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Author’s Introduction
It was the edge of winter 2005 and I was casting about looking for a new story idea. I like to write in coffee shops and was sitting near a window scribbling in a notebook when an Indian man about my age came to my table and asked if I was a writer. I told him I was. He introduced himself as Leon Hale and asked if he could sit and tell me a story. We shook hands, and he began.
Leon told me about a dream he has had for many years. It is always the same dream; full of rich detail, sounds, smells, and sights. In the dream, he is a young Lakota boy living in a tipi village in the early 1800s just as the huge westward migration of Europeans into Indian country was beginning. Leon said that sometimes when he wakes up and finds himself a grown man living in a trailer house, he is disoriented and confused.
Within minutes, I knew I would write his story.
Over the next few months, Leon came to my house and we recorded his dream. He’d sit in my green leather chair, go into what appeared to be a deep trance, and speak in first person about his life as a young Lakota living on the plains. I usually stretched out on my couch and went into a trance-like state myself. It took eleven sessions to record his story. He feels his dream comes from that time and is Wakan—sacred—and needs to be in the world.
Later, he told me that during a serious illness, his grandson, Little Leon, used to come over and urge him to get up and walk, to be washaka, to be strong. They would walk and Leon would tell him the stories of Little Chief. Little Leon told his grandfather that one day he would write these stories—or pray to Wakan Tanka that they would find a writer who could write the stories.
While writing this story, I struggled with how to place it within known events in Lakota country and finally realized it must simply be told in the way that Leon "captured" it. As a reader, please take Leon’s story as it comes; in the form of a dream, in its spirit. The Crazy Horse and Sitting Bull of this story precede the historic figures by a generation. And that is how we offer Washaka—The Bear Dreamer to you.
Writing Washaka—The Bear Dreamer was a great pleasure for me. I took the bare bones of Leon’s dream and added flesh, characters, story and, I hope, heart.
The Lakota language is a beautiful and ancient language and today many people work hard to keep it a viable language. We have used a few Lakota words when appropriate. Most are clearly read. The name Mato Ska is pronounced Mato-Shkaw. Mato means bear and Ska means white. Washaka is pronounced similarly as Wash-AH-ka and means the strong one. We have used the phonetic spelling of the word within the title to assist people in pronouncing it. One day we hope to have the entire story translated into Lakota to help preserve this beautiful language.
Acknowledgments
I would like to acknowledge my husband, Milt Lee, for his continual support of my writing life. Special thanks to my three favorite editors: Andi Hummel, Gaydell Collier and Chris Christopherson for helping to shape and polish this story, and to The Spearfish Writers and The Bearlodge Writers for taking me in. Additional heartfelt thanks go to my students at Oglala Lakota College for acting as first readers; their warm response inspired me to move ahead.
And finally, love to my grandchildren, Gavin, Jaaron, Korah, and Kelsey, Adrien, Kayden, and to the granddaughter of my heart, Kayna. Without the children, there is no future.
Table of Contents
Ash
The Lakota Oyate—The People
The Others
The White Bear Dream
The First Journey South
The White Bear
The Race For Home
Masa—Metal
Wocekiya—Blessings
Washaka—The Strong One
Grandfather’s Dream
The Buffalo Hunter
This Time I Go Alone
The Second Journey South
Mato Ska—Freeing The White Bear
The Journey Home
Homecoming
Lakota Oyate in Winter
The Place Where Twins Come From
Eyakpakpa—Flashing Horse
A Foolish Hunter
The Third Journey South
Seasons Passing
Taking a Feather
The Fourth Journey South
I Have No Ears
The Last Journey South
Masa—Spider Bite
The Final Journey Home
Ash
Readers Discussion Guide
Washaka—The Bear Dreamer
~~Ash~~
When a man’s body is raised high on a scaffold and burned, skin and hair and bone blacken, crumble, and become ash. The ash is lifted, carried by wind high above the earth and scattered.
I am ash now.
The day my body burned, the wind was blowing east and it carried me aloft, lifting and lifting until the sun warmed the ash, and the rain washed me back to earth
Ash has eyes and memory; spirit lingers in ash. When my body burned, I was freed from all physical restraint, free to fly like eagles and birds, free to mingle with earth and water, to nourish the grasses and plants, to be eaten by deer and bear and wolf.
When my body burned and became ash, I was no longer tethered by human limitation but liberated, turned loose amidst the world, free to roam, to watch, to cross previously unseen boundaries between life and death, to be breathed in by Wakan Tanka, the Great Spirit. I am still here.
I was even free to be reborn a hundred years later into the body of a boy in Thunder Butte, to ease myself into his dreams, to have him remember my story and tell it to others.
Chapter 1
The Lakota Oyate—The People
The first time I heard about the Others, the different kind of people, I was in my seventh year. It was the edge of summer. The days had been blistering hot and dry for weeks, but suddenly the season shifted toward fall and the nights grew cool, the air scented with the smell of the coming winter. Our village was camped beside a thin, clear stream on the eastern edge of He Sapa, the hills of black. We’d been here since late spring and the men were preparing to hunt the buffalo.
My name then was Little Chief, Itancan Cikala. My mother called me “Little Mischief.” It was my nature to be busy from the time the sun rose in the morning until it dropped out of the sky again. Grandfather Whirling Hand called me “curious.”
The best part of every day was when the other boys and I gathered in Grandfather’s tipi to hear his stories. I never thought about where the girls were—I guess they were in Grandmother’s tipi. I loved Grandfather’s stories, even the ones I’d heard a hundred times before. I’d race through my evening chores and bolt to his tipi to help with his chores so we could get to the stories sooner.
Sometimes he’d refuse to let me in until I went to wash in the stream—he said I smelled like a sweaty dog and he couldn’t bear the scent of me. Grandfather was like that. He never held back words, but he could say I stunk and it hit me gentle-like, not harsh or cruel.
So that is how it was, the edge of summer—hot, flies buzzing, sun beating down during the day and the earth cooling and growing damp during the night. When Grandfather told the story about the Others, it was a night like this.
I was already in the tipi, my body clean as a river rock, when my little cousins came in carrying small stones and other things they’d found that day. They liked bringing their finds to Grandfather—he always made up a story about each object and what it meant. He said rocks and trees and bones all had spirit, and that these spirits spoke to him. Usually the stones and sticks had something to tell us about growing stronger, not whining, helping the women more. I knew he made up the stories to teach us. Grandfather was the oldest man in our village. Nobody knew how old—not even Grandfather. He was my father’s father’s father, which actually made him my great-grandfather.
During these times, all the children—including me—listened to every word. Grandfather told of how the world was formed from Inyan, his blood flowing in blue rivers to form sky and water until he himself turned to stone. He also told stories about coyote and bear and stars, and the early travels of our people. My favorite story told of our emergence from the body of Unci Maka, Grandmother Earth, after the second cleansing.
The night I heard the story of the Others, there were nine of us in a circle in Grandfather’s tipi. I always sat opposite him because I liked watching his face across the small fire. The curls of smoke looked like spirit fingers touching his nose and brow, and then rising up and out of the tipi hole. Grandfather’s face was smooth and brown, as soft as finely-tanned leather. He hardly ever smiled but, when he did, his eyes crackled like lightning in a stormy sky.
I was the oldest of the children in our camp and tanhansi Rabbit, my cousin, sat next to me. He and I were the same age and always together. Our fathers were brothers and we treated each other as brothers, too. That night we’d built a fire because Grandfather said his bones were stiff. The children laughed at him, saying bones are always stiff. There was a lot of laughter and joking around, but I just sat and poked at the logs with a thin, burning stick. Outside it was cold, but inside it was warm and dim as a cave.
I watched the flames, watched the smoke curl up like ghostly fingers, watched Grandfather’s face. A log snapped in the crackling fire as if signaling silence and we all went quiet. He began with a prayer to Wakan Tanka to guide his words and his stories, and to make our ears work. We waited for Grandfather to finish his wacekiya, his praying, and begin the storytelling.
When he finished, he looked straight across the fire at me and said, “Tonight, a story for you, Little Chief.”
That was the first time the shiver passed through my body. At the time I thought it was the cold night air, but it was more than that. I sat up straight, excited about having a story directed at me. I had no idea his words that night would change my life.
Grandfather began, “It was the summer you were born. Your mother was large with you, and we had made camp to the south of here. It was a difficult summer; the game had been hiding, and the hunters were often gone for days at a time in search of elk and deer. The buffalo hunt had not yet begun.”
A birthing story, I thought. We all loved hearing stories about how each of us had come into the world. I figured Grandfather was going to tell the story of my birthing day once again; how I’d had slipped into the world like a wet seed just as the sun topped the horizon, how my father had awakened the entire camp with his jubilant calls and cries, how Father carried me to Grandfather as if I were a small, slick buffalo calf.
On this night however, instead of birthing stories, he had a different story to tell. “A few days before you were born, Little Chief, your father and uncle went south to hunt. They came upon a small river. There was steam rising from the surface of that river. They got off their horses and put their hands in to feel the hot water, having heard of these hot streams but never finding one before. They decided to swim.”
I listened. His voice was like a river song, words tumbling like water over stones.
Grandfather went on. “There was a place where the water fell over an edge of rock and formed a small pool. Your father and uncle tied their horses to a nearby tree and were about to jump in when they saw a small mule deer standing in the woods. It was alert, rigid, its eyes fixed and staring in the opposite direction. The deer didn’t see them. They wondered what had caused the deer to freeze, as if afraid. They grabbed their bows and arrows, preparing for unseen danger and hoping to take down the deer—their bellies were rumbling.” Grandfather grinned. “A hungry man is always a good hunter.”
The children laughed but I shivered again, waiting to hear more. “Go on, Grandfather,” I urged him.
“Takoja, Grandson, I think you are in a hurry for this story.” He smiled and went on. “The deer skipped off before they could notch an arrow. Then they heard clanging and banging in the distance, a sound unfamiliar and out of place on the quiet land. They took their bows and arrows and followed the hot stream toward the sound. When they got close, your uncle climbed a tree to search for where such a noise was coming from. And that is when your uncle saw the Others.”
Grandfather paused, his eyes rose and looked out the tipi hole as if sending a prayer to the heavens, and then he went on. “Your uncle saw something built from wood plank sitting in a meadow with large wheels lifting it off the ground. It was covered with cloth, like a rounded tipi, or a sweat lodge. A team of horses was hitched to this wagon and a man was leading the team. The man was different from us—pale, his face covered with hair, his eyes shaded by a hat on his head, his body covered in cloth with chunky moccasins on his feet.
All of this your uncle whispered down from the tree from where he watched. Your father climbed up to see for himself what was being described. Atop the cart was a woman who, like your mother, was large with child. She was also pale—her hair yellow as the prairie grass in the last days of summer. Never had your father and uncle seen such a sight.”
I still held the burning stick in my hand. Something about Grandfather’s story was like that burning stick; it touched my mind the way a spark touches dry grass. I felt suddenly hot and cold at the same time. I tried to form a picture of what he described, but couldn’t. Curiosity shot through me. I wanted to see these Others. I wanted to see what my father and uncle had seen. The world seemed to tilt off its center. Other people? Different people? Hairy faces, and chunky moccasins, and rolling wagons, and— “What was the sound they heard, Grandfather?”
“The man was building something. Your father and uncle did not wait to see what it was he was building. They scooted down from the tree and returned to the village to tell us what they had seen.”
The younger children in the tipi were getting restless, waiting for a new story, but Grandfather was not done yet.
“I have heard of these Others,” he said. “My grand-father had a vision. So have other Elders. They said that one day Others would come, many Others, and that life would change for us.”
He looked at me, his face serious. “When your father and uncle returned, we moved camp further north, to stay away from the Others. But before we broke camp, they returned once more to the steaming river. The man and his wife were still there. They were cutting trees, pulling the bark from the logs, stacking the logs; they were building a home.”
“Where were their people?” I asked. “Did the woman have her baby? How could these people get enough food without their band? How could they live? Where did they come from?”
In the dim firelight, Grandfather’s smile looked sad to me. He shook his head and said, “I cannot answer all your questions, Little Chief, except to say that our Elders from long ago saw this, that these wagons would bring a different kind of people to our lands, and that there would be many challenges, many changes for the Lakota Oyate. That is all we know. You, Little Chief, were born the day after your father returned.”
That night I had a fever. It was as if I’d carried the fire of the story with me. The buffalo robe beneath me felt scratchy and rough. I rolled and rolled and couldn’t sleep. Mother crossed the tipi and put her cool hand on my forehead. “Shh, cinksi, my son. You will awaken your father.” She lay down beside me and her body stilled the shivering in my limbs.
“Mother, did Father tell you about seeing the Others?”
“Yes, son. He talked of nothing else for weeks after your birth.”
“Why has he never told me about them?”
“Little Chief, you are still a child. These are matters better left to the men. It was not your business. Go to sleep now, cinksi.”
I soon heard the soft sound of her breathing, but still my body did not rest. It hurt to be considered still a baby. Seven was not such a young age.
The next day, and for many days after, I couldn’t get the story of the different kind of people out of my thoughts. I wondered about them, where they came from, who they were, what circumstances had brought them to Lakota country. I also wondered why Grandfather had waited seven years to tell that story. Why had he told the story that night? Why then? It was like a secret he had been keeping.
Chapter 2
The Others
Up until that moment, I’d never thought about there being any other world but the one I knew. Until then, I had thought my world was the only world. I’d look out across the prairie, or to the upper rise of the black hills, and think the world must end where my eyes could go no further.
Grandfather told many stories about the world, but it was always the world we knew. Again and again he’d tell us, “We are Lakota Oyate, the people.”
I knew there were worlds beyond this one, the realms of the spirits and ancestors, but those were different realms. And I knew there were many other bands of people living on the land—we’d seen them, traded with them, sometimes married them and sometimes fought with them, but the Others Grandfather described in his story were a different kind of people—that’s what he said, like an owl is different from a sparrow.
All that autumn I drove tanhansi Rabbit crazy. When we weren’t helping with the chores, I would drag him off to the edge of a clearing near a stand of pines and put him to work. We tried to recreate the shelter the Others had built. We cut small, smooth sticks from trees and peeled the bark, stacking them one atop the other until walls formed a space inside, a living space. My miniature shelter entertained the other children, and they began to add their own shelters to ours; a small camp grew. Grandfather sometimes walked by to watch us work. He’d shake his head, and then go off.
Rabbit and I even tried to duplicate the rolling cart. Grandfather told us it was called a “wagon.” We didn’t ask how he knew this word. In fact, I began to believe he knew more about these different kind of people than a single story could contain.
At night, I’d stare at stars above our tipi and wonder if the woman had her baby and had the baby lived? My mother and grandmother helped with the birthings in the village, and I knew sometimes the babies, or the mothers, didn’t survive the birth. I thought of the man living in his log shelter all alone and decided no, he would leave if his wife didn’t survive.
And was the baby, if it lived, a boy or girl?
I tried to ask my father questions about the camp of the Others, but he would not talk of it. He said it was time to leave childish curiosity behind and take on my training to be a hunter. I quit asking Father questions. Instead I bothered my mother and grandmother with endless questions about childbirth. They knew about healing, about plants—which could heal and which could kill—and I was suddenly interested in both. I began trailing along as they gathered the roots and leaves they would need for the winter.
During the buffalo hunt that fall, a young man of our village killed ten buffalo in one day. His name was Runs Fast. I watched the hunters bring in the buffalo and the sight amazed me. There would be abundant meat for the winter. I thought the name Runs Fast was a good name and I wanted to be such a hunter one day. We celebrated Runs Fast and his amazing hunt with three nights of feasting, and preparing the animals. The meat that was not being cooked was cut into strips and dried. Every night there were dances, music, and the smell of buffalo stew circling the air around the camp. The younger children spent entire days gathering young turnip roots and greens to prepare with the meat.
On the third night, I saw Runs Fast leave the light of the cooking fires and walk away. I followed him. When he’d cleared the camp boundary, I caught up with him and said, “You are a hero, Runs Fast.”
He bent and picked up a small stone from the earth and tossed it out across the open meadow. “I am not a hero, Little Chief. I am a hunter.”
“But everyone says you are a hero for killing ten buffalo.”
Runs Fast laughed and said, “It is not hero’s work, Little Chief, to do what is necessary for the people.”
His words confused me. “But you are a wealthy man, to have so many buffalo robes.”
Again he laughed, but he was not laughing at me. The birds asleep in the trees scattered and twittered when he laughed. “What is rich, Little Chief?” he asked. “I have one buffalo robe, like you. The others belong to my mother. She will give them away at the summer ceremonies.”
“Give them all away?”
“Yes. I am only rich because of my mother. And father. A man is only rich when he gives away what he has no need of, what can be better used by others.”
I had heard the boasting and bragging of many hunters much less accomplished than Runs Fast. His words amazed me, and that he would perform such a feat and give the robes away, or leave the celebration so others would not call him ‘hero.’
“What is it like, Runs Fast? To kill a buffalo?”
He did not answer me for a long time. I looked at his arms and saw the strong muscles beneath his skin. “It is necessary, Little Chief. That is all,” he said.
“Have you ever seen the Others that Grandfather speaks of?”
My question appeared to startle him. “The Others?”
“Yes, the people who are different from us, the people with white skin?”
“No, Little Chief. I hunt buffalo, not people.”
Never once did I consider that Runs Fast’s words had any importance beyond that moment. Not until many years later.
That winter, Rabbit finally got sick of hearing me talk about the Others. “What is the matter with you, Little Chief?” he asked. “You talk of nothing else. It’s boring.”
“What’s boring? Don’t you care that there may be a whole different kind of people out there with pale skin building things with logs? They may be dead. There may be others who have joined them. How can you say it’s boring?”
Rabbit punched me in the shoulder. “Because it is. Boring. We are hunters. We are supposed to be learning to hunt. Instead you are like a squirrel hunting nuts—all these questions fill your cheeks and make them chubby.”
Rabbit was only a little younger than I. We’d learned to walk together. He was my best friend and brother. After me, my mother had not born another child and I knew she wanted more babies. She was always doctoring with Grandmother, and sometimes I’d catch her watching some of the other young mothers holding babies with a sad look on her face. Once I heard my parents talking late in the night. Father said she was keeping me small, that it was time for me to train and not be hanging around the women all the time. Mother started to cry and Father quit talking harshly to her, pulled her into his arms and whispered to her, but the next day he took me from her fire. From then on, I spent my days with him and the other hunters.
Rabbit and I learned to make and use our first bows and arrows that winter. Until then, we had had only toys. The craft was painstaking, choosing the wood, peeling the bark back, stringing the sinew. The arrows were even more complicated, but we liked the activity and sat for hours hearing the men tell stories about hunting.
Our fathers no longer let us join the younger children in Grandfather’s tipi every night, but took us into their circle. I liked being with the men, but I missed Grand-father’s stories, although he’d never spoken again about the Others.
To be a great hunter was important for the survival of our people and the good ones were always remembered with tales of their feats. Grandfather often joined the hunter’s circle. He’d bring out a single tooth, or bone, or horn that hunters had given him, and he’d use the object to tell a story about that hunter, that hunt.
On days so cold and crisp you could see your breath, Rabbit and I spent the hours beneath the bright sunlight learning to track small animals. I shocked everybody (myself included) by bringing down a small mule deer with my new bow. Much was made of my feat by Father and the other hunters and the animal was dressed, the hide scraped, and the meat fed to the whole village that night in a feast. Rabbit’s father gave me a gift—a flute he’d cut from a thin stick of ash. The sides were carved with tiny animal figures and, although I did not yet know how to play it, I treasured the gift.
Later I walked beneath the brilliant stars and felt myself a man for the first time. It was a grand feeling, a feeling that almost faded my curiosity about the Others, at least for the time being. Something large had grown inside me and I could find no words to express it. Instead, even on cold days, I’d go to the edge of the village and play my flute, listening to the wind wail in the trees. It was the sounds of the world around me that I attempted to bring forth from the flute.
That winter the snow was deep. It drifted up around each tipi until we were warm and snug inside. I’d come out of the dim light of the tipi and the blazing blue of the sky would hurt my eyes, every twig of every tree glazed and glittering in the sun.
Spring came at last and we broke camp and began traveling south. I was always excited to see the tipis coming down and the people moving once again. Winter was quiet, a time for stories, for making songs, for tanning hides; spring was another thing entirely. I lived for spring each year.
After the encounter with Runs Fast—after killing my first deer—I was burning for manhood to arrive, impatient and in a hurry. I thought no more of the Others but spent my days in training. With Father’s help, I built an even stronger bow than any I had yet held. The bow was stronger than my body, so I spent the days of spring pulling the sinew, stretching and stretching, holding it until my arms quivered and sweat broke out on my brow. Without ever notching an arrow, I held the bow taut. The younger children began teasing, calling me Little Tree, so long did I hold my stance. My arms grew strong, the muscles stringy and tight beneath my skin.
To make my lower body as strong as my arms and upper body, I ran. I ran up rocky hillsides, through the woods, down the stream. I’d race up the hill, gaining the meadow and breaking fast into almost a gallop.
One day, after such exertions, Rabbit caught up with me and asked, “Little Chief, why are you in such a hurry to be a man? Everything has its time and manhood will arrive soon enough. Come, swim with me—or let’s go fishing.”
I stood, still holding the bow, when suddenly Rabbit’s question pierced me like an arrow, and I realized what I was doing. It shocked me. It was not manhood I sought—but the Others. I was training because I wanted to follow the trail my father and uncle had followed when they found the man and his pregnant woman; the Others. All of my training was for this purpose alone. I wanted to travel south to the steaming river. I wanted to go in search of the shelter of logs, of the man with a pale, hairy face, the woman and her large belly. I told Rabbit this.
“You’re crazy, Little Chief. Those other people may not even be there any more. Likely they died, or left, or got eaten by a bear. You’re crazy.”
“I’m not.”
“Sure you are.”
I tackled my cousin and wrestled him to the ground. We were beside the river and Rabbit gained his feet, grabbed me by the ankle, and dragged me across the ground. Although I was older, and had been in fierce training, Rabbit was, like his name, quick and strong. He dragged me to the river and, before we knew what had happened, we’d rolled off the bank of the creek and into the water.
The frigid water closed in around us and we both leapt to our feet, sputtering and shivering and laughing. “You look like a drowned rabbit,” I told my tanhansi.
He shoved me and I fell back into the water and we had a great water fight. The children heard the commotion and came running down to the riverbank. There was still snow on the tops of the mountains and the water was icy, but nobody cared. The little ones jumped in and joined our games, tagging one another and pushing each other down.
When I finally pulled myself out of the river, I saw Runs Fast standing on the edge of bank smiling at us. I felt like a child again. Rabbit was right; manhood would come in its own time.
Later, as we dried off, Rabbit pulled the braid out of his hair and said, “At least I got you to swim, crazy boy.”
As the summer sizzled in, burning the grass and cracking the earth, Rabbit and I both reached our eighth year. Rather than getting me to play more, he went the other direction and began training with me. He was well named. He was lean, and quick, and nervous. I was more solidly built, with sturdy legs and a wider frame. We made a good team. Rather than totally abandoning youthful play, Rabbit convinced me that swimming, scaling trees, swinging from branches and rock climbing were all equally good training to be a hunter. We were together day and night. Sometimes we’d gather the other boys together and stage great pony raids, knocking each other from our horses and snatching the leather reins from the losers. We also managed to get into some scrapes.
Rabbit and I often lost track of time and wandered far from camp, realizing too late that we could not return by mealtime. Once we convinced three of the younger children to eat a type of mushrooms we knew would give them the belly trots. Another time we rigged the trees in a little grove with small animal skins strung from branches on almost invisible lines of sinew. Rabbit convinced three of the girls our age that he had seen an entire flock of flying squirrels. He lured them into the grove where I was hiding—ready to make the flying pelts attack the younger girls.
After each of these escapades, we were confined to the village grounds, forced to do what Grandfather called ‘woman’s work’ for three days. We were not even allowed to take our horses out for a ride during our restriction. After the incident with the girls, my mother doused both Rabbit and me with cold water, to get our brains working again, she said.
For the next two summers, we continued both in our training as hunters and as boys playing pranks. My mother finally carried a second child to full term (two others had left before gaining this world) and I had a baby brother. With this event, I felt one step closer to manhood. Something about the responsibility of being a big brother brought this home to me. I had a new place to hold in the family, now more man than boy, I decided. Mother spent her days in the care of the little one who was first named Shaking Leaf for the grove of aspens he’d been born under in the spring of the year. Later my brother would be given a new name.
Had I known these easy years marked the end of my childhood, I may have cherished them more—the peaceful play, the easy rhythm of summer and winter in my village, the pranks Rabbit and I performed. My parents were always watchful, always nearby, and Grandfather and my uncles were training us to step away from play and toward taking on our new roles as men. The thoughts of the Others faded into the background of my life, not gone, but not haunting my every moment either.
Until the night the dream came to me. And I caught it.
Chapter 3
The White Bear Dream
The summer I reached my eleventh year, my little brother was toddling around with the other babies. I liked walking the woods to show him small anthills, a butterfly lighting on a bush, the birds flying above. Somehow, seeing the world through Shaking Leaf’s eyes made it seem new and interesting again. It also made me feel more man than boy. Even my body was changing, my legs gaining length, my head now taller than Rabbit’s by a hand. Mother teased me about having to cut new moccasins for each year. My feet were a man’s feet.
That summer, just before the sun reached its highest point, we broke camp and moved again to the south to meet with other Lakota bands, family members and relatives, for the summer gathering. This time of gathering was my favorite. There would be great feasts, games, dances and time for stories. I also knew, in the back of my mind, that the gathering place was nearer to the place where steam rose from the rivers.
The Others were on my mind again. Although I had managed to push the thoughts back the past two years, for some reason my curiosity about them was alive and hungry once again. I knew from Grandfather’s story that the line of hills led south to the hot river, and the river led to the place of the Others.
When the new camp was set and the relatives were gathering from great distances, I had the dream. It was a warm, sticky night and I slept on top of my buffalo robe to stay cool. Shaking Leaf snored in his small boy way, and both of my parents slept soundly. I drifted off to sleep in the soft surround of my parents’ tipi and then, sometime in the middle of the night, I awoke and sat straight up in the dark.
The dream was so real, with sound and color, more like a place I had visited than a dream. For long hours after, I lay awake staring up and out at the tipi poles that seemed to reach for the stars themselves. Yes, I thought, this is a dream I should pay attention to, a dream I should talk to Grandfather about.
I moved through the next day as if asleep, so clear was the dream in my mind. It was as if I were still there—and not here. I told Rabbit about the dream, but no one else. More relatives arrived, but I scarcely saw them. Finally, I caught Grandfather Whirling Hand alone and said, “I had a dream. I need to tell you this dream later, when you have gone to your tipi.”
He eyed me carefully and said, “Yes. Come and tell me your dream.”
When all the feasting and dancing was done and the little ones tucked into robes for the night, and the cooking fires only glowing embers circled by the young men talking together, I left the village common area and went to his tipi. I dipped my head through the opening and said, “Grandfather?”
“Come in, Grandson,” he called out to me.
I went in. Grandfather Whirling Hand sat alone in the dim light of the tipi, his back to the skins, his eyes watching the opening. He was holding a small horn, wrapping the end with sinew, his hands so familiar with the task that he had no need of good light. I circled the space and took a place beside him. The night was too warm for a fire and so only the last rays of daylight coming in through the tipi opening allowed us to see each other.
“What is it, Takoja?”
“I had a dream last night.”
“Good. Tell me about this dream.”
I stared at the cold fire pit a moment and said, “I was sound asleep and I heard a growling noise; it was loud and so near. The growling didn’t seem like an attack sound, but hurt, as if something was hurting the animal. I went to see what was making this noise. And then along a creek I saw a big white bear, a grizzly I think, and it was growling.”
“The bear was white?”
“Yes, Grandfather.”
I knew the many stories surrounding the white buffalo calf, but I had never heard a story about a white bear. “The bear sounded like it was crying, Grandfather. I saw he was tied to a tree, the rope so tight around his neck that, when he struggled or moved, it cut into his fur. He was trying to get away. I went closer and saw his neck bleeding where the rope had cut him.”
Grandfather listened, nodding for me to go on.
“I knew I could cut him loose but I didn’t. I just watched him struggle. I felt bad for the bear.” I reported every small detail of the dream. Grandfather said little, listening in the dimly lit tipi.
When I finished, he said, “Takoja, this is a strong dream for you. A sign. Someday you will come across something, or see something, that will be similar. It may not be a bear, but something else. When you see it, you will know and understand that it is related to this dream. And what you must do is set this white bear free. It will require something of you. Dreams such as these are never easy. That white bear wants freedom. You must grant it to him.”
“I will know it when I see it?”
“Yes. You will know. You will see this in the future.” He closed his eyes for a moment and said, “It is near. Wait. You will know.” Grandfather looked at me for a long moment, as if considering something. “You are young to have such a dream.”
“I am eleven winters, Grandfather, nearly a man now.”
He smiled and I thought again of the night Grand-father had told me the story of the Others, the way his smile had made me think of lightning cracking a dark sky.
“Go now, Little Chief,” Grandfather said. “I need to pray. You will know when you see this thing that has come into your dreaming. Dreams come from Wakan Tanka, from the Great Spirit.”
When I left his tipi, the dream still surrounded me. I heard the low growl of pain and frustration, saw the white bear tied and bleeding, and sensed the purpose Grandfather had spoken of. I was to free this bear. My belly tightened and my back straightened as I thought about what he had said.
I’d had a dream, no—a vision. This vision contained something of my future. Boys do not get visions. Only men get visions. And Grandfather said to watch for this white bear, or something similar. I stood outside my parents’ tipi for a long time. I walked behind it, away from camp to consider this dream. It was still warm outside but I shivered as if snow, and not sunshine, was on the wind. I rubbed my arms and went in search of Rabbit. I found my cousin sitting on a stone on the lower part of the slope behind the village whittling a piece of wood with his knife.
“I talked to Grandfather about my dream.” I told him all that Grandfather had said.
He stopped whittling and looked up. “Will it be dangerous? This white bear?”
“I don’t know. He didn’t say, only that I would have to set him free when I found him.”
Rabbit said, “But this white grizzly could kill you—pow—with one whack of its paw.”
I shivered again, imagined cutting the rope from the growling white grizzly of my dreams. “It might. Kill me.”
Rabbit picked up the small chunk of wood he was carving and showed it to me, an odd look on his face. “I am making this for you. For your pouch.”
I took the small carving and looked. Emerging from the top of the pale wood was the head of a bear.
The council and ceremonies filled the village with activity. There were feasts and dancing and singing every night. All day the men met in the council tipi, going in and out, taking care of the business of the people, but I thought only of that white bear.
When would I see it? How would it be different? Should I be looking for it? The questions hounded me day and night until I caught my mother watching me—to see if I was sick or something. Rabbit finished the carving and I slid the small wooden figure into my pouch, feeling its added weight as if I’d filled the pouch with stones instead of one pale piece of fresh wood in the shape of a bear.
The village had grown to four times its normal size. Each band circled its tipis and there were six circles, the tipis dotting the valley for a great distance as we camped along the wide stream. More people continued to arrive. It had been three years since our separate family bands had gathered, and all day long people called out to each other in greeting. The women gathered to admire the new babies born in the last year to cousins and sisters. New wives and husbands were introduced to family members, and wives and husbands were chosen for those who had not yet married.
My mother found her sister and cried out in joy when she saw her. Snow Woman had also had a baby, and both sisters were now mothers again and had much to talk about.
And there were quiet times, a time for tears and mourning for the old and the very young who had not survived the icy winter months.
Normally, this was my best time of the year, this gathering of old friends and relatives, and this year the gathering was especially large. Our single village expanded to several hundred people camped in the open expanse along the river.
But the dream had changed me. I was waiting, always waiting to see when the dream would arrive in my world. I watched the children’s games and felt apart from them, no longer a child. I watched the feasting, the gathering of men, and felt not yet a part of their circle either, not yet fully a man.
On the third night of the gathering, after the ceremonies had ended for the evening and the women carried their children to the tipis to tuck them in for the night, I overheard the men talking about the Others. My uncle waved me over. I came and sat beside the men. It felt good to be included. I listened. The men who had traveled the farthest had many reports about the Others. They had seen them in the rolling wagons, crawling slowly across the land. Three of the men had approached them, trading with the strangers, or helping them fix a wagon wheel. Even as I heard the men speaking, my body shivered again, more violently this time.
This quivering in my body felt connected to my dream, to the white bear. It was also connected to any mention of the different kind of people who were coming. As I sat watching the fire, my knees hot from the crackling, burning wood, even my legs shivered. Grandfather had said the dream was Wakan, sacred. My uncle glanced at my face, at my jittering knees, and asked, “Are you okay, my boy? You are shaking.”
“I’m fine, Uncle. It must be all the excitement. It jumped into my knees.”
Uncle put his hand on my shaking knees and stilled them. That strong hand felt good and the quivering stopped.
That night the idea popped into my mind fully formed, and as real as the dream I’d had of the white bear. I moved through the next day like a chunk of wood until finally I pulled Rabbit away from the evening dances and games and took him to the edge of the camp.
“What is it, Little Chief?”
I shook my head, signaling silence, walking until we were out of earshot from any of the relatives. “I want to go see the Others, these different kind of people Grandfather talked about. I need to go.”
“You’re crazy, Little Chief. Why would you want to do that?”
“I think the Others are connected to my dream. I think I am supposed to go and see them.”
“But it must be days and days away from here. You can’t go alone—and nobody will take you. Grandfather said we moved north to stay clear of the Others.” Rabbit whispered nervously, although there were no people close enough to hear us talking.
“I have to go.” Even saying the words aloud felt right.
“We’ll get in big trouble. How can we get away—without telling somebody?” asked Rabbit.
He may not have realized it, but I knew Rabbit had just agreed to go with me. “So you will go with me?”
“Sure I will. When we are old enough. When it is time.” He punched my shoulder. “We have no strong horses. Think about it. We have only old horses, Little Chief, the horses that are too old for a hunter to ride. Grandfather says it is time for us to start learning to hunt buffalo, to learn to shoot our arrows, to become men. We should wait.”
“I can’t wait. It is all I think about. It will be one full year yet before we are allowed to hunt buffalo. You know that. Listen, you don’t have to go. I can do this alone.”
The desire to go find the Others had become more than a desire. It became a thing I must do. Just saying the words strengthened my feet on the earth. I felt it, like a snap in my body. I would go. I would take a horse, fill my pack, and go to see the Other people. “I’m going, Rabbit. After I leave, you can tell my parents where I have gone so they won’t worry.”
Rabbit hissed under his breath. He walked ahead, turned and walked back, walked a circle around me, and then came to stand in front of me. “I will go with you, Little Chief. It is too dangerous for you to go alone. What if you get hurt, or snake bit? What if you take a fever, or the man with the wagon ties you up? No. You can’t go alone.”
Again I thought my cousin well named, jumping forward and back like a rabbit. I put my hand on his shoulder. “You are a good cousin, Rabbit. But I can do this. I don’t want to get you into trouble.”
“Shut up, Little Chief. I’m going with you.”
“In the morning then,” I said.
“So soon?”
“Yes. But we have to leave very early. The men rise long before the sun does. We’ll have to be gone by then.”
Chapter 4
The First Journey South
Later, in the noise and jumble of the festivities, it was easy to fill packs with dried meat and fruits. It was easy to take two extra buffalo robes. We stashed everything behind a large pile of boulders near where the horses were tied.
It was too easy.
I should have been shivering now with fear, with going against my father and grandfather but since making the decision, the shivering had stopped. My body felt calm, my mind firm. I was not afraid. I wanted to tell my parents so they would not worry, but I knew we would be stopped if I said a word. And I was not going to be stopped from doing this thing. No, we have to go, and quietly, I thought. No one must know.
It was easy to arrange to sleep in Rabbit’s tipi because my mother’s sister and her new husband and baby were staying with my parents. Mother welcomed one less body in the already crowded tipi.
The night passed slowly, even more slowly once Rabbit and I pretended to sleep on our robes. For the longest time, I stared out at the stars winking in the night sky. I liked the way the poles reached like wooden fingers for those stars. I felt Rabbit beside me, as fully awake as I was. Outside, the encampment was quiet, the stillness of sleep settling over the people.
I reviewed my dream once more. It was strange the way I felt the rope around the White Bear’s neck, as if it circled my own neck. I felt the pull and cut of it, felt the warm blood trickling down my own neck. The dream is Wakan, I reminded myself. Not to be feared.
Sleep. I willed my mind to quit rambling, willed my body to take its rest for the long journey ahead. My mind and body ignored my will. Finally, when all within the tipi were deeply asleep, I reached a hand over and nudged Rabbit. My cousin clearly had not had the same trouble sleeping as I had. He did not awaken but grumbled and curled back into his buffalo robe. I considered slipping out alone and taking this journey I must take without the company of my cousin, but I knew that would not be right. I nudged him harder until he woke up.
It was long before sunrise when we crept soundlessly out of the tipi and into the empty, open common area. We collected our packs and the hidden buffalo robes, tying them to our horses. We did not want to risk alerting anyone by riding the horses out of the village so we hushed them, walking far out and away before mounting. My plan was to go east until we cleared the foothills and reached the open prairie. Then we would follow the edge of hills until we were far enough south to find the hot stream. Grandfather had said two days ride to this place. I calculated that the summer camp must be about where the village had been when my father and uncle had seen the Others, before we moved north to stay clear of them.
Rabbit was quiet beside me and we rode without talking. The night was large around us. Never had we been out this early, or this far from camp. The stars seemed to press down from the heavens, and the darkness made my ears keen; I heard every sound the night contained. When we had ridden so long the sun was finally touching the dark sky, Rabbit’s silence began to worry me. In spite of our utter aloneness on the land, I felt the need to whisper. “Rabbit?”
“Yes.”
“How are you?”
He didn’t answer right away. “I’m afraid, Little Chief.”
“The animals sleep. Nobody followed us. There is nothing to fear.”
“No, Little Chief. I am always afraid.”
I listened to the soft clop of the horses’ hooves on the dry grass and considered his words. They were almost a confession, a hum beneath the dark layer of sky. Always afraid. I knew what it must have cost my cousin to come with me on this journey. Rabbit was born afraid. His mother had died birthing him and I wondered if that was at the center of his fear. Being in the world had cost his mother much. “Thank you for coming with me, tanhansi.”
We rode on and on in silence now. I thought back to when we were small, the times I’d found Rabbit alone behind a tree, or hunkered behind a circle of stone, always alone. The other children had teased him, twitching their noses at him, calling him bunny, and baby. I’d always felt protective of Rabbit. Now, here he was riding across a dark prairie to protect me.
Once I’d asked Grandfather why he’d named me Little Chief. He’d said it was because my skin was loose. This had confused me. I remember pinching my upper arm and saying defensively, “My skin is not loose.”
Grandfather laughed at me and said. “It is, my grandson. You leave your skin and crawl into other people’s skin. You wear their skin as if it were your own. Always taking care of others, always feeling their sorrows and joys. It is a necessary thing for a good leader. That is why I gave you this name.”
At the time, I didn’t grasp Grandfather’s words. Now, however, riding across the dark prairie, feeling the protection of the hills recede behind us, I understood. I felt Rabbit’s deep fear, had felt it for a long time. It was not the fear of physical danger but something else, something in his spirit. It was the reason I’d taken my cousin as friend. I had lost my skin and wore another’s.
The pale light creeping along the horizon at last was a relief. The sun would clear these heavy feelings, this fear and darkness, and the day would be a good day. I worried about my mother discovering me gone. I tried to send a prayer or a message to her across the glowing land not to worry, that we were well.
The sun crawled above the dark line of land and something inside of me burst along with the darkness. It was so brilliant, so golden, that sun. I thought of Grand-father’s stories, of this sun rising and setting over the land for thousands of years, of our people witnessing and honoring the coming light, this unending and unchanging cycle of days, seasons, and the people moving across the vast land. I tried to express these thoughts to Rabbit. “Did you ever think how the sun will still rise and set even when we are no longer here?”
Rabbit, too, had shed the silence of the night with the rising sun. He laughed. “You say crazy things, Little Chief. That’s why I go with you, really. I don’t want to miss a single crazy thing you say.”
“Dog.”
“No. Rabbit. Come on. I’ll race you to that out-cropping in the distance. The pointed one.” And he kicked his heel against the side of his horse and lit out across the land. The light was strong enough we no longer needed to worry about the surefootedness of the horses.
By midmorning the sky above us loomed cloudy and cool and we rode hard, stopping only to eat or to water our horses when we came to a spring or stream. The land was dust dry, and water was hard to find. We had to sidetrack toward the streambeds where the trees and bushes were thick. We scanned the land behind us frequently, wondering if a search party had been sent out. The village must have discovered we were gone by now, but I saw nothing. No movement, no dust trails, no sign of life on the giant land. The endless waving grasses looked like the fur of a great animal as we crawled along its back.
I had no idea how far we had come, or how far we had yet to go. I felt small. Never had I been this far away from the shelter and protection of my village. Never had I felt this alone. Rather than being afraid, however, I was exhilarated, led by my dream, a path cut by Wakan Tanka. Soon I would see the Others who had so occupied my thoughts the past few years. It never once occurred to me that the man and his family might be gone, the shelter of logs returned to dust once again. It never occurred to me, so sure was I that this had something to do with my dream, my vision.
Day passed into evening without incident. We knew our horses were no longer strong enough for hard riding over many days and so we rested them often, sometimes walking along beside them to stretch our legs and relieve them of our weight. When the light faded, we moved in toward the protection of the low hills. We found a grove of trees and made camp. We dared not light a fire. How close to the Others we were, or who may be following, was unknown so we sat together without comfort of flame or light.
The enormity of our action had begun to settle into me. Rabbit cut a small branch and whittled the green wood with his knife, saying nothing. The night hummed with the song of crickets, the frequent skittering of some small animal, the scent of dust and dry grass. My nose, my eyes, my mouth had taken on a new form, had become larger somehow, magnifying the simple into the great. I got up, rummaged near our camp, and found a thin stick and a hollow log from a nearby downed pine tree. I sat down again and began tap, tapping the log with the stick, humming and singing softly. I wanted to make a song for this moment, a song to express the feeling in my belly, of being alone, of being unprotected and wide open to the night. Words formed in my mind, and I hummed and then sang the words:
I have no ears, Tunkasila
Until you speak, Tunkasila.
I have no eyes, no eyes to see,
Until you look, Tunkasila.
My voice has no words but your words,
Hear my words, Tunkasila.
Hear my plea.
I found the voice of the song and sang it louder, repeating the verses until each word seemed plump and alive. Rabbit hummed, whittling his wood and finally singing along. In this way we passed the last dim hour of daylight, the song offering comfort in place of the warmth of a fire. And then, as if in unspoken agreement, we ended the song, unrolled our buffalo robes, and lay down beneath the blue-black night. I picked up my flute. I played the notes of the new song, committing it to memory, and then I laid back and stared out at the night.
Rabbit said, “That’s a good song, Little Chief.”
“Thanks.”
“We traveled a great distance today.”
“We did. Yes, we did.” I drifted off to sleep thinking of those words. We had, indeed, traveled a great distance this day.
I dreamed of the white bear. As before, he was tied to a tree, the fur of his neck dark with dried blood. He growled pitifully and I heard my voice tell him I was on my way, that I would rescue him just as Grandfather had decreed. When I awoke, my neck hurt, as if the rope had been tied there instead of on the white bear. I heard an owl call, a second owl respond. I had seen a white owl once, but I had never seen a white bear.
I said nothing to Rabbit about my dream. It was still dark and we ate a little of the dried meat we had packed. The meat caught in my throat and I nearly choked. Rabbit thumped my back until my eyes bulged and I could breathe again. We watered the horses, mounted and rode.
Rabbit asked, “What will you do, Little Chief, if you find this white bear?”
“I don’t know. Grandfather said when I found it, I would have to free it.”
“I bet Grandfather is not happy with us.”
“No. Or our fathers.”
Rabbit laughed. “We really did it this time. We will have to carry firewood and peel turnips until we are gray hairs.”
“Are you sorry you came?” I asked him.
“Not yet.” He chuckled and kicked his pony into a trot. “Ask me tomorrow.”
Chapter 5
The White Bear
We traveled the second day as we had the first, stopping frequently, saying little, eating little so the meager food supply we brought would not diminish too quickly. We rested the horses. We walked them. The line of hills began to curve west and we followed it, noting the increased growth of pine and aspen, the greater abundance of water, the thicker undergrowth of the nearby forests.
Late in the day, we found the hot stream and I knew we were close. I felt it in my belly. We listened for odd noises, unnatural noises, but heard nothing. We went as far as the little waterfall my Grandfather had described and made camp there. We considered going further but the sun had dropped behind the hills and darkness was fast arriving.
It was not too dark, however, to strip down and test the warmth of that steaming pool beneath the falls. It felt good to wash off the dust of our travels. The day had been hotter than the first day and we were not accustomed to full days on the back of a horse. The water soothed our sore backsides. Rabbit wanted to hunt small game but we didn’t dare build a fire to cook a rabbit or bird. After dark, we lay on our robes listening to the wind whipping up above the trees. We watched the black of the clouded sky. I was still listening for strange sounds. Grandfather had said his father and uncle had first heard strange sounds—banging and clamoring. I heard nothing but frogs and crickets in their nightly song, and the wind. The sounds soothed me but I slept fitfully, wondering if tomorrow I would finally see these different people who had strayed into our world.
I was jerked out of my sleep early the next morning by the sound of boys at play, horses whinnying, a woman’s voice calling, the sounds caught and carried by the wind. Rabbit was already awake and listening too. Excitement, and a bit of fear, burned low in my belly. It must be them, the Others.
Quietly we rolled our robes and tied the bedrolls to our horses so we would be prepared to leave in a hurry if necessary. The sounds were far off yet, so we walked our horses, following the creek. Steam rose off the water just as Father had told Grandfather it had. The sounds got closer and closer and still we walked the horses, not wanting to tether them too far away in case we needed to get away fast.
We reached a place where, across the stream, the land curved down and then up to a small rise leading to a clearing. Not wanting to make any sound, Rabbit and I used signs to communicate. We tethered our horses to a tree and, staying in the undergrowth, went closer. Still, we saw nothing so I pointed to a cottonwood tree. Rabbit nodded. We grabbed the lowest limbs and climbed into the tree near the edge of the creek. He was ahead of me. When he was high off the ground he gave a soft whistle, a birdcall, and I knew my cousin must have spotted something. I scrambled up beside him and looked out.
In the clearing was a small structure built of logs. It had a sloping roof and a stacked stone mound from which smoke was rising. To the east of the shelter a fence of rough logs enclosed four horses within it. When my father had first seen this sight, the people were newly arrived, the cabin not yet built. Now, there were multiple structures similar to the main one. It looked like a small village to me.
As we watched from our high perch in the cotton-wood, two boys about our age came running out from behind the cabin. Just as my father had reported, they were pale-skinned, but these were boys, two of them. “Look Rabbit,” I whispered. “Twins.”
The boys chasing across the yard were duplicates of one another. Both had the same facial features. They had yellow hair, and were clothed in the fabric Father had described. At first I saw only their sameness but, as I watched, I noticed also their differences. One boy looked strong and sure; the other walked with an awkward gait, his arms slightly askew from his body. He was slower too, and seemed to stumble along rather than running easily like his brother. They were the same, twins, but different from one another somehow.
It was early in the day. We sat in the tree watching the boys in the meadow below until the sun crept up higher in the sky. The stronger boy would playfully push the other one down and ride him as if he were a horse. Then they would roll in the grass together wrestling and tagging one another. Every once in awhile the awkward boy would stop and stare out across the land as if he’d forgotten what they had been doing.
Rabbit finally whispered, “We should go now. You have seen the Others and we can go now.”
“No. Not yet. Where are their parents?”
Then, as if in answer to my question, the man who must be the father came out of the rougher structure off to the east of the cabin. He hollered at the boys and they stopped their play and came. The older man gestured, swinging a tool in his hands. The stronger boy took the tool and he and the weaker boy walked to where the horses were penned. A woman came out of the cabin, her arms filled with a bundle of wet cloth. She walked to a place where a rope had been strung between the cabin and one of the other buildings. She began hanging the wet things out to dry.
I watched. The stronger brother worked while the slower brother watched, squatting down on his haunches. When he got up, the stronger brother gestured, pointing nervously and looking over at the father.
We understood none of what was being said, but suddenly the father strode over, looked at the awkward boy and began yelling. He appeared very angry. We watched, stunned, as the father took the boy’s arm and yelled explosively, slapping him with the back of his hand and then dragging him toward the creek. The stronger brother called out and the woman came running, her washing left behind. She stood a moment at the corner of the cabin, then picked up her long skirts and ran toward the father, adding her voice to the sudden sounds piercing the quiet day.
Rabbit nearly lost his hold on the branch. “What is happening?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I think the boy is in trouble.” The shivering was back in my arms and legs. It was as if I felt where the father had taken the boy’s arm, as if I could look down and see bruises appearing on my own arm. “Look, Rabbit, I think he wet himself.”
The front of the boy’s pants were dark. His face was contorted in fear and pain as the father took him by the shoulders and shook him, yelling into his face, then turned and stomped away toward the cabin. The boy crumbled to the ground and began crying. The mother and the other brother went to him and seemed to hush his crying, but they looked afraid. The woman helped the boy up. She took his arm and guided him toward the steaming creek. His gait had gotten even more awkward and the other brother hung back, watching, glancing toward the cabin where his father had gone.
When she got to the creek, she pointed to the water. The boy stripped his clothes off and stepped into the creek and began washing himself, swishing his clothes in the water.
Rabbit and I stared. The naked boy was pale as a white rabbit. I saw where the sun had baked his hands and face and arms brown, but everywhere else the flesh was pale. My stomach churned at the way the father had treated the boy. Something was not right. The stronger brother ran to the cabin and returned minutes later with other clothes. The woman gave the dry clothes to the boy. He dressed himself with jerky movements, still crying.
“Something is not right, here, Rabbit. Never have I seen such a thing.” I wasn’t sure if I was talking about the pale skin, the crying boy, the angry father, or my own uncanny response to all of these things.
“We should go now. Right now.” Rabbit said.
“No.”
“But what can we do? That is one angry man. I don’t want him to see us.”
“I said no. Wait.”
The father emerged again from the cabin. He had a strip of leather in one hand and a rope in the other. He was muttering aloud. He reached the creek and began yelling again, now at the woman. She stepped back. So did the brother.
We watched in shock as the father took the rope, tied the boy to a tree, and then took the leather strap and began flailing him. He gave the boy maybe a dozen strokes of the strap. The mother and the other brother watched, no longer protesting. They had been silenced by the man’s fierce anger. When the father finished whipping the boy, he turned, pushed the other brother and the woman away from the creek and they left, leaving the weeping boy tied to the tree.
The pale skin, the rope, the tree—all these images connected in my mind instantly. I was looking at the white bear of my dream. It nearly stopped my breathing as my thoughts collided with one another. I wanted to go to him but I was afraid. I could feel the boy’s hurt. The punished boy cried into his hands, as if to hide his tears and anger. I felt his anger, but it was a smothered thing, something that had been buried long ago. His smothered anger erupted in my own heart and spirit, and I wanted to march down, cross the creek, and rescue him. Just like that. “I’m going down there.”
“What? Are you crazy, Little Chief? You can’t go down there. They will see you. The father will come back and beat you. Or kill you.”
“Then I will die. I have to free the boy. It is what I saw in my dream, Rabbit. Don’t you understand?”
I descended the tree with Rabbit close behind. When we reached the ground, I headed toward where the boy was tied. It was upstream and we were still completely out of sight. The undergrowth was thick and there were many trees. I knew how to go quietly, to go unheard, and I did so now. Rabbit grabbed my arm and tried to pull me back but still I moved toward the boy.
When we were just a few paces downstream from him, Rabbit leaned and whispered into my ear. “You can’t go to him. You will scare him half to death.”
Oh, Rabbit was clever. He knew me so well. He realized the only way to cut off my intention to help was to suggest that my help could cause further harm. I stopped walking. I didn’t want to cause additional fear or pain to the boy, and in truth, there was nothing I could do to rescue him at this time. I was only a boy myself. And we were alone, without the older hunters, without a strong enough bow—despite my boy’s luck at bringing down the mule deer. I whispered, “You’re right, Rabbit. I can’t free him yet, but I do want to get closer, to see if he is all right. I won’t let him see or hear me. You stay here, watch for any signs of the others. Warn me with your birdcall if you see anything.”
I ran through the underbrush to a small bend in the stream beyond where the boy was tied. I stopped and smeared wet mud on my face and bare arms to better hide myself. I crossed the stream here and then inched my way toward the pale boy. I moved silently, with less noise than a squirrel, until I was directly behind a tree close to the one he was tethered to. My heart thumped in my chest, but I kept my breathing quiet and steady so he would not hear me.
What I saw hurt me. The rope around his neck had opened up old scabs, just like the bear of my dreams, and blood trickled down his neck. I touched my own neck. I smelled the boy’s fear. I smelled the anger and the hurt. I smelled the steaming water. My nose was ripe with all of these smells. The urge to step out from behind the tree, to rescue him, overpowered my common sense. I leaned my upper body around the tree and looked directly at him.
The boy was sitting and digging holes in the riverbank with his hands, as if he could bury his fear and his anger in those holes. His hands were muddy but he looked peaceful, like any ordinary boy at play along a riverbank, except for the rope. A small, crooked smile slid across his face, a sly look. He kept looking up and staring around him—as if he knew he was being watched.
Suddenly he caught my eyes staring at him. He leapt to his feet and screamed.
The sound of his scream jerked me back to reality. I knew that scream would bring the others—and danger. I darted behind trees and raced back across the creek and up the bank on the other side where Rabbit hid.
The boy screamed and hollered. I turned and saw the mother and the other brother come over the bank and race toward the yelling boy. He mumbled words to his mother but I could not understand them. It appeared she could not understand either—the boy was incoherent. The father came next, carrying a long, shining stick. The boy pointed and hollered and the man put the shining stick up in the air.
I was panting. So was Rabbit. We hid in the deep undergrowth and watched, too afraid to make a run for our horses.
The boy gestured, pointing to his eyes, crying. The father started yelling again. I thought it looked like the silly plays we’d put on when we were much younger, but this was no playacting. The father slapped the boy again, and the mother screamed at him.
Then the father raised the shining stick and we heard a loud crack. Fire shot from the end of the stick. The noise was so loud it raised the birds out of the trees, raised the hair on my arms. Terrified, we waited no longer. We ran as quickly as we could to our horses, walked them downstream until we were a safe distance from these Others, and then we mounted our horses and rode, never looking back, until we gained the higher, grassy ground where our tracks would be hard to follow.
Terrified the man would mount his own horse and follow us with his thunder stick, we rode until our horses were sweating and panting and could go no further. I reached a small thicket and rode into it with Rabbit close behind. I stopped and slid off my pony. My cousin still looked terrified.
“We can’t push the horses any further,” I said. “We’ll take a different route home, stay in the foothills. It will take longer, but we will stay under cover that way.”
Rabbit dismounted. “What was that stick? That man is a monster, a bad spirit. I’m scared, Little Chief.”
“So am I. I’m sorry, Rabbit. I didn’t mean to step out and let him see me. I was taken over by my craziness, my dream . . . that white bear.”
“Keep walking, tanhansi. We can’t stop.”
It was slow going to stay in the hills instead of riding out onto the prairie, but neither of us wanted to risk being seen on the open prairie. That land was too naked. We stopped often to listen but heard no sounds of pursuit. We began to breathe easier.
“I didn’t mean to scare him,” I said. “Or you.”
“Forget it. I think we’re safe but we better keep moving.” Rabbit laughed a shaky laugh. “I think it was not just that boy or me who was scared. You should have seen your face when you came crashing through the brush. When that thunder cracked.”
“I nearly hit the ground. Something is not right there, Rabbit. That man is not a good man. I don’t understand. There is much I don’t understand. I wish I could go back.”
Rabbit stopped. “You must be rabid. What do you mean you wish to go back?”
“Relax. I didn’t mean now. But I will go back. I have to go back. That boy, the one tied to the tree, he is the white bear in my dream. I know it. And Grandfather said I must free him.”
We marched ahead without speaking and then rode again until the horses were heated and panting. I walked back through my dream step by step a dozen times, a hundred times, reviewing each detail, wondering and wondering if I should have rescued the boy.
I needed to talk to Grandfather, to tell him what had happened. I wished we were walking into the village this moment so I could talk to Grandfather Whirling Hand.
Chapter 6
The Race For Home
Our food supplies were getting low and we ate only a few pieces of dried meat and picked the raspberries we found in the open area of an old burn. As darkness approached, we were afraid to light a fire, afraid to signal our location to the man and his thunder stick. The moon rose and we lay on our buffalo robes and watched the sky. We heard an owl call. Sleep seemed elusive and distant and we talked.
“What are you thinking about?” I asked Rabbit.
“I was thinking about the hairy man.”
I looked at my cousin. “You fool. Why are you thinking about that old scare story at a time like this?”
Rabbit laughed. “Don’t know. I must like to be afraid. Remember how Grandfather used to tell us stories about that hairy man? He was big, very big, and would watch people when they didn’t know he was there.”
“That is just a baby story. Grandfather told that story to keep us from running too far away from the village; to scare us into our tipis before darkness came.”
Rabbit ignored me and talked on. “The hairy man lived up north, where the lights play across the sky. The hairy man had supernatural powers, the power to make the lights dance across the sky. The power to steal your spirit out of your body.”
I went up on one elbow and looked at my cousin. “A story, Rabbit, meant to scare small children. That’s all. Go to sleep.”
The night sounds—crickets, the wind in the trees, the frogs and buzz of mosquitoes—were familiar sounds, but failed to comfort me. Rabbit’s breathing grew slow and regular, but my mind was full of all I had seen. Then, when the ease of sleep and dreams was about to take me, I heard an unnatural shriek. I jerked upright. Rabbit jumped up too and whispered, “What was that?”
“I don’t know.” I quickly reviewed all the animal sounds I’d ever heard. “That was not an animal.”
“But it was not human either.”
We sat, ears tuned to any and all sounds the night offered. I said, “It sounded far away.”
Rabbit shook his head. “If we could hear it—it was too close for me.”
Every sound in the forest, every rustle, every leaf turning seemed magnified. Rabbit said, “I think we should take turns sleeping. You rest and I’ll listen. I’ll wake you up when it is your turn.”
I doubted whether I could get back to sleep. My skin tingled and my heart still pounded, all of my body was on alert. I lay back down and tried to slow my breathing but my mind still heard that terrible sound. When it cut the silence of the night a second time, Rabbit jumped beside me and said, “Let’s go. I don’t like this.”
I felt like clobbering Rabbit for talking about hairy men and scary children’s tales. It had made us both jumpy as babies, but we packed our robes onto our horses and began walking. It was still long before daylight and we moved slowly in the moonlight. The horses snorted and danced, acting strange and skittish. We didn’t hear the shriek again, but were too nervous to stop except for brief rests periods. My stomach rumbled with hunger, and my fingertips tingled with fear. I sent a hundred prayers to Tunkasila, to keep us safe, to keep Rabbit safe.
I was sorry to have undertaken such a childish mission, sure now it would have been wiser to wait until we were properly trained. I hated to admit that I was still more boy than man, that I had endangered my loyal cousin, that I had stupidly stepped out from behind the tree and let the white boy see me. As we walked, I tried to focus only on getting safely back to the village, to my parents and Grandfather.
Whenever we stopped to rest, I thought I heard sounds behind us, sounds of someone—or something—coming. We walked and rode faster. When the daylight finally made riding easier, I told Rabbit I thought we were being followed. “Listen.”
Rabbit cocked his ear to the wind but we heard nothing. Nothing. We mounted the horses and rode hard again for a time, and then walked them for an equal amount of time. In this way we passed the day, stopping only to water the horses and eat the last bits of dried buffalo meat. I knew our bows were sufficient to kill a bird or rabbit but we could not risk building a fire or stopping to cook a meal. Everything in me said danger was following us and we needed to keep moving.
I heard the noise of whatever followed every so often. We’d stop to listen, but when we stopped the sound would stop too. Once I heard heavy footfalls, like a horse, but two-footed; it had to be something big—and heavy. “Something comes,” I said. “I can hear it. We have to ride.”
We pushed the horses almost beyond their endurance, riding hard beneath a clouded sky. I was grateful the sun was not burning down on us. It made speed more possible. Finally, as the day again slid toward evening, we stopped and dismounted. “Rabbit, we cannot continue at this pace. We will kill the horses and this will be another bad thing on my spirit. How could I have allowed you to come? We have to slow our pace even if it means facing whatever is behind us.”
Rabbit dismounted and looked behind us, taking a long, deep breath. He looked different to me, stronger, less afraid.
“Yes,” said Rabbit. “We can’t keep running. It isn’t the way. We will put our trust and protection in the hands of Tunkasila.”
Pride in my cousin filled me. I took my pony’s reins and began softly singing the song that had been given to me during our journey south.
I have no ears, Tunkasila
Until you speak, Tunkasila.
I have no eyes, no eyes to see,
Until you look, Tunkasila.
My voice has no words but your words,
Hear my words, Tunkasila.
Hear my plea.
I sang the verse a second time and a new verse came.
Bring us safely home, Tunkasila,
And we will walk for you,
Hear our plea, we are calling for you.
Rabbit added his voice to the song and we walked, rode, and sang until darkness came once again. We heard pounding footfalls in the distance but they seemed to come no closer, or would disappear completely when we rested. The fear did not leave us, but the song tamed it.
That night we rested only during the darkest hours and, when the horizon lightened, we moved once more across the land. We stayed in the forest of the low foothills instead of out on the open prairie. We felt safer, but the path slowed us down. I was sure we would arrive at the village before dark. Thank you, Tunkasila, I whispered aloud again and again.
By midday we had been traveling for almost two full nights and days. I was weak with hunger and tired to my bones. I knew Rabbit must be equally tired. “How is your horse?”
“Tired. Like me. We are close. My horse told me this.”
I laughed. “Good you can talk to your horse.”
“What do you think has been following us? I hear two strong footfalls, then man, then horses, then no horses. I don’t get it.”
“I don’t either. I sense it could have caught up with us—but didn’t. I think we are safe. Look, there is Coyote Point.”
Coyote Point was a stone outcropping shaped like the snout of a coyote. It pointed straight to our village. We mounted our horses and rode as fast as we dared toward home. Relief washed over me like cool water. I’d not realized how tightly I’d been holding my body since the moment I spied the Others for the first time. My muscles felt watery and weak now, but I also felt braver. “We should just stop and wait for whatever is behind to catch us.”
Rabbit shook his head. “Your bravery comes mysteriously in sight of our camp. Ride, you foolish boy, ride.”
My cousin knew me too well. I laughed and said, “I guess so. It is easy to feel brave now that the village is over that rise.”
As we cleared the open meadow leading toward the camp, one of our uncles rode toward us. He was angry. “Where have you been? Everybody in the village has been searching for you.”
Rabbit suddenly looked afraid once again. “Something has been chasing us.”
“Never mind,” the uncle said, but his anger seemed to evaporate and he grinned at us. “Get off those poor, sick horses. I will tend them. You boys get to the village.”
We got down off the horses, handed the reins to our uncle and ran to the camp. No sooner had we entered when Uncle followed leading our horses—with eight other riders behind him.
I couldn’t believe it. My father, Rabbit’s father, and several of our older uncles and cousins rode into the camp laughing and slapping each other on the shoulders. I under-stood and was ashamed.
Rabbit said, “They were behind us.”
I nodded. “The whole way.”
“That’s what we heard?”
“Yes.”
“Why didn’t they show themselves?”
I knew why. “They wanted to teach us a lesson by scaring the breeches off us.”
All the people came out to meet them, including Grandfather. I went directly to him and said, “I am sorry I left the village and took my cousin with me. It was wrong.”
Grandfather looked stern. “You should have told someone.”
“I know.”
He looked at both of us. “Go to your tipis now. We will talk about this and determine your punishment.”
Father stepped out of the crowd and came to my side. “You have caused your mother great worry.”
“Yes, Father.”
Grandfather put his hand on my father’s arm and said, “We will talk about this later. Your boy has a story to tell us—and I have one of my own.”
Father nodded and said to us, “Go now.”
Chapter 7
Masa—Metal
The last thing I wanted to do was walk through our village. Rabbit stayed beside me, staring straight ahead. Behind us, our older cousins were already laughing and joking about keeping us on the run through two nights. When I turned and looked, my cousin, Walks With Horses, was showing the children how he had muffled the back hooves of his horse with boots of fur to create that strong, pounding two-footed sound.
I felt foolish and humiliated to know that, while Rabbit and I ran frightened day and night, eight strong hunters galloped behind us—protecting us. We deserved to be punished and humiliated for making the whole village worry, but knowing that didn’t make the teasing any easier.
Mother faced me, a fierce look in her eye. All the while she cooked, she scowled, shaking her head and wagging a finger at me. Still, she cooked my favorite chokecherry wojapi, heating it over hot rocks in the cooking fire. She was both punishing me, and welcoming me home.
My mother’s given name was Morning Star, to honor the moment of her birth. I thought it was the most beautiful name of any of the women in the village. However, on this day, it was as if the morning star had become a hot spark in her eyes. They flashed in anger, and perhaps relief, that I was safely home again.
To apologize for my actions, I brought armfuls of wood for her fire. I carried water and watched my little brother so she could go visit with her sister for a while. Doing these extra chores, however, no longer felt like punishment. The journey had changed me somehow. I felt older, stronger; the image of the boy tied to a tree had lodged itself in my head and wouldn’t let go. Finally, when the evening meal was nearly ready and mother had returned and was feeding Shaking Leaf, I went in search of Grandfather. I found him sitting at the center fire with the men. He was eating.
“Grandfather, after you have eaten, can we talk? I have to tell you about what happened, and about my dream.”
He said, “Come to my tipi when the sun goes down.”
A meal had never tasted so good. I hardly kept from groaning as I ate the buffalo stew; I couldn’t remember ever being this hungry. The journey had whetted my appetite for Mother’s wonderful cooking, and I thanked her over and over until she finally smiled at me again.
Father’s anger was not so easily appeased. After supper he took me aside and, in a firm voice, confined me to the village for four days doing work for the women.
I did not protest.
“Go then. Your Grandfather wants to see you.”
Father’s anger pierced me, but I couldn’t find the words to explain the powerful reasons why I had done what I had done. It was not a prank, not my intention to make my family sick with worry—it was the dream. I had found my white bear. But none of these words came, so I nodded and left my family sitting by the fire finishing their meal.
“Grandfather, may I come in?”
“Yes, Takoja. Come in.”
When I sat, he said, “Tell me what you saw, what happened.”
I told him of the journey and, in greater detail, about what we saw the different kind of people doing. I talked about the two boys who looked alike, about the one who was awkward and slow, and how the angry father had whipped the boy for wetting himself and then tied him to the tree. I ended my story by admitting I had shown myself—and how the boy screamed with fear. “I was foolish, Grandfather, for doing that. But that boy, the one tied to the tree, he is the white bear of my dream.”
He said, “You shouldn’t have gone, Little Chief.”
“I know this, Grandfather. But I had to. Rabbit tried to talk me out of it. It was not his fault. It was my fault. I don’t want him blamed or punished for this. It belongs to me. I want the punishment to be mine alone.”
He considered my words, holding his silence for a long time. “You should not have done this yet, Little Chief. You are still too young.”
I straightened up, “I am not too young.”
Grandfather shot me a stern look. “Did you free this white bear?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
I was like a leaf curling in the heat of his stare. It hurt to say the words, but I had to utter them. “Because I am too young.”
He seemed to relax. “You are not to return, not until you have learned to be a good hunter, to ride a stronger horse, to protect yourself and those who are with you.”
Grandfather Whirling Hand’s disapproval was much harder to bear than the teasing of small children. “Yes, Grandfather. There is something else . . . .”
“Yes?”
It was difficult, but I needed to tell him also about the shining stick that shot fire and thunder. I repeated each detail of our hasty retreat, our great fear of such an unnatural noise. “What was it, Grandfather?”
His response was low and slow. “This . . . this is what you have to be careful of, Grandson. It is some kind of masa wakan, powerful metal.” The old man leaned to his left, pulled a leather bag into his lap, and dug into it. He took out a small, round object and handed it to me.
I examined it; round and hard like a stone, but perfectly smooth, and heavy. “Grandfather?”
“It is what comes from that thunder stick. This ball was taken from the body of my brother after the hunters he rode with encountered a band of the strangers wearing blue coats. They all had thunder sticks and this is what killed him. Stay away from this, Grandson. Never go back.”
The now familiar shiver trembled through my body, the shiver I attributed to the dream of the white bear, to the boy tied to the tree, to a bloody rope, and my own need to free that boy. The words caught in my throat. “I can’t promise that, Grandfather. I can’t stay away.”
“What are you saying, Grandson?”
“You said my dream came from Wakan Tanka. You said we must listen to our dreams, listen to those things that we must do. In my dream, I knew I was supposed to free this white bear, to remove the bloody rope and cut him loose. How can I do this unless I go back?”
“Ah, Little Chief. This masa is a bad thing.”
The silence in the tipi grew heavy. I said nothing, but my back straightened again. But it was not stubbornness that straightened my spine—it was my dream.
He finally broke the silence with a sigh and these words. “It is so, Little Chief. We must act on such a dream. How can we not? I will think on this, Grandson, but promise you will not return until I give you permission, until your training is complete and you have a strong bow and a strong horse beneath you. You must give me your word on this.”
“I give you my word, Grandfather.”
“Here, keep this ball to remind you. Put it in your pouch, and take it out when the desire to return comes to you. Think of my brother being killed by such a ball. You must wait for the right time. Go now.”
I put the ball in the pouch at my hip, but I did not get up to go.
“Now what is it, Grandson?”
“There is something else.”
Grandfather gave me a weary smile. He had often said my curiosity made him lose sleep.
“I do not think I should be punished for acting on my dream. You said we must act when given a dream by Wakan Tanka. I only acted on my dream.” I feared angering my Grandfather, but feared worse not speaking out and offering some defense for my actions. I dropped my head and waited. He said nothing. Finally I looked up to see him smiling at me.
“I accept your plea, Little Chief. You have argued well. Here then is what must be done. You have upset the Oyate with your runaway journey. They searched and worried. Your mother cried. Your father and seven others left the village to follow you. All of this has consequences. It is not a small thing you have done. To honor their care for you, and their tears and worry, your father and uncle, Rabbit’s father, must hunt and kill an elk or buffalo to feed the village as payment for your action. Tomorrow they will hunt. And you and Rabbit will help the women prepare the cooking fires—carry wood and water to help prepare the feast.” He paused and then added, “And we will have dancing and singing to celebrate. That is the right thing for you. Now go.”
Grandfather’s words overwhelmed me. He had found a way to turn my foolish actions into something to be both punished—and honored. This, more than anything else, humbled me. I was deeply ashamed for having risked my cousin, worried my parents and even endangered my people by pulling eight hunters away. “I will do as you say, Grandfather. I will wait until I am stronger. And thank you.”
As I rose to leave he said, “And I will tell your father, and Rabbit’s father, to begin training you boys, to find stronger horses and stronger bows, to make you ready. It is time. Tell your parents to come and speak with me.”
I left, the urge to leap and yowl like a wild dog strong inside of me. I had stood strong, acted like a man. It felt good. And I was to begin training, to get a stronger horse, to become a hunter. My feet were light as I walked back to my parents’ tipi to get the rest my body cried out for.
Instead of returning to the tipi, however, I passed it and climbed the hill above the village. I looked out at the sky above, and saw the tipis below; the small fires burning within gave them a mysterious shine in the dark night. I thanked Wakan Tanka, my ancestors and the spirits for our safe return to our families. This simple act, of giving thanks, made tears jump into my eyes. My dream had come from Wakan Tanka. I had come from Wakan Tanka. There was nothing else to say. I went down the hill to my mother and father and told them Grandfather Whirling Hand wanted to speak with them.
When my parents returned, it was late. Shaking Leaf was long asleep. They were no longer angry but looked at me with curiosity. My father’s name was Charging Bull. Grandfather had given him that name when he avoided being killed by a bull buffalo as a young man. On this night, however, father’s normally strong hands, his keen eyes, his voice all seemed softer, charged with deep feelings for me, his son. Again, I was overwhelmed that such a foolish act had brought so many changes.
Father said, “Tomorrow, my brother and I hunt for an elk or a buffalo. You will stay and help to prepare the fires, do as your mother asks. You will not leave the camp again, Little Chief. Is that clear?”
“Yes, Father.”
He touched my arm. It was just a touch but I felt it clear to my feet. It both strengthened me—and reminded me that I was a boy still.
My exhausted body sought sleep, but my mind whirled and whirled with the events of the past few days. Finally, when it was quite dark outside, and both of my parents slept deeply, I again left the tipi and crossed the camp to Grandfather’s tipi. With my voice barely a whisper, I called to him through the flap. “Grandfather, may I speak to you again?”
There was a long silence. I was about to leave when he called out softly, “Come in, my grandson.”
He was stretched out on his buffalo robe, ready for sleep. He lived alone in his tipi; my grandmother had died many years earlier. He said his age and place had earned him this solitude.
When I came in, he said, “Sit.”
I wasted no time. “When, Grandfather? When can I go back? How old must I be?”
“Why do you ask me this? Have I not said when you have a stronger horse, when you have a stronger bow, when you have learned to hunt the buffalo?”
“Yes, Grandfather. But I feel this white bear in my heart. He is hurting. I feel him trying to be strong like his brother, the one who looks like him, but he is not strong. I want to free him.”
Grandfather rolled to his side and looked me straight in the face. There was a small fire burning; it cast a shadow, deepening the lines of his face and adding to his great age. “You must trust me, Grandson. I also have had dreams—dreams I will soon tell to the people. I feel your hurt, and through you, the white bear’s hurt.” He smiled gently, “I too have loose skin. But you must be a good hunter before you can go or you will endanger the boy, yourself and perhaps your people. Now go. I am an old man. I need my sleep.”
“Yes, Grandfather.”
Once again I paced across the dark area between tipis. The fires had burned down to glowing embers and I sat down near the one in front of our tipi. I stared at the yellow, orange-blue glow of the near-dead fire and wondered about Grandfather’s dreams. What did he see? How had dreams guided his life? I crawled into the tipi, pulled my robe outside and laid it next to the fire. I stretched out on my back.
It was as if even the confinement of the tipi was more than my spirit could tolerate. I needed to be out here beneath the big black sky, to see the stars winking down at me, to see the seven star boys who had climbed the heavens and made a permanent home there, forever to look down on us, their relatives. Grandfather had told us this and many other star stories. Finally, my spirit had drunk its fill of bigness, and I fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.
Chapter 8
Wocekiya—Blessings
I awoke when the birds first stirred and began their singing. My parents still slept within the tipi. I sat up and took a long breath of the cool, moist air.
Today I am a man, I thought, and then wondered where such a thought had come from. I wasted no time but began scanning the underbrush near the village in search of dry, downed wood for the cooking fires. While I worked, I heard my father and uncle and three others ride out of the village. I knew they went to hunt, that my mother was now up and preparing to feed the entire village.
All day I worked carrying water, gathering the greens and roots my mother asked for, stacking yet more wood for the greedy fires. Rabbit joined me and we said little, working side by side for most of the day. I was pleased his punishment did not extend beyond this day’s work. It had not been his fault. Once, after we had eaten our noon meal, I patted his shoulder and said, “Thank you for coming with me.”
Rabbit said, “You could not have stopped me.” He laughed and went back to work.
When the woodpiles were stacked as high as a small tree, and the fires were banked and waiting for the return of the hunters, I stopped working. The women sat near the fire talking and playing with their little ones. I went to the river and swam, cleansing my body of the sweat of the day. Then I washed my hair with yucca root and scrubbed my scalp until it hurt. It felt as if I was preparing for a ceremony. I spoke to no one after bathing in the stream, but again climbed the hillside above the village and found a granite boulder to sit on. Below, in clear view, I saw all the activities of the people. I watched them play, talk, sew, grind meal, feed their babies. I watched the boys pitch stones, and the little girls giggle at the boys pitching stones. It was a peaceful scene, one I had enjoyed many times before, but on this day it looked different.
I couldn’t get White Bear out of my mind. I suddenly realized I had named him. Mato Ska—White Bear. That meant the pale boy was now real in the world . . . in my world.
What is it that makes White Bear slow and awkward, I wondered? His brother had clearly been born strong and straight, but there was something not right about Mato Ska. I knew there had been children like that in other bands of our people. I’d seen them. They were considered gifts from the spirits, these children. There had also been twins, although rarely. These white boys were twins of the body but, perhaps, not of the spirit.
Never had I seen a child whipped and tied to a tree, left there to struggle until he bled. Just remembering that sight caused me to feel the boy’s hurt again.
I thought about an older boy in our village who was different. He did not play or learn to hunt and ride like the other boys. Most days he sat at the opening of his parents’ tipi and drew pictures in the dirt with a stick, as if making plans or something. I often watched him, wondering why he was not like other boys his age. He liked to eat, rarely left his spot near the tipi opening, and was mostly quiet.
I thought how, among my people, nobody attacks the weak ones. Only the strong ones are teased. I had never realized this before. The Elders approved of most games, even games of trickery and the rougher games of riding against each other with burning sticks and knocking each other off our horses. No, Elders approved of the games, but only if the games made us more quick and clever—never if the game attacked a person’s weaknesses. Even the teasing Rabbit and I had endured the day before was aimed at us not because we had been weak and foolish, but because we had been daring. And stupid.
Yes, stupid. There was also that.
The image of that father beating his son stirred something inside of me. I caught myself watching the people of my village. We were generally peaceful. Occasionally some violence erupted, usually between a man and his woman, but the Elders dealt harshly with those who did needless violence against another. It was not accepted. And I knew the hunters rode against other bands of people for horses, to settle a dispute, or to protect our territories, but that was simply our way.
Once I had seen a young hunter abuse his horse. The Elders punished him severely. He’d been forced to leave the village for one full moon, to live alone out on the prairie without his people or his horse. Another time I’d seen a man treat his wife badly—he had slapped her and pushed her against a tree. She and the other women, supported by the grandmother and grandfathers, had taken the man’s belongings to the edge of the village and left them there. No one spoke to him for many weeks—and his wife took a new husband.
But this was not cruelty—it was justice.
From my perch on the hillside, I watched the people. Two young men walked their horses to the river and rubbed them down, laughing and talking as they did so. Children played games in the dirt with small sticks and stones. The women, as always, banded together to talk, care for their babies, cook the meals. The scene was one of peaceful camp life—so unlike the angry father and White Bear.
Grandfather’s stories were always stories about justice and loyalty, about learning to be strong without being cruel. I had never realized this before, but the stories were part of our training as boys. The grandmothers told similar stories to the girls.
I wanted to understand my dream. Why had it come to me? Why was Mato Ska’s father cruel to him? I wanted to free him but Grandfather said no, not until I had a stronger horse, and a stronger bow, not until I had learned to hunt the buffalo with the older men. Then I could do what Wakan Tanka had directed me to do.
No, there was nothing I could do for Mato Ska except pray to Wakan Tanka for his safekeeping, to protect him until the time came when I could free him. I sent my prayers out, concentrating hard on the boy tied to the tree. At last I turned my gaze to the village below.
As I watched from high on my stone, I saw the riders coming in from the west. My father, Charging Bull, and the other hunters returned. I saw they had killed an elk, quartered it, and split it between the horses. As they splashed across the creek, some of the children and women ran to meet them, laughing and calling out their congratulations on a good hunt.
There would be much work to do to prepare the meat for the meal. All thoughts of Mato Ska slid from my mind as I hurried down the hill to let my mother know the men were back.
With the return of the hunters, the peaceful camp erupted with bustling activity. I helped unpack the horses and carry the quartered elk to the preparation area. The women began scraping, washing and cutting, preparing the meat for the cooking fires. The older girls and elder aunties came and carried away the babies and young children to entertain them with stories and songs so the women could work.
As I watched the buzz of activity, I realized that the stories, the songs, the activities planned by the Elders—everything had a purpose. As a child, I’d thought it was just play. Now I saw how the mothers and fathers, the Elders, all were focused on giving the young ones new skills and guidance toward the day when they would become mothers and fathers. The stories were not just stories; they were lessons.
When the sun began to climb down toward the horizon once again, the camp was filled with the scent of roasting meat, the hum of women singing and talking and the endless play of the children. My parents, Charging Bull and Morning Star, and Rabbit’s relatives did as Grandfather had directed; they fed the entire village that evening. When the meal was ready to eat, Grandfather came from his tipi and spoke to the circle of people gathered. He waved at me and pointed to a space beside him.
He stood and said, “This feast has been prepared for us because your young cousin here,” he indicated me, “was gone for several days from our village with your cousin Rabbit. Many of you searched for them, worried for them and for this their parents offer you this food.”
He did not talk about the dream or why I had left the village. When he finished speaking, Walks With Horses (one of the eight riders who had followed us) asked to speak. He told, in great detail, how they had located and followed us. Once again, he told how he had covered two of his horse’s hooves with fur and leather to muffle the sound. Walks With Horses acted out the big hairy man descending on small children until all the people were laughing. Soon the older children were making faces at each other and giggling about the big hairy man.
I didn’t mind the playful teasing. I thought back to the fear Rabbit and I had felt and realized again that the men running behind had only two things in mind—to see to our safe return and to teach us a lesson.
Then Grandfather said he would now do wocekiya, give blessings on the food, and we would eat. He prepared a small amount of food for the ancestors and spirits and prayed over the offering. Tears collected in my eyes as I thought of Wakan Tanka, of my father killing the elk to pay for my action, and that meat now being offered back up to the spirits to feed them. All was a cycle, it seemed, of giving and taking, of those living and those dying, and this fact touched my heart.
The evening passed in a noisy blur, the meal followed by drumming and singing and dancing. The children continued teasing me but I also saw that they now looked up to me. I had gone on a journey—and returned a changed person.
When the festivities ended, Grandfather spoke. “Tomorrow morning I want to talk to all of my people. It is time for some of these boys to gain stronger horses, to build stronger bows, to learn to hunt the buffalo. There is a herd of wild horses—many of you have seen them—led by a strong stallion, a fearless horse that no one has managed to catch. Go to sleep now and tomorrow our strongest hunters will find the herd and then capture and train them. I will follow with the boys who will ride the new horses home.”
I curled into my sleeping robe filled with excitement. I hadn’t expected our training to begin so soon. A horse, a strong horse. Grandfather had said that was the first thing I needed in order to complete what Wakan Tanka had told me to do in the dream. And it was happening now. I forced my eyes to close, my mind to quiet. A stronger horse required a well-rested rider.
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