thefaithful companion at forty
Thisoneisaso for Queequeg, for Kato, for Spock, for Tinkerbell, and for Chewbacca.

Hisfirg reactionisthat | just can't dedl with the larger theoretica issues. He's got thisnew insight he
wantsto cal the Displacement Theory and | can't grasp it. Y our basic, quiet, practica minority sidekick.
The limited edition. Kato. Spock. Me. But thisis not true.

| till remember the two generd theories we were taught on the reservation which purported to explain
the movement of history. Thefirst we named the Great Man Theory. Itsthesswas that the critical
decisonsin human devel opment were made by individuas, specid people gifted in persondity and
circumstance. The second we named the Wave Theory. It argued that only the masses could effectively
determine the course of history. Those very visible individuals who appeared as |eaders of the great
movements were, in fact, only those who happened to articulate the direction which had dready been
chosen. They were as much the victims of the process as any other single individual. Flotsam. Running
Dog and | used to be able to debate thisissue for hours.

It istruethat this particular question has ceased to interest me much. But a correlative question has come
to interest me more. | spent most of my fortieth birthday sitting by mysdlf, listening to Pachelbel's Canon,
over and over, and I'm asking myself: Are some people specid? Are some people more specia than
others? Have | spent my whole life backing the wrong horse?

| mean, it was my birthday and not one damn person caled.

Findly, about four o'clock in the afternoon, | gave up and | called him. "Eh, Poncho,” | say. "What's
happening?"

"Eh, Cisco," he answers. "Happy birthday."

"Thanks," | tell him. | can't decide whether | am more pissed to know he remembered but didn't call than
| waswhen | thought he forgot.

"The big four-0," he says. "Wait a second, buddy. Let me go turn the music down." He's got the William
Tell Overture blasting on the stereo. HeE's dways got the William Tell Overture blasting on the sereo.
I'm not saying the man has a problem, but the last time we were in Safeway together he claimed to seea
woman being kidnapped by asiver baron over in frozen foods. He pulled theflip top off a Tab and
lobbed the can into the ice cream. "Cover me," he shouts, and runs an end pattern with the cart through
the soups. | had to tell everyone he was having a Vietnam flashback.

And the mask. There are times and seasons when amask is useful; I'm the first to admit that. It's
Thanksgiving, say, and you're an Indian so it's never been one of your favorite holidays, and you've got
no family because you spent your youth playing the supporting role to some macho cregp who couldn't
commit, so here you are, standing in line to see Rocky 1V, and someone you know walks by. | mean, I've
been there. But for every day, for your ordinary life, amask isonly going to make you more obvious.
Therésan dement of exhibitionisminit. A large dement. If you ask me.

So now he's back on the phone. He sighs. "God," he says. "'l missthosethrilling days of yesteryear.”

See? We haven't talked twenty seconds and aready the subject is his problems. His ennui. His angdt.
"I'm having an affair,” | tell him. Two yearsago | wouldn't have said it. Two years ago hed just
completed hisest training and he would have told me to take responsibility for it. Now he'sinto
biofeedback and astrology. Now we're not responsible for anything.

"Yeah?' he says. Hethinksfor aminute. "Y ou're not married,” he points out.



| can't seethat thisisrdevant. "Sheis" | tdl him.

"Yeah?' hesaysagan, only this"yeah" hasanasty qudity toit; this"yeah" tellsme someoneis hoping for
sensationdigtic details. Thisisnot the "yeah" of aconcerned friend. Still, | can't help playing to it. For
years |'ve been holding this man's horse while he legps onto its back from the roof. For years|'ve been
providing cover from behind arock while he breaks for the back door. I'm forty now. It'stimeto get
something back from him. So | hint at the use of controlled substances. We're talking peyote and
cocaine. | mention pornography. 1llegaly imported. From Denmark. Of course, it's not really my ffair.
Can you picture me? My affair isquiet and ardent. | borrowed this affair from another friend. It shows
you the lengths | have to go to before anyone will listen to me.

| may finally have gonetoo far. Hesredly at aloss now. "Women," he saysfindly. "Y ou can't live with
them and you cant live without them." Which isajoke, coming from him. He had that

s ngle-man-raising-his-orphaned-nephew-all-a one schtick working so smoothly the women were passing
each other on the way in and out the door. Or maybe it was the mask and the leather. What do women
want? Who has aclue?

"Isthat it?' | ask him. "The sum total of your advice? She won't leave her husband. Man, my heart is
broken."

"Oh," hesays. Therésalong pause. "Don't let it show,” he suggests. Then hesighs. Again. "I missthat
old white horse," hetells me. And you know what | do? | hang up on him. And you know what he
doesn't do? He doesn't call me back.

It redlly hurtsme,

S0 his second reaction, now that | don't want to listen to him explaining his new theoriesto me, isto say
that | seem to be sulking about something, he can't imagine what. And thisis harder to deny.

The day after my birthday | went for adrivein my car, alittle white Saab with persondized license plates.
KEMO, they say. Maybe the phoneisringing, maybeit's not. | fedl better when | don't know. So, he
misses hishorse. Hey, 1've never been the same since that little pinto of minejoined the Big Roundup, but
| try not to burden my friendswith this. | try not to burden my friendswith anything. | just nurse them
back to hedlth when the Cavendish gang leaves them for dead. | just comein the middle of the night with
the medicine man when little Britt has afever and it's not responding to Tylenal. | just organize the
surprise party when afriend turnsforty.

Y ou want to bet even Attila the Hun had a party on hisfortieth? Y ou want to bet he was one hard man to
surprise? And who blew up the balloons and had everyone hiding under the rugs and in with the goats?
Thisnameislost forever.

| drove out into the country, where every cactus holds its memory for me, where every outcropping of
rock once hid an outlaw. Ten years ago the terrain was still so rough | would have had to take the
Internationa Scout. Now it's a paved highway straight to the hanging tree. | pulled over to the shoulder of
the road, turned off the motor, and just sat there. | was remembering the time Ms. Peggy Cooper
stumbled into the Wilcox bank robbery looking for her little girl who'd gone with friendsto the swimming
hole and hadn't bothered to tell her mania. We were on our way to see Colond Davis a Fort Comanche
about some cattle rustling. We hadn't heard about the bank robbery. Which iswhy we were taken
completely by surprise.

My pony and | were eating the masked man's dust, as usua, when something hit me from behind. Arnold
Wilcox, a heavy-set man who sported afive o'clock shadow by eight in the morning, jumped me from
the big rock overlooking the Butter-field trail, and | went down like a sack of potatoes. | heard horses



converging on usfrom the left and the right and that hypertrophic white stalion of histook off likeabig
bird. | laid one on Arnold's stubbly jaw, but he cold-cocked me with the butt of hispistol and | couldn't
tell you what happened next.

| don't cometo until it's after dark and I'm trussed up like aturkey. Ms. Cooper is next to me, and her
hands are tied behind her back with ared bandanna and there's arope around her feet. She looks
disheveled but pretty; her eyesare wide and | can tell she's not too pleased to be lying here next to an
Indian. Her dressis buttoned up to the chin so I'm thinking, At least, thank God, they've respected her.
It's cold, even as close together aswe are. The Wilcoxes are dl huddled around the fire, counting money,
and the smoke isastraight white linein the sky you could see for miles. So thisis more good news, and
I'm thinking the Wilcoxes were dways a bunch of dumb-ass honkieswhen it cameto your basic
woodlore. I'm wondering how they got it together to pull off abank job, when | hear a horse's hooves
and my question is answered. Pierre Cardeaux, Canadian French, hops off the horse's back and goes
graight to the fire and sampsit ouit.

"Imbeciled" hetedlsthem, only he's got this heavy accent so it comes out "Eembeeceds.”

Which insults the Wilcoxes alittle. "Hold on there, hombre," Andrew Wilcox says. "Jes because we
followed your plan into the bank and your trail for the getaway doesn't make you the boss here.” Pierre
pays him about as much notice as you do an ant your horseis about to step on. He comes over to usand
puts his hand under Ms. Cooper's chin, sort of thoughtfully. She spitsat him and he laughs.

"Spunk," he says. "l likethat." | mean, | suppose that's what he says, because that's what they aways
say, but thetruth is, with his accent, | don't understand aword.

Andrew Wilcox isnt finished yet. HEs got this big chicken leg he's eating and it's dribbling onto his chin,
s0 hewipeshisarm over hisface. Which just spreads the grease around more, redlly, and anyway, he's
got thishunk of chicken stuck between hisfront teeth, so Pierre can hardly keep astraight face when he
talksto him. "I understand why were keeping the woman," Andrew says. "' Cause she has—uses. But the
Injun there. He's just going to be baggage. | want to waste him.”

"Mon ami," says Pierre. "Even pour vous, thees supiditee lives me spitchless.” He'skissing hisfingersto
illustrate the point asif he were redlly French and not just Canadian French and has probably never
drunk redly good winein hislife. I'mlying in the dust, and whatever they've bound my wristswith is
cutting off the circulation so my handsfed like someoneisjabbing them with porcupine needles. Even
now, | can remember smdlling the smoke which wasn't there anymore and the Wil coxes who were and
the lavender eau detoilette that Ms. Cooper used. And horses and dust and sweet. These were the glory
days, but whose glory?you may well ask, and evenif | answered, what difference would it make?

Ms. Cooper gets agood whiff of Andrew Wilcox, and it makes her cough.

"He'sright, little brother," says Russall Wilcox, the runt of the litter at three-hundred-odd pounds and a
little quicker on the uptake than the rest of the family. "Y ou ever beared tell of aman who ridesawhite
horse, wears a black mask, and shoots avery pricey kind of bullet? Thishere Injunis his compadre.”

"Oui, oui, oui, oui," says Pierre agreeably. Thelittle piggie. He indicates me and raises his eyebrows one
a atime. " Avec |le sauvage we can, how you say? Meek aded.”

"Votre mere," | tell him. He givesme agood kick in the ribs and he's wearing those pointy-toed kind of
cowboy boots, so | fed it, dl right. Findly | hear the sound I've been waiting for, ahoot owl over inthe
trees behind Ms. Cooper, and then he rides up. He hasn't even gotten hisgun out yet. "Don't move," he
tellsPierre, "or I'll beforced to draw," but he hasn't finished the sentence when Russdll Wilcox hashis
arm around my neck and the point of his knife jabbing into my back.



"Wegiveyou the Injun," he says. "Or we give you the girl. Y ou ain't taking both. Y ou comprendez,
pardner?’

Now, if hed asked mel'd have said, Hey, don't worry about me, rescue the woman. And if hed
hesitated, | would have inssted. But he didn't ask and he didn't hesitate. He just hoisted M's. Cooper up
onto the saddle in front of him and pulled the bottom of her skirt down so her legsdidn't show, "Theresa
little girl in Springfield who's going to be mighty happy to see you, Ms. Cooper,” | hear him saying, and
I've got asuspicion from the look on her face that they're not going straight to Springfield anyway. And
that'sit. Not one word for me.

Of course, he comes back, but by thistime the Wilcoxes and Pierre have falen adeep around the cold
campfire and I've had to inch my way through the dust on my side like a snake over to Russdll Wilcox's
knife, which fell out of hishand when he nodded off, whittling. I've had to cut my own bonds, and my
hands are behind me so | carve up my thumb alittle too. The whole time I'm right there beneath Russdll,
and he's snorting and snuffling and shifting around like hes waking up so my heart nearly sops. It'sa
wonder my hands don't have to be amputated, they've been without blood for so long. And then theré'sa
big shoot-out and | provide alot of cover. A couple of days pass before | fed like talking to him about

it.

"Y ou rescued Ms. Cooper firgt,” | remind him. "And that was the right thing to do, I'm not saying it
wasn't; don't misunderstand me. But it seemed to me that you made up your mind kind of quickly. It
didn't seem like ahard decison.”

He reaches across the saddle and puts a hand on my hand. Behind the black mask the blue eyes are
sendtive and caring. "Of course | wanted to rescue you, old friend," he says. "If I'd made the decison
based solely on my own desires, that'swhat | would have done. But it seemed to me | had ahigher
responsibility to the more innocent party. It was ahard choice. It may have felt quick to you, but, believe
me, | struggled withit." He withdraws his hand and kicks his horse alittle ahead of usbecausethetrail is
narrowing. | duck under the branch of a prairie spruce. "Besides," he says, back over his shoulder, "
couldn't leave awoman with abunch of animals like Pierre Cardeauix and the Wilcoxes. A pretty woman
likethat. Alone. Defensdess.”

| start to tell him what a bunch of racists like Pierre Cardeaux and the Wilcoxes might do to alonely and
defensdess Indian. Arnold Wilcox wanted my scalp. "1 remember the Alamo,” he kept saying, and
maybe he meant Little Big Horn; | didn't fed like exploring this. Pierre kept assuring him there would be
plenty of timefor trophieslater. And Andrew trotted out that old chestnut about the only good Indian
being adead Indian. None of which were pleasant to lie there listening to. But | never said it. Because by
then the gap between uswas so greet | would have had to shout, and anyway the ethnic issue has always
made us both alittle touchy. | wish | had anickel for every timeI've heard him say that some of his best
friendsare Indians. And | know there are bad Indians; | don't deny it and | don't mind fighting them. |
just dwaysthought | should get to decide which oneswere the bad ones.

| satin that car until sunset.

But the next day he cdls. "Have you ever noticed how close the holy word 'om' isto our Western word
'home?" he asks. That's hisopening. No hi, how are you? He never askshow | am. If hedid, I'd tell him
| wasfine, just theway you're supposed to. | wouldn't burden him with my problems. I'd just like to be
asked, you know?

But he's got a point to make, and it has something to do with Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz. How she
clicks her hedlstogether and says, over and over like amantra, "There's no place like home, theré'sno
place like home' and she's actudly ableto travel through space. "Not in the book,” | tell him.



"l know," hesays. "Inthe movie."
"| thought it wasthe shoes," | say.
And hisvoice lowers, he'sthat excited. "What if it wasthe words?' he asks. "I've got amantra.”

Of course, I'm aware of this. It dways used to bug me that he wouldn't tell me what it was. Y our mantra,
he says, losesiits power if it's spoken adoud. So by now I'm beginning to guesswhat his mantramight be.
"A bunch of people | know," | tell him, "al had the same guru. And one day they decided to sharethe
mantras he'd given them. They each wrote their mantra on a piece of paper and passed it around. And
you know what? They al had the same mantra. So much for persondization.”

"They lacked faith," he points out.
"Rightfully s0."

"l gottago,” hetells me. Were reaching the crescendo in the background music, and it cuts off with a
click. Silence. He doesn't say good-bye. | refuseto call him back.

Thetruthis, I'm tired of always being therefor him.

So | don't hear from him again until this morning when he callswith the greet Displacement Theory. By
now I've been forty amost ten days, if you believe the birth certificate the reservation drew up; | find alot
of inaccuracies surfaced when they trand ated moonsinto months, so that I've never been too sure what
my risng signis. Not that it mattersto me, but it'simportant to him al of a sudden; gpparently you can't
andyze persondity effectively without it. He thinks I'm a Pisces rising; held love to be proved right.

"We can go back, old buddy," he says. "I've found the way back."
"Why would wewant to?" | ask. The sunisshining and it's cold out. | wasthinking of going for arun.

Does he hear me? About like aways. "'l figured it out,” he says. "It'sacombination of biofeedback and
the mantra'’home." I've been working and working oniit. | could always leave, you know; that was never
the problem; but | could never arrive. Something outside me stopped me and forced me back." He
pauses here, and | think I'm supposed to say something, but I'm too pissed. Hegoeson. "Am | getting
too theoretica for you? Because I'm about to get more so. Try to stay with me. The key word is
displacement." He saysthislike hes shivering. "I couldn't get back because there was no room for me
there. The only way back isthrough an exchange. Someone else hasto come forward.”

He pauses again, and this pause goes on and on. Findly | grunt. A redskin sound. Noncommittal.

Hisvoiceis severe. "Thisistoo important for you to missjust because you're sulking about God knows
what, pilgrim," hesays. "Thisistravel through space and time."

"Thisisbaoney,” | tell him. I'm uncharacteristicaly blunt, blunter than | ever was during the
prima-scream-return-to-the-womb period. If nobody's listening, what does it matter?

"Digplacement,” he repeets, and hisvoiceisal till and important. "Ask yourself, buddy, what happened
to the buffalo?' | don't believe I've heard him correctly. "Say what?' "Return with me," he says, and
then he's gone for good and thistime he hasn't hung up the phone; thistime | can il hear the William
Tell Overture repeating the hoofbesat part. There'sanoise out front so | go to the door, and damned if |
don't have abuffalo, shuffling around on my ornamental strawberries, looking surprised. "You cdl this
grass?' it asksme. It looks up and down the street, more and more alarmed. "Where's the plains, man?
Wherestherailroad?'



So I'm happy for him. Redlly | am.
But I'm not going with him. Let him roam it donethistime. HEll befine. Like Rambo.

Only then another buffalo appears. And another. Pretty soon I've got awhole herd of them out front,
trying to eat my yard and gagging. And whining. "The water tastes funny. Y ou got any water with locusts
init?' | don't supposeit's an accident that I've got the same number of buffalo here astherearemenin
the Cavendish gang. Plus one. | keep waiting to seeif any more appear; maybe someone e sewill go
back and help him. But they don't. Thisisit.

Y ou remember the theories of history | told you about, back in the beginning? Well, maybe somewhere
between the great men and the masses, thereé's athird kind of person. Someone who listens. Someone
who triesto help. Y ou don't hear about these people much, so there probably aren't many of them. Oh,
you hear about thefailures, dl right, the shams: Brutus, John Alden, Rasputin. And maybe you think there
aren't any at dl, that nobody could love someone €l se more than he loves himself. Just because you cantt.
Hey, | don't redly care what you think. Because I'm here and the heels of my moccasins are clicking
together and | couldn't stop them evenif | tried. And it'sokay. Redlly. Itswho | am. It'swhat | do.

I'm going to leave you with abit of theory to think about. It's a sort of riddle. There are good Indians,
there are bad Indians, and there are dead Indians. Which am 1?

There can be more than one right answer.



