blinked at the crude sketches etched into the stone over his head. A meandering snake with a diamond-shaped head. Twin zigzags of lightning. Nested circles that were the shamans tunnel to other worlds. Stick-figures of dancing men and four-legged animals that might have represented deer. The thirsty laborer took a long drink of tepid water from an aluminum canteen. He opened a small can and speared Vienna Sausage with the blade of his pocket knife. As he enjoyed his modest meal, he thought about how it was good to live on the earth. He also thought about his prospects. All day hed dug in the rocky soil. And what did he have to show for it? Nothing. But it was here.


He could feel it. In the tingling of his fingers.


After a short respite, he was on his knees again. Prying at slabs of reddish-brown sandstone, scooping up handfuls of grainy soil. He did not move the earth with pick or shovel. His tool was an archaic onea sturdy oak staff, its sharpened end hardened in the hot ashes of a campfire. He worked slowly. Deliberately. With the patient determination of one who knows what he wants. Many drops of perspiration fell from his face into the oblong hole.


Waithere was something.


He removed a glossy sliver of stone and held it up to the light, turning it over this way and that. He rubbed off the dust of ages with his thumb. A thin flake of gray flint. It had been carried to this place; it showed signs of having been worked by the hand of man. There was delicate chipping along one edge. Probably used for skinning rabbits, he thought. Nothing to brag about. But still, it was a sign. He dropped it into his shirt pocket.


Only minutes later, under a broad slab of stone, he found the earthenware jar. The ceramic vessel was resting on its side. It had a long neck and was painted in bold black and white stripes. He removed the artifact and inspected it with some interest. Yes. This was pretty old stuff. Anasazi. Inside, there might be remnants of an offering. Corn pollen to be returned to the Thunder Gods. Or food for that long journey into the land of shadows. He placed the artifact on a heap of rubble near the small excavation.


Using his folding knife, he began a careful excavation around the place where hed unearthed the ceramic vessel.


It was as he expectedthe bones were beneath the place where hed found the long-necked jar. The skeleton was an adult, knees pulled up near the chest. The skull rested on its side, the lower jaw separated in a garish grin. Half of the teeth were missing, the others worn to the dentine by consumption of flinty blue corn ground into gritty meal on granite metates. The ribs were soft, the pelvis crumbling. The finger-bones were in pretty good shape. The feet, which had been intercepted by the hole of a burrowing rodent, were little more than splintered flakes. The long bones, though yellowed with age, were in excellent condition. He tapped a femur with his knuckle. Hard as rock.


A large oyster shell lay beneath the jawbone on a section of vertebrae. This ornament had a pair of holes drilled in it. He marveledthis had been brought all the way from the Gulf of Mexicoor the Pacific coast. Either way, a long walk. The shell pendant reminded him that these were the remains of a person who had lived and breathedand died. He spoke to the Old One. Who were you, Grandfatherwhat was your name?


As if in answer, a hesitant stutter of thunder spilled over the barren wastelands. He paused from his work, raising his head to squint at the source of the sound. A half-dozen miles to the northwest, there was a heavy cloud. Attempting to speakto water the earthbut this precious moisture would evaporate before reaching the ground. Long, pointed gray wisps hung from the broad chin of the thunderhead.


Cloud Whiskers, he muttered with a glance at the yellowed skeleton. So that was what you were called. Yesa good name.


There were flashes of blue-white lightso intense that he instinctively raised his hands to shield his eyes. Now the storm seemed to be a living thing. For a moment, the approaching cloud stood on trembling legs of lightningshuddering like an old gray horse about to collapse. And then it bellowed thunderterrible, elemental soundslike great mountains tumbling down.


The intruder had no doubt that this was the protesting spirit of the Old One whose rest he had disturbed. It was a natural thing that Cloud Whiskers wanted him to go away, leave these bones in peace. But the trespasser would not depart from this sacred place. Could not until he had accomplished his grim task. He set his jaw and turned once more to his work.





It was almost dark when he turned his back on the ancient burial site and trudged away toward that place where a faint smudge of scarlet stained the western horizon. This man who had worked so hard had taken nothing to sell to those wealthy collectors of ancient artifacts. He had returned the valuable ceramic water jar to its resting place in the dust of ages. The remarkable shell gorget remained upon the crumbling vertebrae of the Old One. After carefully refilling the hole, he had brushed a juniper branch over the ground to disguise any remaining evidence of his diggings.


Weary from his laborsand satisfiedhe longed for home.


But his work had only begun.


THE FOLLOWING SUMMER
 YELLOW JACKET CANYON, COLORADO
 THE TREE


It was barely past dawn in the rugged country. Aside from Poker Martinezthe Ute Mountain Sun Dance chiefthere were about thirty men in the crew. Because of the sacred nature of their duty, all were either Sun-Dancers or men approved by the chief. Stone Pipe, the hard-eyed Sioux, was here. Even the white Sun-Dancer, the thin matukach who calls himself Steele, had been permitted to participate. The chief couldnt remember the pale mans first name. Didnt matter. All white mens names sounded much alike. Aside from a half-dozen Southerns from Ignacio who were trusted relatives, the rest of the crew were men of the Ute Mountain tribe. Most of these lived within ten miles of tribal headquarters at Towaoc.


Many of the men were leaning against dusty four-wheel-drive pickup trucks and battered jeeps. They talked quietly about how bad this pitiful excuse for a road was, about what the Denver Broncos might accomplish next season, about tribal politics. And, of course, about women. Most drank steaming coffee from vacuum bottles or plastic cups. The younger men munched on bologna or cheese sandwiches. For dessert they had little store-bought cakes with chocolate icing and white cream filling. The older men gnawed on beef jerky seasoned with black pepper and red chili, or they smoked cigarettes. All tried not to breathe the alkali dust whipped up by the capricious winds of early July.


The Sun Dance chief noticed that the white man munched a granola bar and drank distilled water from a plastic bottle. He was peculiarlike all the matukach. But not a bad sort.


Larry Sandsa Southern Uteapproached Poker Martinez. This fellow, nicknamed Sandman by his peers, showed no outward indication of disrespect to the Sun Dance chief. But neither was there the least sign of deference.


In clipped, matter-of-fact speech, Sands pointed out a few relevant facts to the tribal elder, who (he assumed) apparently didnt have any notion where hed led the small caravan of vehicles. For one thing, the Sandman informed the old man, they had crossed the tribal boundary some miles back, where the jeep trail turned north at Moccasin Ditch. For another, they were on BLM land. Government land. He waited for a response.


The blank expression on the chiefs face did not change. But inside, the old man burned. This smart-assed boy (who rarely spoke in the Ute tongue) had himself a framed piece of paper from a college. Worse still, there were nasty rumors that he planned to go away to some uppity university and study the white mans medicine. Eventually, hed leave the reservation for good.


The young man waited, though not patiently. This old duffer apparently did not understand. Larry Sands resumed his polite report, but in a more urgent tone. It would not be lawful to remove a tree from this placenot without a federal permit. It wasnt a smart thing to do. Getting these tree-hugging Feds on your case was like having a cross-eyed bulldog bite your ass. They didnt let go till they got their chunk of flesh.


There were reasons that the Sun Dance chief did not care to hear about such things. For one thing, he had a toothache that had been throbbing since midnight. For another, his wife had presented him with cold cereal for breakfast. Little donut-shaped things floating in skim milk. The cold milk made his tooth hurt all the more. Absorbed in his miseries, he did not give a damn about white mens boundaries or rules. Without looking at the young man, the chief spat into the yellow dust. This was his answer. The Sandman retreated and said no more. Let the stubborn old bastard do as he wished. He smiled. Maybe the tree would fall on him. Hammer his hard head, drive him into the earth like an iron spike.


Poker Martinez growled to himself. Being Sun Dance chief was a significant honor, it was true. But it was also a sharp pain in the assdealing with these young know-it-alls. And it was not like he had a choice about where to get the tree. Hed had two dreams. In the first dream, he had walked along the rocky banks of the Yellow Jacket, following the narrow deer path that led up the small branch called Burro Canyon. And he had seen the tree that must be taken. Just below an outcropping of dark sandstone, its thirsty roots fed by a trickle of a spring. The cottonwood would have a nice straight trunk, with a symmetrical crotch about sixteen feet above the ground. If it wasnt on Ute Mountain land, well that was just too bad.


In the second dreamwell he had seen something even more important. The memory of that promise filled him with anticipation.


The old man folded his arms and surveyed his little band of Saturday warriors. He figured he had maybe ten good men, and most of these had seen at least fifty winters. The young fellows seemed to think this was a weekend picnic. Like going out to cut a Christmas tree. When these chubby town Indians had finished their sandwiches and sugar cakes and sweetened coffee, maybe they could manage to walk a mile or so to the place where the tree waited. He opened the door of his aged Dodge pickup and reached behind the seat for a parcel rolled up in an old bed sheet. He unwrapped a Brazilian lemonwood bow and a single arrow. The bow was store-bought and fancy; the arrow was not. The shaft was made of serviceberry wood; split magpie feathers served as fletching. Fixed to the business end was a pink quartz arrowhead his granddaughter had found down in the New Mexico desert, in the long shadow of Shiprock. With this arrow, the Sun Dance chief would shoot the tree hed seen in his dream. Then, the older dancers would take turns putting ax to trunk. Novice dancers would have the honor of stripping off the bark and branches, and loading the post into Poker Martinezs battered old pickup. This afternoon they would drive up to the mountain, to the sacred Sun Dance corral, and dig the hole. Other Indians, even a few whites, could help with that. Tomorrow, right after the sun came up, the tree would be ceremonially planted. Dead center in the brush corral. This would be followed by some drumming and singing. And praying. Before the sun had gone to rest behind the mountains, the Sun Dance chief would apply the paint and the banners to the sacred tree. It would be a good day.


And next week taku-nikaithirsty dance would begin. Yes, everything would go well. It would be a fine dance.


This is what he thought.
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IGNACIO, COLORADO
 THE PLAY


ALL DAY, EVERY minute, Myra Cornstone had been thinking about the man. In the mists of her imagination, she saw Charlie Moon. His tall frame, broad shoulders. His shy smile, quiet wayshis hands.


In an hour or so, shed hear the rumble of his pickup truck coming up the lane.


And everything was just perfect! Shed driven all the way to Pagosa for her new dress, and it fit like the skin on a peach. Especially around the hips. Cute pleated skirt that fell just below her knees. Little white buttons down the front. Shed read in a magazine that buttons (especially down the front) were sexy. Gave men ideas. She intended to give Charlie Moon an idea or two.


The baby-sitter was early. Mrs. Martinez, the matronly woman from Ignacio, was already cuddling the baby in her arms and singing a sweet Hispanic lullaby. Chigger Bug was almost over his cold, and would behave. Most likely. And Myras blind grandfather was listening to KSUT on his old radio. Maybe Walks Sleeping would also behave. With any luck, hed soon nod off to sleep. When she got home, shed pay the baby-sitter and put Chigger Bug in his crib. Shed feed the old man his nightly ration of fat-free ice cream, then lead him to the four-poster bed hed been born in about a hundred years ago. Walks Sleeping refused to eat or go to bed when Mrs. Martinez was in his house. He swore that the Mexican woman would lace his beans with hot chile peppers andafter suffering great agonyhed surely die from it. He also believed that the confounded young woman liked to watch him undress. Mrs. Martinez, who was past sixty, giggled about this. Said the old man had ugly kneeslike an ostrich shed seen at the Albuquerque Zoo.


Myra heard a heavy knock and glanced at her wristwatch. He was early. She smiled to herself. Maybe Charlie Moon was eager. She padded barefooted down the hall, buttoning her new red dress with both hands. Leaving the top button undone, she opened the door. There he was. All six and a half feet of him. Grinning sheepishly.


Hello Charlie. She tried to sound like finding the big Ute policeman at her door was no big deal. Like she had lots of boyfriends dropping by. But Myra Cornstones heart was thumping hard under her ribs. Affecting a casual movement, she pushed her long black hair back behind her ears. So Charlie could see the new rhinestone earrings.


He took his black Stetson off and ran his hand through his coarse hair. Hi. Hmmm. Shed bought a new dress. Looked nice in it, too.


Come in. She noticed his glance at her bare feet. Ive got to finish getting dressed. She thought he looked worried. Youre early.


Well, he said, weve got to pick up somebody before we go to Durango.


Myras face froze. He was in his pickup, so surely this wasnt police business. Who?


He shot a sideways glance over his shoulder. Toward the desolate canyon country. Where a cranky old woman lived by herself. Unless you counted the dwarfAunt Daisy.


Oh. Her dark eyes went flat with disappointment. Daisy was a very traditional woman. And didnt approve of a Ute girl whose baby was fathered by a matukach. Especially when the Ute girl hadnt married the white man.



Moon turned the stiff hat brim in his hands. She wants to go see the church play. I figured we could drop her off at Saint Ignatius and then head on up to Durango for dinner. And pick her up on the way back.


Myra smiled. That wasnt so bad. It would still turn out to be a great evening.


This is what she thought.




The priest pulled back an embroidered cotton curtain and peeked out the window.


They were already showing up. The graveled parking lot in front of St. Ignatius Catholic Church was occupied with all varieties of pickup trucks, shiny little Fords, Chevrolet coupes, a sprinkling of Toyotas, Isuzus, and Volkswagens. This turnout should have pleased the priest. But Father Raes Delfino was not altogether happy. It was not that he was unhappy, but the little shepherd felt stung to see this proof that his flock of Hispanics, Utes, and Anglos would turn out in far greater numbers for entertainment than for worship. The Jesuit, who was a scholar, had never wished to be a pastor. Hed wanted to teach, do research, write scholarly papers. But here he was. Gods will be done, he whispered.




The drive from her remote trailer home to Ignacio had been unusually silent.


Daisy Perika generally looked forward to these rides with her nephew. It was a fine opportunity to lecture the big policeman about his driving, how he should find a better job and make something of himselfand how he should get himself a wife. Maybe a woman from the reservation over in Utah. Get yourself a woman from Bottle Hollow, she liked to say. He never said anything in reply, just grunted.


Charlie Moon, as usual, drove about five miles over the speed limit and (the old woman thought) didnt miss hardly a single pothole in the road.


But one thing wasnt as usual.


The slender Ute woman who sat between them, thats what. The young woman whod taken up with a worthless matukach cowboy and had his baby boy. The little boy was funny-looking. He had bright red skin. Like a sunburned white child.


Some of the old women had told Myra Cornstone that her son had a rash; maybe Daisy Perika could mix up a poultice for him. Myra, who thought it was funny, ignored them. She called her precious little red child Chigger-Bug and was devoted to him.


Daisy Perika had heard the whole story. The freckled white man hadnt even been in town when his son was born. Hed come back from his so-called construction job when the baby was about two weeks old. Hed taken one long look at the drooling berry-red child, downed a half-pint of Tennessee whiskey, and left in his pickup truck for Las Vegas or someplace. After he was gone eight months without a word, his woman decided maybe he wasnt coming back. So Myra had started fishin around for a man to share her bedand help raise her son. Daisy Perika knew that this was all true because it was common tribal gossip. And, of course, the cause of a few lewd remarks and much chuckling.


Last year (so the gossips said), Myra had wiggled her skinny little hips at Scott Parris, Charlie Moons best friend. Another white man, of coursewouldnt you know it? Daisy was of the opinion that Scott was an uncommonly good manespecially for a matukach. On top of this, he never did get drunk and he had a steady job as Chief of Police up at Granite Creek. Yes, even if he was almost twice Myras age, he wouldve been a good catch. But in the end, hed slipped off the hook and gone back to that pretty strawberry-haired woman who wrote stories for the newspaper up in Granite Creek.


So now (everybody was talking about it) Myra had cast her line for Charlie Moon.


It should have been okay with the old woman, both of them being Utes. But Daisy Perikafor reasons she wasnt quite sure ofdidnt much like this match. Maybe it was because Myrad taken up with the pitiful white cowboy rather than get herself a good Ute man in the first place. Maybe it was because Myra Cornstone had that sly, hungry look. Like a coyote bitch in heat. In the darkness of the pickup, shed pressed her knee against Charlies leg, and him tryin hard to drive a straight line down route 151. And thought an old woman wouldnt notice.


Myra attempted to strike up a conversation with the tribal elder. Its a nice night. Warm.


Gmmph, Daisy replied, her reply barely audible over the rumbling drone of the big V-8 engine.


Myra was relieved to hear a sound from the old woman. So youre going to the play at the church?


Sure, the old woman said in a pious tone, I go to church every time I can. Unless I got something else I want to do.


Moon grinned to himself. At Father Raes Delfinos request, hed cajoled his aunt into seeing the play. Shed relented, he thought, for two reasons. First, her friend Louise-Marie LaForte was an actor in the piece. Secondand most importantDaisys TV set was in the shop for repairs.


Well, Myra said brightly, I bet youll enjoy yourself.


Daisy wondered if they were really going to a restaurant up at Durango. Probably you want Charlie to park down by the Rio Pinosand youll make your own little play. Maybe Myra wanted herself another baby. This one by Charlie Moon. These two needed looking after. She smiled sweetly at the Cornstone girl. Why dont you two come and see the play with me?


Myra hesitated. What she wanted was to be rid of this grumpy old biddy for a while. And have a nice, quite dinner with Charlie. Theyd have little enough time. By ten that evening, Charlie had to be back in Ignacio. So he could pick up his aunt at the church. And haul her back to her trailer out in the wilderness south of Chimney Rock. Where she did whatever she did out there all by herself. Liking talking to a dwarf that was supposed to live in a badger hole in Caon del Espiritu. What foolishness.


No, she didnt want to go to the play.


On the other hand


Myra considered the fact that Daisy was an influential woman in the tribeand she seemed to have some sway over her nephew. It wouldnt hurt to be on her good side. She swallowed hard and forced the words out. Wellmaybe Charlie and me could see the playshe glanced uncertainly at the big policemanand then we could go to dinner. All three of us.


Daisy Perika smiled. This was a smart girl. Maybe she wasnt so bad for Charlie after all. He needed a clever woman to give him direction in his life.


Myra grinned up the big Ute. Like shed done him a big favor.


The thought of delaying his dinner didnt particularly please Moon. His stomach growled in protest. He shrugged amiably. Whatever you want. He wondered whether he had enough cash in his wallet for an extra mouth at dinner. When someone else was paying for her food, Aunt Daisy ate like a starved hog loose in a cornfield. Well, there was always the American Express card he hardly ever used.


Daisy, soothed by this victory, relaxed. Charlie, you shouldnt drive so fast, you bein a policeman and all. And try not to hit so many of them holes in the road. It makes my backbone jangle. She rubbed at the small of her back and managed a pitiful groan.


Hmmph, Moon said. But he slowed down. It was a puzzle. On the way to Aunt Daisys trailer, Myrad said she was famished because she hadnt had a bite to eat since breakfast. But now she wanted to see the church play before they went to dinner. And shed also said it would be nice for them to have some time alone. And now shed invited Aunt Daisy to go to Durango with them. Women. They were sure hard to figure.


Fifteen minutes later, he turned into the parking lot at St. Ignatius.


OLD POPEYE WOMAN


The small children in Ignacio were afraid of Stella Antelope. They feared her because she wasdifferent. It was not only that she always wore coal-black dresses and a shawl that was just as dark. Her shoes (one of which was custom-made by a German craftsman in Denver) and stockings were also black. And it was not only the children who turned their faces away from Stella. There was, even the adults admitted, something about the aged Ute woman that made them uncomfortable. If they had been asked why, these citizens would have offered a variety of explanations.


I dunno. Somethin kinda funny about herdont you think?


Well shes justjust peculiar, thats all. Gives me the shivers.


A damned brujathats what she is. Every time she walks by my house somethin weird happens. The milk goes sour or a lightbulb pops or I get a prickly feelin. Know what I mean?


Stella Antelopes unfortunate combination of disabilities only added to this sense of peculiarity. There was the deformed foot that she dragged along at an odd angle. She had been born with this burden. There was another disfigurement, and this frightened the children far more than the clubfoot. Stellas left eye protruded from its socket. This gave her a sly, sinister appearancemuch like those evil witches in illustrated storybooks. It was because of this mild deformity that an unkind soul had once referred to her as Old Popeye Woman. The name, sad to say, had stuck. And now, as a complication of untreated diabetes, the old woman was blind.


There were even a few adultsparticularly among the Uteswho were certain that she could see, especially out of the left eye, that her blindness was a sham. The bulging orb, they insisted, was an evil eyea mere glance from Old Popeye Woman could cause bad luck, sicknessperhaps even death. Why, anyone could see that.


But her friends knew that Stella Antelope was an uncommonly good soul. When someone died, Stella was always there for the family with offerings of foodand prayers. She gave ten percent of her meager income to St. Ignatius Catholic church. Father Raes Delfino, though moved by the poor widows generosity, always found obscure ways to see that her tithe was more than returned. Her recompense would be a box of groceries left mysteriously on her doorstep, a druggists bill paid anonymously, and other such kindly schemes. Stella had never seen through the good priests subterfuges; these blessings remained a sweet mystery to herperhaps the act of an angela messenger of God.


Who would deny it?


On this evening, from across the darkening street, it might appear that Old Popeye Woman was tied to the little boy who walked in front of her. The hank of clothesline rope was, in fact, fastened securely around the boys slim waist. A knotted end of the rope was wrapped around her left hand; her cane was in her right. The boy led his grandmother at a slow pace that suited her creaking knee joints.


Stellas oak cane was painted with a gay double helix of broad red and white stripes, like a barbers pole or a Christmas peppermint. The walking stick made its rhythmic taptaptapas the odd pair marched slowly down the concrete sidewalk. Occasionally, the blind woman spoke to her guide child. As they crossed a narrow side street, she encouraged him about this evenings outing: The church play will be very nice, she croaked, Youll like it. Just you wait and see.


The little boy nodded, as if the blind woman could see him through the bulging eye, but he did not speak. Billy Antelope was a remarkably silent child. And a dreamer of dreams. He still had this one really bad dream. Daddy would come home yelling; hed hit Mommy with his fist. In these dreams, Daddy would stand there frowning down at Mommy, like she ought to get up. Then, Daddy would go sit on the bed and cry for a long time. The dream always ended the same way. Daddy would wink at him, like this was a big joke. Youre a good boy, arent you, son? Go outside nowrun along to the neighbors house. Then, Daddy would reach under a pillow for something. In this bad dream, Billy would leave the house like Daddy said, but hed always turn around to look insideto see if Mommy was going to get up off the floor. This was when hed see Daddy put something long and dark into his mouth; like when he smoked one of his big black cigars.


And there would be this big booming noiseand hed wake up screaming.


There, there, Gramma Stella would say. Hold on to my hand Billy. Ill sit here with you till you go back to sleep. Now, now, dont you cryit was only a dream.


And he guessed it was. He couldnt remember anything about what had actually happened to Mommy and Daddy. Except that some people had taken Mommy to that pretty place down by the pond with the big goldfish, the place with bunches of big trees and yellow flowers. About four or five people came to see her pretty box put into the ground. One of the big kids at school told Billy that his old man was in the county graveyard where they buried poor folks and criminals. In a big Styrofoam box like a hamburger.


Grandma Antelope had come down to Arizona with Uncle Reuben, and theyd taken him back to Ignacio. Now he lived in her little apartment. Life was good. And the Ignacio community had bestowed a gift upon him. Like his grandmother, Billy had a descriptive, though less imaginative, nickname. He was Little Rope Boy.




The priest watched the audience assemble, and sighed. It was much like Sunday morning worship service; the citizens of Ignacio gravitated toward the seats in the rear.


But not the old Ute shaman. At Daisy Perikas insistence (she was determined to have a close look at Louise-Maries performance), Moon led the women to the empty front row.


A hundred citizens of Ignacio were seated on a variety of folding wooden and metal chairs. The makeshift auditorium echoed with the unintelligible murmurs of many voices, impatient grunting from the elderly, whines from small children. There were suppressed giggles from girls in pretty print dresses who sneaked saucy looks at the boys in faded jeans and tee-shirts. Some of the younger members of the audience leaned against the paneled walls. A half dozen surly teenaged fellows stood in the rear, under the red Exit sign. The leader of the pack had a cigarette tucked behind his left ear, another chewed on a mint-flavored toothpick from Angels Diner. They had lowered their voices at the appearance of the big Ute policeman. Last week Charlie Moon had caught two of them in the Sky Ute Casino. Their sins were multiple.



They were underage and drinking beer.


Harassing the honest gamblers.


They had not left when hed asked them kindly.


This had been a mistake.


Hed carried the pair of them out by the seats of their britches, like they were sacks of small potatoes. And deposited them headfirst in cans meant for trash. This was a great event that had caused much amusement among the Utes and townsfolk alike, so the toughs would not speak of this humiliation. They pretended, in fact, not to notice Moons presence. If this damn silly play turned out to be as dull as they expected, they were outta here man. Some inhaled the corrosive fumes of filtered cigarettes. Others whispered vulgar jokes, snickered inanely, and winked suggestively at any girl who looked their way.


A few girls found all of this most appealing; most made a point of pretending that these nauseating, immature creatures did not exist.


All muttering ceased when the little boy entered, leading the old woman by the usual hank of rope looped around his waist. The blind woman grasped the knotted end of the cord; the red-and-white cane tapped tentatively on the scuffed hardwood as they moved down the center aisle. Such a contrast they were. Little Rope Boy was barely six years old; a perfect picture of tender youth. His grandmother, Old Popeye Woman, was filled with years beyond reckoning. Like a few of the oldest Utes, Stella had no birth certificate or other proof of her age. Some said she was over a hundred years old, but she insisted that she had just turned eighty-nine. She had insisted upon this age for at least a decade. They moved as one. The child was the eyes, she the voice. Together, some had observed, they were like a single person. Or a little engine pulling a ramshackle caboose.


Most of the crowd was hushed, absorbed in the small spectacle.


Daisy Perika heard the sudden quiet. She turned her head to see the pair. Billy, she shouted hoarsely, bring your grandma over here by me. I saved some seats for you.


A faint smile touched the childs lips; he led the old woman to the front row. She tapped along, seeming to stare through the bulging eye.


Daisy reached out and touched the wrinkled hand that gripped the gaudy barber-pole cane. With Daisys help, the boy guided his blind grandmother into one of the uncomfortable folding chairs. Old Popeye Woman sighed with relief as she sat down; the chair creaked under her slight weight.


Daisy Perika patted her friends hand. Hello Stellahow you been?


Old Popeye Woman raised a brow over the singular eye. I been betterabout sixty years ago.


Daisy chuckled and reached to pull at the boys ear. Charlies here with me, she said to the blind woman. And, she added as an afterthought, Myra Cornstones here too. You knowWalks Sleepings granddaughter. The one who bedded down with a no-account white man and had herself a child who looks like a plump strawberry.


Ahhh, Old Popeye Woman said, thats nice.


Myra smiled. Good evening, Mrs. Antelope. She nodded at the blind womans little escort.


Billy Antelope hung his head shyly. That big policeman sure had himself a pretty girl. Maybe when Im growed up, Ill be a policeman. Just like Charlie Moon. And have myself a pretty girl to go places with.


Charlie Moon squatted in front of Stella. The Ute policeman murmured a greeting to the blind woman. She reached out to touch his face. He smiled and patted the boy on the shoulder. Hello, Billy.


The child looked up with enormous brown eyes; he wiggled the fingers on one hand to acknowledge the greeting. He hoped everybody had noticed that Charlie Moon had spoken to him.




It was about to begin


The priest parted the brown curtains and stood before the crowd. Unwelcome cigarettes were hastily concealed by the young toughs; smoke was swallowed with muffled coughing. Girlish giggles were choked up inside. The older parishioners, already weary of sitting in the hard little chairs, sighed with open relief. The sooner this thing got started, the sooner itd be over.


Father Raes Delfino folded his hands prayerfully, smiled, and cleared his throat. It is good to see so many of my friendswhose faces have become almost unfamiliar to me. There was nervous laughter from a few Hispanics and Anglo Catholics who had not been to church since Easter. The truant Utes offered him stony glares. The priest continued. I am happy to welcome the Pauline Players, a group of traveling thespians from Denver. I think I can promise you a delightful evening. He clapped his hands lightly, and was joined by polite applause from the Hispanic and Anglo members of his audience.


The Utes, though an amiable bunch, did not applaud. A logical folk by nature, they could see no sense in being thankful for a mere promise. Talk was cheap stuff. When the thing was delivered, then they would judge its worth.


The priest continued, his voice tinged with genuine enthusiasm. It is traditional that the Pauline Players use local talent whenever possible. We are particularly honored that one of our own will be an honorary member of the cast for tonights performance.


Most of the audience already knew about Louise-Maries partit had been the subject of a feature story in the Ute Drumso this got a murmur of approval.


Louise-Marie LaForte, the cleric said, is a faithful member of Saint Ignatius Catholic Churcha sheep of His foldwho attends services at least twice each week. Here he frowned meaningfully at the scattering of Catholic goats in the audience. Louise-Marie will play the part of Tabitha. He turned and smiled at the invisible bustling in progress behind the curtains. In her youth, Louise-Marie had professional experience in theater.


This was not an exaggeration. Her father, before he died in the War to End All Wars, was an itinerant magician. They had toured the small towns of Quebec, even the remote logging camps of the northern forests. The girl was routinely sawed in half, levitated over sharpened stakes, and made to disappear from cleverly devised wooden boxes. When Louise-Marie was a winsome thirteen, a grizzled farmer had stayed after the show to meet the players. After looking her up and down, and pulling on his beard, he offered to trade a half-dozen prime goats for the magicians slim daughter. The offer was gently refused by her amused father, who politely explained the importance of his daughter to the magic act. The goatherd hesitated, eyed the pretty child, then upped the offer by a dozen guinea fowl to boot. The father, who had a peculiar sense of humor, pretended to consider the offer. He rubbed his chin thoughtfully, then asked to inspect the livestock.


Much to the embarrassment of both men, Louise-Marie had burst into tears.


The goat-man had given it up as a bad deal and stalked away to his mule-drawn wagon.


In addition to Louise-Marie, Father Raes added, we have what I might call His voice trailed off, as if he could not find the words. Members of the audience leaned forward, the better to hear him.


Not unfamiliar with the effective use of drama, the little priest assumed a thoughtful expression and cocked his head. We have, shall I saya mystery guest. One of Ignacios own has returned from afar to participate in this drama. But I will not tell you her name Now he smiled roguishly, see if you are able to recognize her.


This brought raised eyebrows, much whispering and nudging and speculation. Whoever could it be?


The curtains parted. The darkened stage was populated by a scattering of simple furniture and a few still figures who tarried like ghosts in the shadows. A murmur of expectant whispers rippled through the audience. The women were nervous for Louise-Marie. Poor old thing, they whispered to their husbands and boyfriends, she would probably muff her lines. Maybe even trip over the furniture and fall down. Yes, the menfolk agreedthis might be a pretty good show after all.


All thoughts of Louise-Marie faded when a lovely blond lady stepped to center stage. The curtains closed behind her. No bigger than a girl, she wore an ankle-length white dress with a bright red sashand tiny silver sandals. Her golden hairsuch a divine contrast to her olive skinwas done up in a long braid; this was arranged artfully over her bare left shoulder.


Charlie Moons eyes were fixed on the angel.


Little Rope Boy stared without blinking.


Even the punks leaning against the rear wall were entranced by the purity of her beauty. This must be the good fairy whod left dimes under their pillows in exchange for bloody little teeth. But as the evening progressed, even they would understandthis was an angel from heaven.


Myra Cornstone glanced at her date. To her, it seemed that Charlie Moons mouth was hanging open; his eyes popping. What big dummies these men were.


Moon leaned forward and stared. He surely had seen this woman somewhere before; but wouldnt he have remembered the gorgeous golden hair?


Its just a blond wig, Myra whispered, as if she could read his mind. She could.


Moon barely heard Myras voice. His mind was occupied with the slim but shapely figureand those enormous dark eyes. Yes, there was something familiar about those eyes.


And then the angel spoke, and the voice was from his childhood. It was, in fact, a childs voice. Now he knew who it was. But when shed left Ignacio to go off to collegewas it three years ago, or more?shed been a pudgy little girl with long black hair.


Dear brothers and sisters, the angel said with a sweet curtsy, we are here to present a drama. She turned slightly and, with a wave of her delicate hand, indicated the actors hidden in shadows on the small stage. Tonight, for your pleasure and edification, we will re-create a series of stories from the Acts of the Apostles.


The angel paused. For a moment, not a soul in the audience breathed.


The boy leaned close to his blind grandmother; he put his hand on hers.


Old Popeye Woman smiled; Billy was such a good boy.


You, the angel made a gesture at those seated in the little hard chairs, will see the Holy Spirit come as a mighty, rushing windand, like tongues of fire, rest on the followers of our Lord.



All eyes rested upon this lovely creature.


At the gate of the temple called Beautiful, you will see a lame man healed.


Whispers, nods of approval. Thisd be good.


Old Popeye Woman felt a slight tingle from her club foot. Wouldnt it be nice to be able to walk like a normal person, without dragging her foot behind her


You will see Stephen the deacon martyredkilled by stoning.


The softhearted sighed their sorrows; tears formed in threescore eyes.


On the road to Damascus, you will see Saul blinded by Gods light, and hear the mighty voice from heaven. And you will see his sight restored.


Yes! The audience was delighted. Even the teenage toughs were open-mouthed with awe.


Old Popeye Woman swallowed hard; she wished she could seeanything. Even a little speck of light from heaven.


The golden-haired angel paused, raised her arms to the crowd. In Joppa, you will see Tabitha restored to life!


There were whispers and speculation amongst the townsfolk. The Anglos wondered how theyd manage the special effects to make tongues of fire. The Hispanicseager to see these staged miracleswaited with great anticipation. The Utes were ominously silentthis talk of raising people from the dead was dangerous. It could bring bad luck to visit. Ghosts might come calling. And spirits of the dead could bring sickness.


And nowI invite you to enjoy that which has been prepared for you. The good fairy smiled and raised her hand in a gesture of heavenly delicacy. The house lights were dimmed.


Little Billy Antelope clapped with great enthusiasm, and this triggered immediate applause from the crowd.


Daisy Perika had been struggling with her memory to place that facethat voice. The light dawned. She nudged her nephew with a sharp elbow. CharlieI know who that isthats Delly Sands. Larry Sands little sister. Smartest girl ever to come from this tribe. And now shes lost her baby fat.



Moon nodded. She sure has.


Myra repeated her earlier observation. Thats not her real hair. Its a wig.


She used to be kind of heavy, Moon whispered in wonder at the ability of nature and time to transform a child into a woman, and now shes soso


Thin as a rail, Myra said bitingly. She must have been sick. Probably caught something up there in Denver. Probably something contagiouslike a venereal disease, she almost said, then bit her lip.


Charlie Moon thought about that. It didnt make sense. Myra was as slender as Delly, and she hadnt been sick. Delly looks well enough to me, the policeman said reasonably.


Myra wanted to hit him. Hard.


Daisy was delighted to see the little Sands girl, even if she was wearing yellow hair and dressed up kind of peculiar. Shed been off to college, so you had to make allowances.


Moon grinned. Sure was a lucky thing Myra had wanted to see the play.


Myra Cornstone wished shed had better sense than to suggest coming to this dumb church play. She could have been alone with Charlie. It was all Daisy Perikas fault. If she hadnt been trying to please the old woman


The angel bowed and disappeared behind the curtains.


Soon it would begin.




It began. And the little angel was the narrator.


The holy tongues of fire touched the apostles, who were thereby enabled to speak in languages of the gentilesand thus to their kinsmen who had lived for generations among the goyim.


An old Anglo man, crippled and bent with arthritis, wept at the healing of the beggar at the gate called Beautiful. When will someone pray for mewhen will I be healed?


Stephen gave his moving speech about the history of God and Israeland saw the portals of heaven open. Women wept openly as Stephen was stoned to death by the outraged mob; a few hard-muscled men also wiped at their eyes.


Saul, on his way to Damascus with legal documents that would empower him to arrest those who followed the Way, was blinded by the light from heaven. The voice of the crucified rumbled like August thunder and rattled the pine rafters. SaulSaulSaul the voice called. It was terrifying. Small children hid their faces under mommys arm; adults trembled in delicious fear. And yet the voice had a sad sweetness: SaulSaulit is hard to kick against the cactus prickswhy do you persecute me?


The Baptist minister from Bayfield was entranced, but he secretly wished theyd kept closer to the actual script in the Book.


But it was the finale that truly gripped the crowd. It began, as the other scenes had, with the stage darkened. The spotlight was on the narrator with golden hair, who stood primly at stage right.


At Joppa, the angel called out in her sweet little-girl voice, there was a certain disciple named Tabitha, which is translated Dorcas, which means deer, or antelope.


Stella Antelope nodded her approval and hugged her grandson.


Now this woman was full of good works and charitable deeds which she did. But it happened in those days that she became sickand died.


A few weary old womenthose who felt the nearness of deathgroaned inwardly.


When they had washed her, they laid her in an upper room. A spotlight sent a beam onto a simple cot. The golden-haired angel turned to behold the figure of Louise-Marie, pale as a ghost, who lay under a thin blanket. She was very still.


There was a sympathetic murmur from the audience; a little Hispanic girl who knew and loved the old French-Canadian womanLouise-Marie certainly looked deadwept and hugged her mamma.


The angel smiled serenely and continued her narration. Now since Lydda was near Joppa, and the disciples had heard that Peter was there, they went to him, imploring him not to delay in coming to them. Then Peter arose and went with them. When he had come, they brought him to the upper room.


A tall, bearded man appeared onstage. He was followed by several women dressed in dark robes.


The angel opened her little mouth and almost sang the words: And all the widows stood by him weeping, showing the tunics and garments which Dorcas had made while she was with them. Peter sent them away; he knelt down and prayed.


The women departed, stage left. The bearded man kneeled by the cot. And he clasped his hands and prayedsilently.


Louise-Marie, the very image of a good corpse, did not stir.


His prayer finished, Peter turned to the body and said softly: Tabitha, arise.


But she lay therepale as a ghostlike a great sack of flour.


The women in the audience were in agony. What if Louise-Marie didnt respondmaybe the old womand had a strokeperhaps she was deadOh, shed make such fools of them all. Several of the men chuckled.


But Louise-Marie LaForte was not dead. Her chest heaved with a breath. And thenand thenshe snored.


The audience was deathly silent.


Wake up Louise, a little Anglo girl piped out. She was hushed by her mortified mother; there was a titter of nervous laughter from the audience.


Little Rope Boy smiled; this was great fun.


Old Popeye Woman, who could perceive the silent stage with her minds eye, sighed. That old woman was so vain about memories of her childhood acting careerLouise-Marie might die of embarrassment if this didnt come off well. Stella Antelope prayed for Louise-Marie. God, please help her to wake up.


Peter was a trouper whod played a thousand nights in a thousand little makeshift theaters. This actor was not ruffled; indeed, he was cool as ice. He slapped the cot with his palm and called out loudly: Arise, Tabitha!



Louise-Marie shuddered. She opened her eyes, blinked at the blinding spotlight focused on her pale, wrinkled face. She sat up, wondering why shed left the bedroom light on and why was it so bright? She turned and drew a sharp breathwho was this nasty-looking bearded fellow wrapped in a bedspreadand why was he glaring at her? And what was he doing in her bedroom? She reached for the big revolver she kept under her pillow, but it wasnt there. And this didnt even look like her bedroom. Maybe it was a bad dream. Her chin trembled; she opened her mouth, as if to scream.


God help us, Peter muttered under his breath. It was a most sincere prayer.


Old Popeye Woman intensified her own prayers.


And God answers such appeals in unexpected ways.


Daisy Perika, who was not three yards from the actors, cupped her hand beside her mouth: Its all right, Louise-Marie. Its just a play. You settle down, now.


The old actress heard the Ute womans calming words, and immediately it came back to her. Yesthis was the Acts of the Apostles play. The bearded fellow who looked so stern, he was the Apostle Peter. She smiled and blinked at the dark vault where the audience held its collective breath. She reached out to take Peters hand. With heartfelt gratitude, he kissed her on the forehead. This was not in the script.


As one, the audience heaved a communal sigh of reliefmany of the Catholics and Anglicans crossed themselves. The Baptist minister thought the Apostolic kiss a good touch. Mightve happened just that way


Except for the spotlight on the blond angel, the small stage darkened.


The narrators sweet voice floated like incense over the audience: Then Peter gave Tabitha his hand and lifted her up, and when he had called the saints and widows, he presented her alive. And it became known throughout all Joppa, and many believed on the Lord.


Most of the congregation were inspired to their marrow.


Except for one among their number, the Utes shuddered at the thought of a dead body rising. Daisy Perika, the old shaman, was frowning at the stage. She was pondering what shed seen. The Ute woman had known since she was a child that Jesus had raised that Lazarus fellow from the dead, but shed never known that an ordinary fisherman like Peter had been given such powers by The Great Mysterious One. Yesthis was something to think about.


The curtains were closed.


The audience was transported back from the dim and miraculous past to the earthly present. From Joppa, in ancient Israel. To Ignacio, in Colorado. The applause was a sudden thunder that rattled every pane in the mullioned windows.


The curtains parted; the house lights were on. The entire party of players came on stage to bow and smile and wave. A little boy dressed in a crisp blue suit brought an armful of small bouquets and distributed them to the actors. The angel-narrator was taking her third bow when she recognized Charlie Moon. And smiled her angel smile at the big Ute policeman. Delly Sands blew a kiss; a dozen men and boys in the audience fantasized: this kiss is meant for me alone.


Little Rope Boy blushed; his heart pounded.


But the kiss was only for Charlie Moon.


Now Charlie did not know thisnot for sure.


Myra Cornstone knew. For sure. And ground her teeth.


The curtains closed, for the final time.


Father Raes breathed a sigh of relief. And offered a prayer of thanks to God.


In the days that followed, a more cynical soul than the priest may have thought this expression of gratitude to besomewhat premature.




The hall was almost empty. Billy Antelope had led his sightless grandmother away, one wrinkled hand gripping the hank of rope around his waist, the other grasping
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