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Why Ben Left


Snow fell thick and steady, turning the world mostly white.  From his leaking picture window, Ben studied the snow-covered ground. “This will make rabbit hunting easy,” he said to Run-in-the-Road, his dog, dead a year ago but still his private companion.  “I used to snare rabbits with a shirt, a way my father taught me.  Didn’t always work,” he smiled faintly.  “Sometimes the rabbit’s smarter.”  Wind hit the window, making it tremble in the frame and leak cold air in, and Ben retreated from the draft.  
His cabin was just three rooms with a dirt floored half-basement.  The front room was heated by a woodstove set on flagstone in the corner; it threw a lot of heat.  It also grew black tongues of soot up the wall behind it because the stove leaked and Ben burned green pine.  The wallpaper back there and everywhere else needed to be stripped, but it was falling off in parts and Ben had decided it was easier to let it fall.  When it all fell, he'd paint.  
He pulled on his parka and stepped out his back door to the wood sloppily stacked against the back wall.  Picking two neatly split quarters, he crunched snow underfoot in his slippers and got back in as a wind cut through him.  “Richard will see my smoke from his house,” Ben warned Run-in-the-Road, “and try to talk me into an electric heater.”  Richard Cornplanter, his newphew in the Snipe clan and owner of the reservation’s only hardware store, said electric was safer, but for Ben the wood was free.  The wood stove heated the front room, the propane stove warmed the kitchen, and Ben heated his bed just as his ancestors had, with his body.
Richard had visited yesterday, before the snow.  “No-Gun,” Richard had nicknamed him, “We should seal this place better.  Not much keeping out the wind.”   From the outside Ben’s cabin looked abandoned – gray sides of weathered plywood patched with planks or pieces of aluminum.  When a good wind kicked in, like today, chilling drafts pushed through the walls.  
“Niih set-gee-heh-waah,” Ben had told Richard last month, after he put fresh tarpaper on the west wall, “isn’t that too bad.”  Ben spoke Skarure, the language of the Tuscarora, with Richard whenever he could, to pass on the language.  “Spend your Sunday with your wife and child.  I’m not so old I can’t drive a nail.”  Richard also recaulked Ben's window, in fact Ben used the same caulk yesterday to fill the crack that ran diagonally across one pane.  It leaked, but it might hold until the weather improved.   How the window had cracked he didn't know.  It was tempting to blame white kids, but he hadn't found any evidence.

Once a strong man, he still chopped wood, but age was taking its toll.  His short cut hair was silver.  He slept badly at night, and dozed more in the day.  He had to piss more and his breath was harder to catch after a hike.  To drive he needed glasses the tribe would pay for, but he knew he’d lose them, so he declined them.  “I can walk to the store,” he told Geese, an elder of the Turtle clan, one day at a Council meeting.  “And here“ – the Tribal Center – “when I feel like playing Bingo or cards or just socializing.”  He didn’t remember what the Council Meeting was about; probably the same greedy fools wanting to bring casino gambling and the lure of riches to the res, shut down by the good Baptists on the Council.
Of late his dreams took him to see his father, Thraangkie, a Baptist minister to the res, and his mother, Eleanor Cornplanter, great aunt to Richard and then an elder of the Snipe.   The dream began in different ways but always ended in noise.  He bent over to pull the side door of the stove open and shoved the wood in, content as sparks whirled in fresh flame.  As warmth flowed over him he sat in his recliner -- the solitary piece of new furniture he owned -- and found his place in War Of The Worlds.   It was a good story, though Ben found he liked almost anything.  Two pages in he nodded off.  

Just like last time, he dreamt of his cabin – larger in his dream, more like his old house -- where quietness was disturbed by noise.  He couldn’t tell the source of the noise or why he was hearing it.  It was banging, then turned to thunder, and he knew it meant trouble.   Before he could find the source of the trouble, it woke him. 

The car’s front end was crunched in and steaming, the engine shuddering, the trouble light bright amber in the dash.  Driving wildly to escape the police, Ernie made some lucky turns and lost the cop in that last snow squall.  A few more minutes down the road, which got more desolate with every turn, an old cabin appeared.  
"Stop here!" Amelia said, crying as she had since the robbery.  "It's a house.  I wanna get out."  
The cabin looked abandoned and the swirling snow masked the steamy smoke drifting out of the tin chimney pipe.  He opened his door and stepped into six inches of snow.  The wind was blowing through his thin coatand he felt cold on his scalp, shaved on the side, long and tangled on top.  His left ear sported a skull earring.  He hadn't shaved that morning, hadn't washed his hair, and right now he was feeling feral.  "Hello?" he called out, then kicked in the front door.

Bursting in, falling to one knee, he was shocked to find the old man.  "Don't move," he ordered as he got up, pulling his pistol.

Ben woke up slowly, blinking and looking first at the man, then the pistol.  The girl slipped in behind her boyfriend and her eyes grew wide when she saw Ben.  "I thought it was empty, Ernie."

"Me, too," Ernie said, trying to look every direction at once.  Cold wind poured around the half-open doorway.  The intruders left snowy footprints on the plywood floor.  A minute later the snow was melted, the moisture absorbed, leaving just a light stain.  “See any cops?”

She peered out Ben's window.  "I don't see anyone."

His breath frosted in a cloudy sigh of relief.  Then he remembered Ben.  "Who the fuck are you?"

Flinching at the profanity, he said, “Ben Green.”  Feeling cold wrapping around him, he asked, “would you shut the door?"   
Gripping the gun tighter, Ernie said, "Amelia, shut the fucking door."
Amelia shut the door tight and Ben smiled his thanks.  The woodstove, after all, couldn't heat the great outdoors.  Amelia was dressed in green slacks and a gray down coat too big for her.  She was husky anyway, and the big coat made her look more so.  Her eyebrows were dark brown, her hair bleached blond and dirty.  "Ben Green?" she asked, almost politely.  Ben nodded, still holding the book.  "You got a car?"

"I got a truck, but it hasn't started in a while."  

"Where is it?" Ernie asked.  
Ben pointed with his thumb behind the house.
"Well, I need to borrow it."  
Just as well now that Richard hadn’t done all that work on it, Ben thought; it was a very old truck.  
"Amelia, find some rope or something and tie this guy up."

Amelia, hugging herself in her coat, glanced around the room.  She saw the peeling paper, the bare plywood flooring, a duct-taped kitchen fixture casting dim light in the front room and, on a scratched old bookcase, three chipped coffee mugs with old brew long since dried up.  "You live here?"  She peeked in a mug, her nose wrinkling.  Ben nodded; clearly he wasn’t much on doing dishes.   “It’s a guy’s place,” she said.  "You got any rope around here?"

He glanced down.  "In the basement.  Door's in the kitchen, through there."   

Ernie relaxed a little, Ben's matter-of-fact voice and cooperation a source of calm.  "I had a little run-in with the police back there," he said, the warmth relaxing him. "We want to start over in Canada but we need some seed money.  Didn't want to rob anybody in Canada, and since the US dollar is worth more, I hit a store down the road."
  
That probably meant New-dow-wit-seh, Niagara Falls, about fifteen miles down the main road.  
Hearing a bumping noise through the floor, Ernie yelled down to her, "Amelia?  Where the fuck is that rope?"

Amelia had hesitated at the top of the cellar steps.  Narrow with no railing, descending into a dark hole, spider webs everywhere.  Reaching for balance, she put her hand square into one.  Clinging to the wall, she explored for each step as she crept down until she felt the dirt floor.  The cellar was choked with weeds and dead plants hanging from nails and the rafters; there were a half dozen fishing poles, lots of dusty, tangled tackle, something that looked like a bow and lots of arrows, and lots of Mason jars with old nuts, screws, and junk.  No windows, no outside light, just a dim pool of light from the kitchen.  Dust choked her, filling her nose.  "Jesus," she gasped, "what a dump."  
Using a short fishing pole as a probe -- it was all old and disgusting -- she searched the piles and found some rope.  It was neatly coiled, underneath a dense matt of spider webbing.  She hoisted it with the pole through the center and spiders scrambled; "Euww," she whined, carrying it upstairs, careful not to touch it.  In the front room, Ernie was leaning, semi-relaxed, against the wall. "Here's your rope."  She tossed it to the floor.  

"Tie him up," Ernie said, pointing with his gun.

"I ain't touching that rope," she said, putting the pole in the corner and wiping her hands on her jeans.

"Tie him the fuck up," he said, glaring at her.  
She put her hands on her hips and glared back.  
"All right, you lazy cunt."  
She flipped her middle finger at him.  
Ben tried to ignore their behavior.  Skurare had no swear words, and Ernie’s language was offensive, but her response was disappointing.  
Since Ben had offered no resistance, Ernie decided he could afford to shove his gun into his pants for a moment while looping the rope around the old Indian.  "Don't try to get away, old man," he said, "we ain't gonna hurt you if you don't give us any shit."

Being tied up in the chair reminded him of his daughter Jodie, gone out west ten years ago with a Navajo she'd met at a Native American conference in Los Angeles.  She was his only child and with his wife dying just a few years after Jodie's birth, they’d grown close.  He had raised her in a bigger, better house on the other side of the res, working for fifteen years in an auto factory, lifting radiators from the line to drive a screw in then put them back, eight hours a day to provide for her and to pay for her college education.  Tying him up was one of her pranks.  Ben was a sleeper, loved to sleep.  He'd sleep twelve hours a day if he could, and he'd fall asleep in a chair every evening.  Jodie first tied him up when she was seven, as a prank, and it became a game for them.  Being tied up in the chair made him smile.  "I won't give you any trouble," Ben said.  

Ernie fit Ben’s smoothly worn key into the truck door lock.  No dash lights, nothing.  He needed the battery from his car, but Ernie wasn't too good with tools so he didn't own any.  "Fuck."  He dashed back into the cottage, tracking in more snow, shoving the door hard behind him.  “Fucking cold!”  He bumped into Ben's table, turned and kicked it.  "Find me some pliers or something," he told Amelia.

"Asshole," she said.  Turning to Ben, she asked respectfully, "You got any pliers?"

"Downstairs," he said.
  
She groaned.  A minute later she angrily clomped up the steps with pliers.  Ernie took them without a word and went back outside.
Ernie got in his car, the cold vinyl chilling his butt, air frosting in his face.  The starter whined but the engine wouldn't start.   With the front end crunched, the hood was ajar.  He got his fingers under the hood and put his back into it.  Metal and plastic cracked against each other as he forced up the hood; he smelled freshly cooked engine.  "Shit."  He loved his Camaro; he'd miss it.  “I can steal another one in Canada," he said.  He got his own battery loose, and carried it back to the old truck.  The broken cable didn’t tighten well, but it worked.  Ernie turned the key, the dash lights lit, the starter turned and he pumped the gas pedal.  It droned until Ernie smelled gas.  “Flooded.”  Shaking now from the cold, he went back inside.
He’d grabbed a fistful of twenties from the register at the liquor store and ran out.  Cops had responded almost before he'd pulled his gun on the clerk.  Two cruisers screamed into the parking lot.   Stupid Amelia had the car aimed at a wall.  He backed hard, then had to smash through a one-car barricade, then over the curb and skidding across ongoing traffic, through a couple of lights, his luck with him then, ignoring Amelia screaming at him, finally onto Saunders Settlement Road and flooring it, police in pursuit.  They had been city cops.  He finally lost them in a whiteout.  
Idling at one point, trying to make out a road sign, he saw a cloud of steam rising from the engine and knew he had to stop soon.  “Here we go,” he said, making the turn and passing the sign for the Tuscarora Reservation.  “This is sovereign territory,” he said, smiling, “ought to slow them down, anyway.”    

"It didn't start, did it?" Amelia asked; the adrenaline fading, she was growing more miserable with each passing minute.  The robbery had been Ernie's idea.  He was not a skilled robber, just forged a few checks, but he'd insisted it was easy money.  It hadn’t gone well, and now the cops were looking for them and she really wanted to get out of this old man's shack.  She’d never been in trouble like this.

"Don't you ever tune up that piece of shit?" Ernie asked Ben.

"I put new wires on it last winter," he said, then memory corrected him.  "No, that was two winters ago."

"How about a cap and plugs?" Ernie asked.  Ernie didn't know how to tune up his own car, he just knew how to talk the talk.  
Ben shook his head.  
"Stupid fucking Indians.  Don't even take care of what they own."  Amelia gave him a look, but Ernie ignored her.  "Look at this pig sty.  You call this a house?  It’s a fucking animal hole.  I thought this shack was abandoned.  That's why we stopped here.  Thought it was fucking abandoned.  Didn't think a human would live here."

Ben had given his big house to Dinky Shoe and his wife Lilly, a young couple in his clan with a child.  Jodie was gone and the house was bigger than he needed.  Ben had seen the abandoned cabin and Richard and others from the tribe helped him spiff it up, get the electric and running water, until it suited an old bachelor.  
He was accustomed to the rudeness of whites, and he’d learned long ago how broad was the gulf between the races, but in his own home he was usually free from their ugliness.  "If you can start the truck, will you leave?"

Ernie examined an ashtray, a gift from Ben’s cousin Clara Singer, a souvenir from British Columbia and useful for pipe tobacco.  "Piece of shit," he said, and threw it to the floor, where it broke.  "Yeah," he answered Ben, who was now looking angry.  "If I can get your damn truck to start, I'm leaving.  Think you can get it started?"

Ben knew now the source of the noise in his dream.  He didn’t know how it ended, though.   If the white trash was going to start breaking Ben's few possessions, it was easier to let him have the old truck, then maybe walk to Richard’s and use his phone to call the police.  "Untie me, I'll help you," he said.

"Amelia," Ernie called.  She had slumped by the heat of the woodstove, "untie the Chief.”  He touched the back of Ben’s head with the pistol.  “I've got you covered."   
Ben rose, took his fleece-lined parka from its peg on the wall, and his leather gloves from the parka's pockets.  "I'll need you to turn the key while I choke it," he told Ernie.  
At the door Ernie felt the cold cut into him again.  "You got another one of those parkas, Chief?"

"No,” he said. 

"Then gimme that one," he said, "I'm freezing my ass off."

"Let me just get the truck started," Ben said.  "Then I'll come back inside and you can have the parka."

"Now."  Ernie pointed the gun at Ben's head again.  
Sighing, Ben wondered if the youngster had ever fired a pistol.  They grew up believing these little things would make life better for them.  Best not to test his nerve, or lack of it, Ben decided.  He pulled the parka over his head and they went out.  "Get inside, turn the key when I tell you," he directed Ernie.  He lifted the hood, wincing as a cold blast cut through his flannel shirt and jeans, and unscrewed the nut holding the air cleaner.   The round metal lid came off and Ben took out the air filter; it was choked with dirt.  In the summertime it seemed indispensable, even choked with dirt, and in the winter it needed to come out.  Sometimes he just left it in so he couldn't drive when he shouldn't.  The roads on the res weren't great and driving them with a few beers was asking for trouble.  Driving them with bad vision was worse.  "Try it," he said.

Ernie turned the key, pumping the gas cautiously.  A cylinder caught, then another kicked in, and the engine caught and ran, badly.  Ben let the hood fall and got back to his warm woodstove.  Ernie raced the engine, feeling in control again.  He had wheels.  Glancing around the cab, he found empty beer cans on the floor, saw a hole in the floor, that the seat was ripped and that the driver had done some driving through mud and gotten a good bit of it inside.  In the rear view mirror a black cloud was building up, dispersing as the wind blew, then building again.  The truck burned oil.  Gunning it harder, wanting to build up some heat in the cab before they took off, Ernie toyed with the radio.

Cassie Cornplanter was in the woods, looking for her pet rabbit.  It had escaped earlier today and she was determined to get it back.  “Whitefoot, I have corn.”  She held out an offering of dried yellow corn as she crunched through the snow.  Since it was a white rabbit, her only real hope was that it would come to her.  Pausing to catch her breath, she heard the rumbling of a truck in the distance.  It was Ben Green's truck, for only he lived on this side of the woods.  Her father and Ben were old friends and she had come with him, visiting.  She knew from hearing her father talk that Ben shouldn't drive anymore; he could barely see ten feet.  If Ben were starting up his truck, her father would want to know.  And then the snow started whirling harder so she headed back to tell her father.

Richard Cornplanter had hoped to simply sit out this latest blizzard.  It was typical January weather and the smartest way to handle it was sit it out.  But because Richard owned the only new four-wheel on the reservation, he'd already been called on by the elders to help in emergencies this winter.  “Sarah,” he called up the staircase to his wife from his store, “what time is it?”  She called back; it was after four.  “Well, I finished the ledger entries,” he said, “I don’t think it’ll kill me to close two hours early.”  It was a Tuesday and the weathermen had reported the snow would be thick and the wind would blow all day and night.  “No customers, no profits.”  He locked the door and walked up the steps to the second story where he lived with his wife Sarah and daughter Cassie.   He hadn’t heard Cassie lately, neither her soft footstep nor her little voice tickling his  ear.  “Is Cassie up there?”  
Today Sarah was making corn soup; she was a lyer for the tribe, expert at using lye to prepare corn for soup in the Tuscarora tradition.  She’d learned the recipe from her mother.  Richard was looking forward to it when Cassie came in.  

"There you are.  I told you not to go out after your rabbit," he reminded her, working to get an edge of anger in; he was devoted to her but felt he had to be firm to teach her.

"But it's cold," she reminded him.  “He only ran because you said you were going to skin him and put him in the corn soup.”  

He’d teased her about getting payment for how much the rabbit ate, and now he regretted it.  "I was just kidding.  And he has a nice fur coat.  Better than you have.  Did you find him?"

She shook her head.  "But I heard Old Ben starting his truck."

"Did you see him?"

"No," she said, "I was in the woods and I heard an engine rumbling, like when your truck broke its tailpipe."  
Richard nodded; Ben hadn't had a proper muffler on the truck for three years.  

"You going to stay inside?" he asked.  She nodded.  "Okay, I'll drive over.  Ben shouldn’t be driving in this stuff."   He pulled on his fleece-lined denim coat, pulling the door tight behind him, and kicked through a two-foot drift across his front stoop.  The truck started up, running smooth, and he engaged the four-wheel drive.  
The road was empty, thick with unplowed snow.  His headlights reflected back the thick flakes still falling.  Driving in silence in the fading light, he reached a crossroads.  It had no signpost but he turned to the right.  One set of tire tracks were filling in with snow.  Was he out earlier? Richard wondered.  Did Cassie hear him returning, rather than leaving?  Maybe this trip was unnecessary, but he only had a half-mile to go to be sure.  Ben was an elder of the tribe and his friend.  Best to be sure he was okay.

Amelia was sitting, dazed, by the kerosene heater.  "Would you like something to drink?" Ben asked.  She jumped at the sound.  "Are you thirsty?"

She looked exhausted.  "Yea, I'd like anything you got."

Ben had some Diet Coke and he thought white girls liked it: he liked it himself, so he poured two glasses.  "How long have you known that man?" he indicated Ernie, who was still out in the truck, handing her the glass.

She drank half the Coke thirstily.  "Just a month.  He picked me up at this bar I work at.  We hit it off okay."

"He's in a lot of trouble, from the sounds of it," Ben said.  "And he's going to drag you in with him."

Amelia had been giving that some thought.  "Well, nobody's been killed so far, that's the good part.  We just took a few hundred dollars from the Liquor Mart.  That's not even grand larceny, is it?  If we can get across the border in your truck."  She glanced hopefully out back, "we should be okay.  I can get another job waitressing in Canada, and."

"What does he do?” Ben asked.  “Besides rob?"

She had to think.  "He was working for some company.  Running a lathe, I think.  Whatever a lathe is."

Just a laborer, Ben thought, with more ambition than ability.  "What’s that?" he said then, and he went into the front room to see Richard Cornplanter's truck roll to a stop.  "Why is Richard here?"

Ben opened his door.  Leaving his truck running, Richard entered the cabin.  "Chweant” – hello, “there's a crazy young white in back," Ben said.  Richard understood quickly.  "He has a gun.  I told him he could take my truck so that he would leave.  I think he’ll do that, and not harm the young lady or me.”  Richard saw Amelia and she shrank away from his look.  “Get in your truck and leave before he sees you."

Richard heard the rumble of the truck.  "He has a gun?"

"A pistol."

Richard thought of the rifle in his truck.  "We can't let these wasichu walk over us," he said, his anger rising.  Wasichu was a Sioux word, but Richard liked it; it referred to whites, and the reference was to greedy pigs.  He saw broken bits of pottery on the floor.  "It's your truck.  I know it's an old wreck, but it's yours."  He went to fetch his rifle.

Ben followed him outside.  "I do not want the young white stopped."  He followed Richard to his truck cab, where Richard retrieved his shotgun.  "Do you hear the words I’m saying?  Do not shoot the young white."

Richard looked at him.  Ben was deaf in one ear, he was near-sighted, he would not live as he was for many more years.  But he was one of the most widely respected elders in the tribal councils.  Going counter to Ben's arguments always seemed a promise of trouble - not from Ben, but from the world.  But Richard, though only thirty-two, had already become a leader of his people and he had done so by fighting.  When the whites tried to interfere with tribal politics, Richard and others had chased their agents off the reservation, and that had involved firing a few shots.  Trouble like that was rare on the reservation, which only made Richard's reputation as a warrior that much bolder.  So he had one reaction when one of these young shits stormed through the reservation and tried to victimize an elder of the tribe.  Not while Richard had a rifle.

Ben saw him chamber two shells.  "I have spoken my mind, and I cannot help you."  He went back inside.
  
Richard heard the truck and, like a hunter, crunched through the snow, just as it began falling more heavily.  

"Ernie!"  It was Amelia, calling out the back door, her urgency muffled by the snow.  "He's got a rifle!"  Ernie, warm and comfy inside the cab, radio playing and defroster roaring, relaxing for the first time since the robbery, heard nothing.
"Get out of Ben's truck, you piece of shit," Richard ordered, shouldering his rifle.
Ernie heard a voice.  Checking his pistol, he opened the cab door and heard a pop.  Another pop.  The side window cracked, pellets stung his ear.

"Motherfucker!" he screamed, dropping flat in the snow and firing three rounds into the shack before two more sharp bursts from the left told him that that was the source of his danger.
Richard dove into a stand of birch and fired.   Ernie felt a burning in his arm and saw steam jets appear at the front of the truck.  "Aw, shit!"  Now the truck radiator was punctured.  "You dumb fucking Indian!"  He squeezed the pistol’s trigger until it emptied; when he realized the gun was empty, he listened.  No more gunshots from the woods.

Richard lay still in the snow, taking shallow breaths, eyes closed against the pain, cursing his luck.  Ben had warned him.  One bullet had found his arm, another his shoulder.  “Lucky wasichu.”  Blood was trickling warmly down his side, and he felt weak.  The snow was soaking through his pants, stained red.  The white had fired his gun until it clicked: good, he was out of ammunition.  Richard wasn't.

Ben and Amelia listened.  No more gunshots.  No one was moving.  "Should I go see if Ernie's okay?" Amelia asked softly, hesitantly.


"Don't go out there yet," Ben said, peering through the snow to see any movement.  "If they're both dead, it won't matter.  One might still shoot if he sees something move, and then there'd be three dead.  Let's wait and see if one of them gets up."   

As a young man in the 1960’s, Ben had gone out West with his cousin.  It had been a wild time and the Native Americans had watched the African-Americans rebel against white injustice.  Ben's cousin, Leonard Mt. Pleasant, had persuaded Ben to join him at a special gathering, at the village of Wounded Knee on the Sioux Reservation in South Dakota.  Ben was wild to see something besides Western New York and they’d ridden out in an unregistered truck with some other young Mohawks and Senecas as wild as they to see some action.  
Ben had been more interested in seeing other horizons than in shooting and politics.  He got all three.  Holed up in Wounded Knee when the shooting started, Ben was handed a rifle and he barely fired it, once when some policemen and tribal toadies had tried to sneak up on him on watch: he’d fired straight up five times, to scare them.  It had worked beautifully.  He'd done his job and hurt no one.  

The second time, in the last stand, he was hiding in a building when the police stormed them.  He fired once, way too high, then tried to hide.  The cop who’d found him was an old man whose soul must have carried much anger, for when he found Ben, the scared young man had already dropped his rifle and assumed the surrender pose.  Ben could still feel the scar tissue on his side where the cop shot him.  Ben had dropped, recovered his rifle and fired buckshot: his shot destroyed the old cop's face.  He ran with some others.  They escaped arrest, crawled in a drainage ditch all night to safe haven.  Weeks later, hitchhiking cautiously, he got back to the reservation and he'd never lived anywhere else.  
And in his basement he had several fishing rods, some old traps, and a fine bow and arrow, but almost alone on the reservation amongst the men, he did not own a gun.

The ammunition was in the Camaro.  Cold wetness was now soaking him, and his arm was stiffening a little where he'd caught a few pellets.  Who shot him?  Must have been that old Indian.  Must have a gun in there somewhere.  Should have searched the place. 

Watching the woods for a muzzle flash, as though he could drop before the pellets reached him, he pushed for traction, slipped and fell headlong in the snow, scrambled to his feet and reached the corner of the house without drawing fire.  He froze there.  A new truck was parked by the Camaro.  Someone else was out here, though in the snow he saw no one.  Feeling shaky, he reached the Camaro and jumped in.  He searched desperately under the seats, throwing aside anything else.  "Where's that frigging ammo?"  His numb fingers slipped off the latch to the glove box.  The compartment flopped open.  “The trunk.”  The ammunition wasin the trunk.  And Amelia had the keys. 


"Get the keys from Amelia, open the trunk, reload the pistol," he told himself, "take the new truck.  Maybe kill the old Indian."  A trembling in his gut reminded him that he'd never actually killed anyone; then again, he might just have a minute ago.  He was panting for air and he really wanted to sleep, but he rallied.  Unsure now what he'd find inside the shack, he held the empty pistol like a club, then kicked in the doorway.  
"Ernie!" Amelia cried in relief.  "I thought maybe you was dead."

Ben's heart sank.  If Ernie was up, Richard was down.  Then the pistol rang on his skull and he fell to the floor.   "Ernie!" Amanda shrieked, "what're you doing?"

"He tried to fucking shoot me out there," Ernie said.  

"No," she said, pushing her face in his face.  "Another Indian showed up.  He's out there with a rifle.  Didn't you hear me yelling?  I tried to warn you."

His mouth hung open a moment.  “Give me the car keys.”  

"Let's just get the hell out of here," Amelia insisted, a strategy she liked.  "The other guy has a new truck.  Did you see it?"  He nodded.  "We can cross the border in that.  It's a lot better than his truck," she looked at Ben.  Blood was matting in his graying hair, and he was groaning.  "Ben?" she said gently.  He blinked and looked at her.  In the kitchen was a ratty looking dishtowel.  She got cold water on it, and Ernie watched impassively as she dabbed at the wound.  "Ben, are you okay?"  
Ben's head was throbbing and he felt sick to his stomach, but it felt a little better where Amelia was dabbing coldness on his wound.  
"We can't leave him like this," she said.

"Fuck that," Ernie said, in control again.  "I'm going for the ammo.  I get back and you be ready to leave."  He opened the door, a wave of cold poured in, and he stepped outside.
  
Amelia dampened the towel again and daubed Ben's wound.  He opened his eyes as a trickle of blood found its way down his face.  
"I won't die," he told her, "if he can leave, let him leave.  But you should stay."

The freezing numbness had eased the pain in Richard’s arm.  He got up, his feet numb and his right arm stiff.  He could hear Ben’s truck.  He wiped the snow from his rifle and walked woodenly back to the corner of the shack.  Peering around, he saw his truck was still here and, just then, the door of Ben's shack opened and the young white trash came out.  And, Richard remembered, his pistol was empty.

"Stop there," he said.  He was shouldering with his left arm, but he couldn't get his numb index finger to the trigger.  "Stop."  Ernie froze, then ran and dove behind his car.  "Damn," Richard said.  He pulled off his left glove and stuck his numb fingers into his mouth.  His heart was pounding, his lungs swelling to feed his blood, and he tasted his cold fingers.  The air was quiet but for the roaring of his breathing.  Studying the darkness for any change in the shadow, he got some feeling back in his fingers and grasped his rifle, his index finger resting on the bitterly cold metal.  A car door, or a trunk lid, squeaked open.  His car door.  The wasichu was trying to steal his truck.  Hesitating slightly, his affection for his truck staying him a moment, then targeting by sound, he fired twice.  Fumbling for more shells in his coat pocket, his wounded arm hurting, he heard more squeaking.  Didn't hit him.  Pushing another shell into his rifle, he struggled to raise the rifle and fired again.

Ernie found the shells and was trying to get into the new truck.  Richard chambering a shell caught his ear and he dropped into the snow.  The blast hit just above him; it hit the front of the truck; the radiator hissed steam.  "Nice going, Tonto," he said softly, very tired.  "None of us is getting out of here, except on foot."

Ben sat in his recliner, his head throbbing.  There were gunshots outside, which would have bothered him more if he’d felt well enough.  Amelia was sitting at his kitchen table, an empty glass in her hand, dazed.  Though Ben was no shaman, he knew some medicine, and he had some in his basement.  It would heal him and, perhaps, give him some guidance.
 
He shuffled past her, went down the basement steps carefully, feeling shaky.  Shelves he built on one side were stacked with some car parts for the Ford he'd had before this Ford; on the floor he had a perfectly good sink he'd found on garbage day in nearby Lewiston and had intended to use to replace his, and a lot of tools.  
Besides spider webs and car parts and old sinks and bows and fishing rods, Ben also had medicine.   Plantain, which was generally useful for healing and which he needed now, hung by some chickweed, dogbane, wild carrot, butterfly weed, and ragweed.  He carefully pulled a leaf of plantain from the dried stalk and put it in his mouth.  Letting his tongue gently moisten it, he chewed.   It seemed to help almost instantly, and Ben found a comfortable spot to sit, his back against the cellar wall, and closed his eyes.   

The Wheatfield police officer slowly drove through the blizzard, emergency lights flashing dimly.  "This is Granger," the young, part-time officer said to his radio, "I'm on Saunders Settlement.  It's still pretty bad out here.  No sighting."


He got his instructions; "keep looking."  
The imperfect peace between the tribe and the town tolerated police pursuit of thieves onto the reservation.  Otherwise the tribe knew they’d have petty criminals running amuck.  "Why's the chief got a bug up his ass about this kid?" he asked himself.  "Just grabbed a few hundred from a liquor store.  I'll wreck the cruiser looking for him and it'll cost more'n that to fix it."  Slowly he guided his car over the snow-covered road.  A hair over fifteen miles an hour and he'd fishtail and end up in the ditch.  And there wasn’t a wrecker available anywhere tonight to pull him out.  He saw the unmarked side road he’d ignored until now.  As he headed down it, his headlights picked up tire tracks.  "Uh," he said.  “He went this-away.”  He tried to joke; it didn’t help; he was still scared.  Without diverting his sight from the road he reached for the reassuring feel of his shotgun, strapped in place by the passenger door.  And well after he expected, he saw Ben's shack appear and then the cars.  "Dispatch?  Granger.  I'm on that cow path on the reservation, between the high school and Sanborn.  Yeah, there's a shack here, I think that old Indian lives here.  Ben Green, right?  Yeah, well, there's a couple of cars here.  And one's a Camaro, matches the description."  He listened.  "Can I get any backup?"  It would take awhile, everyone else was tied up with accidents.  "Wonderful," he mumbled.

“Great Spirit,” Ben prayed. “Almighty Creator, you see what has happened.  Only you know right now why it is happening.  I am your servant here and I sense that this could end badly.  If that is your wish, so be it.  But if there is another way to end it, without bloodshed, I wish to know it and how I can carry out your wishes.”
  
He closed his eyes; the pain had subsided from a nauseating pounding to a mild throbbing.  He pictured Ernie and the thief appeared in vivid hues of bright color, like he was burning inside.  Ernie did not have long.  Ben thought now of the girl.  Amelia appeared before him but not as she looked now.  She was much older, with the broad hips and sagging flesh of a woman with a full life, and she held the hand of a young girl.  Ben smiled.  Now he thought of Richard.  Richard, he was different from either of the others.  He looked just like today but his features were out of focus, like a bad photograph.  Ben knew that this meant Richard's future was not certain.  He was hot-blooded and could end up dead soon, or he could find the path of peace and live a long life.  Ben smiled and prayed his thanks to God.  Then he saw Jodie, and she was smiling.  

He found his best bow.  It took him longer to find the string, which he'd bought at a sporting goods store a few years ago and had only strung once.   Gritting his teeth, it took all the strength in his arms and legs to string the bow, and he got a charley horse in the process.   He rubbed his leg, considered chewing more plantain, but the pain had eased. 

What was unexpected was the flashing blue lights that he saw when he went upstairs.  Police.  Of course, the young white had brought them.  And Richard was up there with his rifle.  This was trouble.  Why hadn't the stupid white boy been able to take his old truck and leave?

Corporal Granger surveyed the scene from inside the warmth of his cruiser.  He couldn’t see much.  The Camaro used in the robbery was parked in front.  So was a new four-wheeler.  He didn't see anyone.  He didn't want to get out.  It was cold and he sensed trouble.   “Man, why do I get these assignments?”

Richard hid around the corner of the cabin.  He was completely in the right here, and he could hypothetically order that cop off the res, but white cops had a bad response to an Indian with a rifle; the blood on his jacket would worsen the situation.  If the cop could just find the white boy first then both problems would leave in the same car.  Richard craved a rest by Ben's warm stove and something hot.  He put his numb fingers back in his mouth.

Ernie hid by his car as the police cruiser arrived, coming to a stop just ten feet away.  He heard the engine roaring, the muffled static of the police radio, and the stuttering sound of the windshield wipers passing over the windshield.  He fished six bullets from the box and, clumsy with no feeling in his fingertips, dropped two in the snow.  He was giving serious thought to leaving Amelia with the old Indian and running.    Damn, I’m going to freeze to death, he thought, concentrate.  So Ernie carefully, laboriously, coaxed six bullets into the revolver, locked his hands around the handle of the pistol and stood in the finest posture taught him by years of crime television, aimed at the police car and squeezed the trigger.
The first round went through the wrong side of the windshield and just broke glass.  He aimed to the right and squeezed the trigger again.  The car door opened and he tried to fire rapidly, concentrating so hard on making the pistol work that he didn't feel the trigger clicking on empty chambers.  No response from the cruiser.  
Granger was silent, his unblinking eyes staring up at the snow flakes gently tumbling from the night sky, his right hand gripping his service revolver, unfired, blood splattered on his blue shirt from four different wounds.  Ernie stepped through the glare of the cruisers' headlights and held the empty revolver on the dead cop.  
"Hah," he gasped for air.  Then he opened his mouth to cry silently, twisting and dropping to his knees.

The shaft of the first arrow went into Ernie's side up to the feathers.  He was probably already mortally wounded, but Ben notched again and let fly.  It went through Ernie's neck and Ernie turned slightly and saw Ben notching a third arrow.  He seemed to shake his head, either to silently plead, or to inform Ben that a third arrow was unnecessary.  Then he sank gently into snow already splattered with his blood.

"You okay?" Ben asked Amelia.  She was chain-smoking at his table and had been since learning Ernie was dead.  "I didn't think you liked him that much."

"No, not that much," she said.  "But I ain't been around so much death.  Ever."  
Ben nodded sympathetically.  Richard was sitting by the fire, sipping hot chocolate.  Ben had taped a bandage to Richard’s shoulder.  His arm was swollen and purple, but had stopped bleeding.  Ben had also checked the cop, but the young man had no pulse; Ben tucked him back into his cruiser, turned off the harsh lights and shut the door.

Ben had found some aluminum oxide in Richard’s truck’s toolbox and had patched his punctured radiator.  With Ernie's battery, the engine was running okay.  And with two dead whites out there, one punctured with Ben's arrows, and Richard armed and wounded, it was clear to Ben what must happen.  Jodie’s vision had been much stronger to him than his dreams.  From his basement he dug out a thick roll of twenty-dollar bills, money from the sale of his house.  "I'm going to go out West," Ben said.  "My daughter lives out there and I miss her.  The white man has a way of deciding what is wrong, whenever guns fire.   Since I’m leaving, I’ll take the trouble with me.  Richard, tell them I did it, and for keeping you out of jail, I’ll take your rifle.  Amelia, I want you to back up whatever Richard says.  Will you do that?"

Amelia looked too dazed to understand, but she nodded vacantly and Ben nodded, satisfied.
"Don't leave, Ben," Richard said, "These whites were wrong.  It'll all come out."

"You came to my house because you feared harm had come to me," Ben said then, in his calm, even-tempered voice, drinking once from the beer before him.  "You are a good man and you have a family here and will be a good leader.  I killed, you did not.  If I leave now, they have me to blame it on.  The bow has been in my hand, they can tell.  I will leave my prints on the rifle.  If they stop me and find it, so be it."  He stood, draining the beer, setting the bottle on the table.  "You tell them I have gone, but you don't know where I'm headed."

Richard didn't argue, perhaps because Ben was an elder and not to be argued with, or because blood loss had left him weak, or because it was a good argument.  "You aren’t serious about going west, are you?”

"California," said Ben, smiling now, "to see Jodie.”
“Ben,” Richard argued, “your eye sight?  On these roads?  You’ll have a wreck just getting off the res.”
“I have made up my mind,” Ben said, and Richard was still.  “I know this reservation like the back of my hand.  I'll go into Canada tonight.  Our rights still include free crossing of the border so I shouldn't have trouble with the rifle.”  Richard nodded.  "You going be able to get back to your place?"  Richard stood and slid his good arm into his blood-stained coat.  Amelia pulled it over his wounded shoulder.  "Good.  The police may be here any time now.  We should leave."

"What about me?" Amelia asked.
"Remember the story.  I shot the cop, I shot the robber.  You should be okay.”  
Since Ernie was lying dead in his good parka in the snow, Ben dug out an old fleece-lined coat.  It wasn't as cozy as his parka, but it was warm.  He got in his truck and brushed the junk off the seat.  "Wish I'd put those snow tires on," he said, remembering them back in his basement, "but if I take it slow I'll be okay."  He put it in gear, and the truck moved.  The snow continued to fall as he fed the engine gas and slowly rolled down the snow-covered road.   It would be nice to see the West again.  He hadn't seen it since his youth, and he wanted to see the sunrise on the plains, visit his friends among the Lakota.  And see Jodie again. 

