Monuments to the Dead

by Krigine Kathryn Rusch

The Cdifornia Perspective: Reflections on Mt. Rushmore
by L. EmiliaSunlake

_Theunion of these four presidents carved on the face of the everlasting hills of South Dakotawill
contribute adistinctly national monument. It will be decidedly American initsconception, inits
magnitude, in its meaning, and atogether worthy of our country.

_ -- Calvin Coolidge at the dedication of Mt. Rushmorein 1927

* k * %

Cars crawl dong Highway 16. The hot summer sun reflects off shiny bumperstickers, most plastered with
the mementos of tourigt travel: Sitting Bull Crysta Cave, Wall Drug, and | (heart) anything from terriersto
West Virginia. The windows are open, and children lean out, trying to see magic shimmering in the heet
visons on the pavement. Thelocals say the traffic has never been likethis, that even in the height of
tourist season, the cars can at least go thirty miles an hour. Kenny, the photographer, and | have been
gtting in this sticky heat for most of the afternoon, moving forward afoot a atime, sharing a Diet Coke,
and hoping the story will be worth the aggravation.

| have never been to the Black Hills before. Until | started writing regularly for the dick magazines, | had
never been out of California, and even then my outside assignments were rare. Usualy | wrote about
things close to home: the history of Simi ey, for instance, or the relationships between the Wattsriot
and the Rodney King riot twenty-five yearslater. When _American Observer_ sent me to South Dakota,
they asked meto write from a California perspective. What they will get isawhite, middle-class, femade
Cdifornia perspective. Despite my articles on the culturd diversity of my home State,  American
Observer_ -- published in New Y ork -- continuesto think that al Cdifornians share the same opinions,
beliefs, and outlooks.

Of course, now, sitting in bumper-to-bumper traffic in the dense hedt, | fed right at home.

Kenny has brought alunch -- tunafish -- which, in the oppressive air has arancid two-days-dead odor.
He eats with apparent gusto, while | sip on soda and try to peer ahead. Kenny says nothing. Heisa
dender man with long black hair and wide dark eyes. | chose him because he is the best photographer |
have ever met, aman who can capture the heart of amoment in asingleimage. He aso rarely spesks, a
trait | usudly enjoy, but one | have found annoying on thislong afternoon aswe wait in thetrail of cars.

He sees melean out the window for thefifth timein thelast minute. "Why don't you interview some of the
tourigts?'

| shake my head and he goes back to his sandwich. The tourists aren't the story. The story waitsfor us at
the end of thisroad, at the end of time.

* k * %

When | think of Mount Rushmore, | think of Cary Grant clutching thelip of astone-faced Abraham
Lincoln with Eva Saint-Marie beside him, looking over her shoulder at the drop below. The movie
memory has the soft fake tones of early color or perhaps early colorization -- the pae blues that don't
exist in the natural world, the red lipstick that isfive shadestoo red. Asachild, | wanted to go to the
monument and hang off a president myself. Asan adult, | disdained tourist traps, and had avoided dl of



them with amazing ease.

Later, | tell my husband of this, and he corrects me: Cary Grant was hanging off George Washington's
forehead. Kenny disagrees: he believes Grant crawled around Teddy Roosevelt'seyes. A viewing of
_North by Northwest  would settle this disagreement, but | saw the movie later, as an adult, and found
the special effects not so pecid, and the events contrived. If Cary Grant hadn't, stupidly, pulled the knife
from adead man's body, there would have been no movie. The dead man, the knife, were an obvious
set-up, and Grant's character fell right into the tra.

Appropriate, | think, for a Caifornian to have acinematic memory of Mount Rushmore. As| study the
history, however, | find it much more compelling, and frighteningly complex.

* k % %

TheBlack Hillsare as old as any geologica formation in North America. They rise out of theflat landson
the Wyoming and Dakota borders, mysterious shadowy hillsthat are cut out of the dust. The dark pine
trees made the hillslook black from a distance. The Paha Sapa, or the Black Hills, were the center of the
world for the surrounding tribes. They used the streams and lakes hidden by the trees; they hunted game
in the wooded areas; and in the summer, the young men went to the sacred points on afour-day vision
quest that would shape and focus the rest of their lives.

According to Lakotatriba legend, the hillswere areclining female figure from whose breasts flowed life.
The Lakotawent to the hills asa child went to its mother'sarms.

In 1868, the United States government signed atreaty with the Indians, granting them "absolute and
undisturbed use of the Great Sioux Reservation,” which included the Black Hills. Terms of the treaty
included the line, "No white person or persons shall be permitted to settle upon or occupy any portion of
the territory, or without the consent of the Indiansto pass through the same.”

White persons have been trespassing ever since.

* k % %

Findly | can stand the smell of tunano longer. | push the door open on the renta car and stand. My jeans
and t-shirt cling to my body -- | am not used to humid hest. | walk aong the edge of the highway,

peering into cars, seeing pae face after paeface. Most of the touristsignore me, but afew watch
hesitantly, asthey fear that | am going to pull agun and leap into their car beside them.

Everyone knows of the troublesin the Black Hills, and most people have brought their families despite
the dangers. Miracles only happen oncein alifetime.

| see no one | want to speak to until | pass ared pickup truck. Its paint is chipped, and the frameis
pocked with rust. A Native American woman sitsingde, ablack braid running down her back. Sheis
dressed as| am, except that sweat does not stain her white t-shirt, and she wears heavy turquoise rings
ondl of her fingers.

"Excuseme," | say. "Areyou heading to Mount Rushmore?’

Shelooks at me, her eyes hooded and dark. Two little boys deep in the cab, their bodies propped
againg each other like puppies. A full jug of bottled water Sitsat her feet, and on the boys side of the
cab, empty pop canslineup like soldiers. "Yes," she says. Her voiceis soft.

| introduce myself and explain my assignment. She does not respond, staring at me asif | am spesking in
foreign tongue. "May | tak with you for alittle while?*



"No." Again, she spesks softly, but with afindity that brooks no disagreement.

| thank her for her time, shove my handsin my pockets and walk back to the car. Kenny is standing
outside of it, the passenger door open. His camerais draped around his neck, reflecting sunlight, and he
holds a plastic garbage bag in hishand. Heis picking up litter from the roadside -- smashed Pepsi cups
and dirt-covered MacDonald's bags.

"Lack of repect,” he says, when he sees me watching him, "showsitsdf inlittle ways."

* k * %

Lack of respect showsitsdlf inlarger waystoo: In great stone faces carved on amother's breast; in
broken tresties; in broken bodies bleeding on the snow. The indignities continue into our lifetimes --
children ripped from their parents and put into schools thet force them to renounce old ways, mysterious
killings and harassment arrests; and enforced poverty unheard of evenin our inner cities. The Soriesare
frightening and hard to comprehend, partly because they aretrue. | grasp them only through books --
from Dee Brown to Peter Matthiessen, from Charles A. Eastman (Ohiyesa) to Vine Deloria Jr. -- and
through film -- from documentary to documentary (usudly produced by P.C. white men), ending with
_Incident at Ogala , and from fictiona accounts (staring non-Natives, of course) from _Little BigMan _
to_Thunderheart_.

Some so-called wise person once wrote that women have the capacity to understand all of American
society: we have lived in asociety dominated by white men, and so had to understand their perspective
to survive; we were abused and treated as property within our own homes, having no rights and no
recourse under the law, so we understand blacks, Chicanos, and Native Americans. But | stand on this
road, outside aluxury car that | rented with my gold Magtercard, and | do not understand what it islike
to be a defeated people, living among the victors, watching them despoil dl that | vdueand dl that |
beievein.

Instead of empathy, | have white libera guilt. When | stared across the road into the darkness of that
truck cab, | felt the Native American woman's eyes assessng me. My sonsdeep in bedswith Ninja
Turtles decorating the sheets, they wear Nikes and tear holesin their shirts on purpose. They fight over
the Nintendo and the remote controls. | buy dolphin-safe tuna, and pay attention to food boycotts, but |
shop inagrocery storefilled with light and choices. And while | understand that the fruits of my lifewere
purchased with the lives of people | have never met, | tell myself thereis nothing I can do to change that.
What ispagt is past.

But the past determineswho we are, and it has led to this sartling future.

* k % %

| remember the moment with the clarity my parents have about the Kennedy nation, the clarity my
generation associates with the destruction of the space shuttle Challenger. | waswaiting in my husband's
Ford Bronco outside the recregtion center. The early June day was hot in a California desert sort of way
-- the dry hest of an oven, hesat that prickles but does not invade the skin. My youngest son pulled open
the door and crawled in beside me, bringing with him dampness and filling the air with the scents of
chlorine and ingtitutional soap. He tossed hiswet suit and towel on the floor, fastened his seatbelt and
said, "Didjahear? Mount Rushmore disappesared.”

| smiled at him, thinking it amazing the way ten-year-old little boy mindsworked -- | hadn't even redlized
he knew what M ount Rushmore was -- and he frowned at my response.

"No, redly," he sad, voice squeaking with sincerity. "It did. Turn on the news."



Without waiting for me, he flicked on the radio and scanned to the dl news channel.

"...not an optical illusion,” afemale voice was saying. "The Site now resembles those early photos, taken
around the turn of the century, before the work on the monument began.”

Through the hour-long drive home, we heard the story again and again. No evidence of abomb, no sign
of the remains of the great stone faces. No rubble, nothing. Hollywood experts spoke about the
possibilities of anilluson thisgrand, but al agreed that the faces would be there, behind theillusion, at
least available to the sense of touch.

My hands were shaking by the time we pulled into the driveway of our modified ranch home. My son,
whose assessment had gone from "pretty neat” to "kinda scary™ within the space of the drive (probably
from my grim and slent reaction), got out of the car without taking his suit and disappeared into the
backyard to consult with his older brother. | took the suit, and went inside, cleaning up by rote as| made
my way to the bedroom we used asalibrary.

The quote | wanted, the quote that had been running through my mind during the entire drive, was there
on page 93 of the 1972 Simon and Schuster edition of Richard Erdos _Lame Deer: Seeker of Visons :

One man's shrine is another man's cemetery, except that now afew whitefolks are also getting tired of
having to look at this big paperweight curio [Mount Rushmore]. We can't get away fromit. Y ou could
make alovely mountain into agrest paperweight, but can you makeit into awild, natura mountain again?
| don't think you have the know-how for that.

-- John Fire Lame Deer

Lame Deer went on to say that white men, who had the ability to fly to the moon, should have the
know-how to take the faces off the mountain.

But no one had the ghility to take the faces off overnight.

No one.

* * % %

Wefindly reach the site around 5 p.m. Kenny has snapped three rolls of film on our approach. He began
shooting about 60 miles away, the place where, they tell me, the faceswerefirst vishble. | try to envison
the shots as he sees them: the open mouths, the shocked expressions. | know Kenny will capture the
moment, but | aso know he will be unable to capture the thing which holds me.

The sound.

The rumble of low conversation over the soft roar of car engines. The shocked tones, risng and faling
like awave on the open sea.

| see nothing ahead of me except the broad expanse of amountain outlined in the distance. | have not
seen the faces up close and persond. | cannot tell the difference. But the others can. Pheromonesfill the
air, and | can amost taste the excitement. It grows as we pull into the over-crowded parking lot, aswe
walk to the vigitors center that till showsits 1940sroots.

Kenny disappearsinto the crowd. | walk to thefirst view station, and stare at amountain, at agranite
surface smooth as water-washed stone. A chill runsaong my back. At the base, uniformed people with
cameras and surveying equipment check the site. Other uniformed people move aong the top of the
mount; it gppears that they have just pulled someone up on the equivaent of awindow-washers pull cart.



All the faces here are white, black or Asian -- non-Native. We pass the Native woman as we drove into
the parking lot. Two men, wearing army fatigues and carrying rifles had stopped the truck. She was
leaning out of the cab, speaking wearily to them, and Kenny made me ow aswe passed. He
eavesdropped in hisintense way, and then nodded once.

"Shewill bedl right," he said, and nothing more.

The hair on my arms has prickled. T.V. crewsfilm from the edge of the parking lot. A middle aged man,
his ssomach parting the buttons on his short-deeved white shirt, ams avideo camera at the Ste. | am not
anature lover. Within minutes, | am bored with the changed mountain. Miracle, yes, but now that my
eyes have confirmed it, | want to get on with the sory.

Insde the vigitor's center is an ancient dioramaon the building of Mount Rushmore. The huge sculpted
busts of George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, Thomas Jefferson, and Theodore Roosevelt took 14
yearsto complete. Gutzon Borglum (Bore-glum, how appropriate) designed the monument, which was
established in 1925, during our great heedless prosperity, and finished in 1941, after the Crash, the
Depression and at the crest of Americasinvolvement in World War 1. The diorama makes only passing
mention -- in acheerful "aren't they cute?' 1950s way -- to the importance of the Mount to the Native
tribes. There is no acknowledgment of the fact that when the monument was being designed, the Lakota
had filed a court claim asking for financia compensation for the theft of the Black Hills. A year after the
completion of the monument, the courts denied the claim. No acknowledgment of the split between
Native peoples that occurred when the case was revived in the 1950s -- the split over financia
compensation and return of the land itself.

Nor isthere any mention of the bloody history of the surrounding area that continued into the 1970swith
the American Indian Movement, the death of two FBI agents and an Indian on the Pine Ridge
Reservation, the resulting trias, the violence that marked the decade, and the attempted take-over of the
Black Hillsthemsdlves.

In the true tradition of a conquering force, of an occupying amy, al mention of the on-going war has
been obliterated.

But not forgotten. The army, with their rifles, are out in force. Severa young boys, their lean muscled
frames outlined in their black t-shirts and fatigue pants, St a the blond wood tables. Others Sit outside,
riflesleaning againgt their chairs. We were not stopped as we entered the parking lot -- Kenny claims our
trunk istoo smdll to hold ahuman being -- but severd otherswere.

One of the soldiersis getting himself adrink from the overworked waitress behind the counter. | stop
beside him. Heisonly afew years older than my oldest son, and the ferocity of the soldier's clothes make
him look even younger. Hisskin is till pockmarked with acne, histeeth crooked and yellowed from lack
of care. Things have not changed from my youth. It istill the children of the poor who recelve the orders
to diefor patriotism, valor, and the American Way.

"A lot of tendon here" | say.

He takes hisice teafrom the waitress and pours haf acup of suger intoit. "It'd be easier if there weren't
no tourists" Then heflushes. "Sorry, lady."

| reassure him that he hasn't offended me, and | explain my purpose.
"Weain't supposed to talk to the press.” He shrugs.

"l won't use your name," | say. "And it'sfor amagazine that won't be published for amonth, maybe two



months from now."
"Two months anything can happen.”

True enough, which iswhy | have been asked to capture this moment with the vision of an outsider. |
know my editor has aready asked awhite Dakota correspondent to write aswell, and she has recelved
confirmation that at least one Native American author will contribute an essay. In thisage of cynicism, a
miracle isthe most important event of our time.

The boy stsat an empty table and pulls out achair for me. Hisarms are thick, tanned, and covered with
finewhite hairs. Hisfingers arelong, dender and ringless, his nails clean. He doesn't look &t me ashe

speaks.

"They sent us up here right when the whole thing Sarted,” he said, "and we wastold not to let no Indians
up here. Some of our guys, they been combing the woods for Indians, making sure that thisain't some
kind of front for some specia action. | don't likeit. The guysaretrigger happy, and with al thesetourists,
I'm afraid that someone's going to do something, and get shot. We ain't going to mean for it to happen.
It'1l be an accident, but it'll happen just the same.”

Hedrinks histeain severa noisy durps, tellsme abit about hisfamily -- hisfather, one of thefew
casudties of the Gulf War, his mother remarried to aforeman of adying assembly plant in Michigan, his
sster, newly married to acareer army officer, and himsdlf, hisdreamsfor ared lifewithout a
hand-to-mouth income when he leaves the army. He never expected to search cars at the entranceto a
Nationd Park, and the miracle makes him nervous.

"I think it'ssome kind of Indian trick,” he says. "Y ou know, adecoy to get usal pumped up and focused
here while they attack somewheredse.”

This boy, who grew up poor hundreds of miles away, and who probably never gave Native Americans a
second thought, is now speaking the language of conquerors, conquerors at the end of an empire, who
fed the power dipping through their fingers.

Heleavesto return to his post. | spesk with afew tourists, but learn nothing interesting. Itisasif the
Virgin Mary has appeared at Lourdes -- everyone wantsto be one of the first to experience the miracle.
| am haf-surprised no one has set up afaith healing station -- abit of granite from the holy mountain, and
al almentswill be cured.

Thelight isturning silver with gpproaching twilight. My stomach isrumbling, but | do not want one of the
hot dogs that has been twirling in the little case dl afternoon. The oversized sdted pretzels are gone, and
the grill is caked with grease. The waitress hersdlf looks faded, her dishwater blond hair dipping from its
bun, her uniform covered with swesat stains and ketchup. 1 go to find Kenny, but cannot see him in the
crowds. Findly | see him, on apath just past the parking lot, Sitting benesth a scraggly pinetree, talking
with an elderly man.

The elderly man's hair iswhite and short, but his face has a photogenic cragginess that most WASP
photographers find appealing in Native Americans. As| approach, he touches Kenny'sarm, then dips
down the path and disappears into the growing darkness.

"Who wasthat?' | ask as| stop in front of Kenny. | am standing over him, looming, and the question
fedslike an interrogation, asif | am asking for information | do not deserve. Kenny grabs his cameraand
takes apicture of me. Whenweview it later, we will see different things: he will see the formation of light
and shadow into atired irritable woman, made more irritable by an occurrence she cannot explain or
understand, and | will see the teachers from my childhood enforcing some arbitrary rule on the



playground.

When heisfinished, he holds out hishand and | pull him to hisfeet. Wewalk back to the car in silence,
and he never answers my question.

* k % %

Speculation isrifein Rapid City. The woman at the Super Eight on the Interstate hands out her opinion
with the old-fashioned room keys. "They're using some new-fangled technology and trying to scare us,”
she says, her voice roughened by her six-pack aday habit. Wisps of smoke curl around the Mt.
Rushmore mugs and the tourist brochuresthat fill the dark wood lobby. "They know if that monument
goes away there redlly no reason for folksto stop here.”

She never explainswho she means by "they." In thisroom filled with white people, surrounded by
mementos of the"Old Wegt," the meaning of "they" isimmediately clear.

Asit isdowntown. The stately old Victorian homes and modified farm houses attest to this city's roots.
Some older buildings till stand in the center of town, dwarfed by newer hotels built to swalow the tourist
trade. Usudly, thelocastdl me, the clientele is mixed here. Some business people show for various
conventions and must fraternize with the bikers who have a convention of their own in nearby Sturgis
every summer. Thetourists are the mogt visible: with their video cameras and tow-headed children, they
vigt every sght available from the Geology Museum to the Sooux Indian Museum. Wedl check our
maps and make no comment over roads named after Indian fighterslike Philip Sheridan.

In adusky bar whose owner does not want named in this"or any" article, agroup of ederly men sharea
drink before they toddle off to their respective homes. They too have theories, and they're willing to talk
with ayoung female reporter from Cdifornia

"Y ou don't remember the seventies,”" says Terry, aloud-voiced, balding man who livesin anearby
retirement home. "L ots of young reporterslike you, honey, and them AIM people, stirring up trouble.
There was more guards at Rushmore than before or since. We aways thought they'd blow up that
monument. They hateit, you know. Say weve defaced -- * (and they dl laugh at the pun) " -- defaced
their sacred hills”

"| say they lost thewarsfair and square,” says Rudy. He and hiswife of 45 yearslivein asix-bedroom
Victorian house on the corner of one of the tree-lined streets. "No sense whining about it. Timethey start
learning to liveliketherest of us"

"Always thought they would bomb that monument.” Max, aformer lieutenant in the Army, fought "the
Japs' at Guadacand, ayear that marked the highlight of hislife. "And now they have."

"There was no bomb," says Jack, aformer college professor who still wears tweed blazers with patches
on the elbows. "Did you hear any exploson? Did you?"'

The others don't answer. It becomes clear they have had this conversation every day since the faces
disappeared. We spesk a bit more, then | leave in search of other opinions. As| reach the door, Jack
catchesmy arm.

"Young lady," he says, ushering me out into the darkness of the quiet street. "We've been living the Indian
warsal our lives. It's hard to ignore when you live beside a prison camp. I'm not apologizing for my
friends -- but it'shard to live here, to see dll that poverty, to know that we -- our government -- causes
that devastation because the Indians -- the Natives -- want to live their own way. It's a strange prison
weve built for them. They can escape if they want to renounce everything they are.”



In hisvoice | hear the thrum of the professor giving alecture. "What did you teach?' | ask.

He amiles, and in the reflected glare of the bar's neon sign, | see the unlined face of the man he once was.
"Higtory," hesays. "And | tdll you, living here, | have learned that history is not a deep dusty thing of the
past, but part of the air we breathe each and every day."

Hiswords send ashiver through me. | thank him for histime and return to my rented car. As| driveto
my hotel, | passthe Rushmore Mall -- aflat late 70s creation that has sprawled to encompass other
gores. Themall is closing, and hundreds of cars pull away, obliviousto the strangenessthat has
happened only afew miles outsde the city.

* k% k% %

By morning, the police, working in cooperation with the FBI, have captured a suspect. But they will not
let any of the reporterstak with him, nor will they release his name, his race or anything else about him.
They don't even specify the charges.

"How can they?" asksthe reporter for _The New York Times_over an overpriced breakfast of
farm-fresh eggs, thick bacon and whest toast at alocd diner. "They don't know what happened to the
monument. So they charge him with making the faces disgppear? Unauthorized use of magicin an
un-American fashion?'

"Who saysit'smagic?' the CNN correspondent asks.

"You explainit," saysthe man from the_Wall Street Journd_. "I touched the rock face yesterday.
Nothing is carved there. It fedslike nothing ever was."

The reporters are spooked, and the explanations they share among themselves have the ring of
mysticism. That mysticism does not reach the American people, however. On the air, in the pages of the
country's respected newspapers and magazines, the talk revolves around poss ble technical explanations
for the disappearance of the faces. Any whisper of the unexplainable and the show, the interviewee, and
the sory are whisked off the air.

Itisasif weareafraid of things beyond our ken.

In the afternoon, | complain to Kenny that, aside from the woman in the truck and the man he talked to
near the monument, | have seen no Natives. Theloca and national Native organi zations have been
srangely slent. National spokespeople for the organizations have arrived in Rapid City -- only to
disappear behind some kind of protective walls. Even people who reve in the limelight have avoided it on
this occasion.

"They have no explanations either,” Kenny sayswith such surety thet | glare a him. He has been talking
with the Nativeswhile | have not.

Finaly he shrugs. "They have found aplacein the Black Hillsthat is_theirs . They believe something
wonderful isabout to happen.”

"Takemethere" | say.
He shakeshishead. "I cannot. But | can bring someoneto you."

* * % %

Kenny drivestherental car off the Interstate, down back roads so smal asto not be on the map. Old



faded signsfor now-defunct cafes and secret routes to the Black Hills Caverns give the area a sense of
twilight zone mystery. Out here, the towns have names that send chills down my back, nameslike Mystic
and Custer. Kenny leaves me at aroadside cafe that looks asif it closed when Kennedy was president.
The windows are boarded up, but the door swings open to reved adusty room filled with rat prints and
broken furniture. Someone has removed the grill and the rest of the equipment, leaving gaping holesin the
Sdeboards, but the counter remains, atestament to what might have been a once-thriving business.

There are tables near the gravel parking lot outside. They have been wiped clean, and one bears cup
ringsthat look to befairly recent. The cafe may be closed, but the tables are fill in use. | wipe off a
bench and sit down, alittle unnerved that Kenny hasleft mein this desolate place aone -- with only a
cdlular phonefor comfort.

Thesunishot asit risesin the sky, and | am thankful for the bit of shade provided by the building's
overhang. No cars pass on thisroad, and | am beginning to fed asif | have reached the edge of
nowhere.

| have brought my laptop, and | spend an hour making notes from the day's conversations: trying to place
them in acoherent order so that this essay will make sense. It has become clearer and clearer to me that
-- unless| havetheluck of afictiona detective -- | will find no answers before my Monday deadline. |
will submit only a series of impressions and guesses based on my own observations of afleeting moment.
| supposethat iswhy the _American Observer _hired meinstead of an investigative reporter, so that |
can cgpture this moment of mystery in my white Cdiforniaway.

Finaly | hear the moan of acar engine, and relief loosens the tenson in my shoulders. | have not, until this
moment, redlized how tense the quiet has made me. Sunlight glares off the car's new paint job, and the
gprings squesk as the whedl s catch the potholesthat fill the road. Kenny'sfaceis obscured by the
windshield, but asthe car turnsin the parking lot, | recognize his passenger asthe elderly man | had seen
the day before.

The car stopsand | stand. Kenny gets out and leads the elderly man to me. | introduce mysalf and thank
the man for joining us. He nods in recognition but does not give me hisname. "1 am here asafavor to
Little Hawk," he says, nodding at Kenny. " Otherwise | would not speak to you.”

Kenny isfiddling with his camera. He looks no different, and yet my vision of him has suddenly changed.
We never discussed his past or mine for that matter. In Caifornia, aperson either proclams his heritage
loudly or receives hisprivacy. | am definitely not aninvestigetor. | did not know that my cameraman has
tiesin the part of the Dakotas.

| closemy laptop as | st. The old man Sits besde me. Silver mixeswith the black hair in hisbraid. | have
seen hisface before. Later | will look it up and discover what it looked like when it was young, when he
was making the newsin the 1970s for his association with AIM.

| open my mouth to ask aquestion and he raises his hand, shaking his head dightly. Behind us, abird
chirps. A drop of swesat runs down my back.

"I know what you will ask," he says. "Y ou want me to give you the answers. Y ou want to know what is
happening, and how we caused it."

My questions are not as blunt asthat, but he hasthe point. | have fallen into the same trap asthelocals. |
am blaming the Natives because | see no other explanation.

"When he gave hisfarewell addressto the Lakota," the old man said in aringing voice accustomed to
gories, "he said, '‘Asachild | was taught the Supernatural Powers were powerful and could do strange



things.... Thiswas taught me by the wise men and the shamans. They taught methat | could gain their
favor by being kind to my people and brave before my enemies; by telling the truth and living straight; by
fighting for my people and their hunting grounds...’

"All my lifewe have fought, Ms. Sunlake, and we havetried to live the old path. But | wastaught asa
child that we had been wicked, that we were living in sin, and that we must accept Christ as our Savior,
forinHimistheway.

"In Him, my people found death over a hundred years ago, a Wounded Knee. In Him, we have watched
our Mother ravaged and our hunting grounds ruined. And | wish | could say that by renouncing Him and
Hisfollowers we have begun this change. But | cannot.”

The bird has stopped chirping. His voice echoesin the silence. Kenny's camerawhirs, once, twice, and |
think of the old supertition that Crazy Horse and some of the others held, that a camera stole the soul.
This old man does not have that fear.

He puts out a hand and touches my arm. His knuckles are large and swollen with age. A twisted white
scar runsfrom hiswrist to hiselbow. "We have heard that there are many buffalo on the Great Plain, and
that the water isreceding from Lake Powell. We are together now in the Hills, waiting and following the
old traditions. Little Hawk has been asked to join us, but he will not.”

| glance at Kenny. Heis holding his camera chest high and staring at the old man, tearsin hiseyes. | look
avay.

"In our search for answers, we have forgotten that Red Cloud isright,” theold man said. " _Taku
Weakan_ are powerful and can do strange things."

Hestands and | stand with him. "But why now?" | ask. "Why not ahundred years ago? Two hundred
yearsago?'

Thelook hegivesmeissad. | am il asking questions, unwilling to accept.

"Perhaps,” he said, "the Taku Wakan _know that if they wait much longer the People will be gone, and
the Earth will belong to madmen.” Then he nods at Kenny and they walk to the car.

"I will be back soon,” Kenny says. | Sit back down and try to write this meeting down in my laptop.
What | cannot convey isthe sense of unease with which it left me, the feding that | have missed more
than | could ever see.

"Why don't you go with them?"' | ask Kenny aswe drive back to Rapid City.

For along time, he does not answer me. He stares straight ahead at the narrow road, the fading white
linesilluminated only by his headlights. He had come for me just before dark. The mosquitoes had risenin
thetwilight, and | had felt that the essay and | would die together.

"l cannot believe asthey do," he says. "And they need purity of belief.”
"l don't understand,” | say.

He sighsand pushes along strand of hair away from hisface. "He said we were raised to be ashamed of
whoweare. | fill am. | cringe when they go through therituals.™



"What do you believe is happening a Mount Rushmore?’ | kegp my voice quiet, so asnot to break this,
thefirgt thread of confidence he has ever shown in me.

"I'mlikeyou," he says. His hands clutch the top of the whedl, knuckleswhite. "I don't carewhat is
happening, aslong asit provides emotion for my art.”

* * % %

We leave the next morning on asix am. flight. The planeis nearly empty. The reporters and tourists
remain, since no one has any answersyet. The first suspect has been released, and another brought into
custody. Specidigtsin every areafrom virtua redlity to sculpture have flooded the site. Experts on Native
Americans posit everything from abombing to Coyote paying one last, greet trick.

| have written everything but this, thefind section. My hands shook last night as | typed in my
conversation with Kenny. | am paid to observe, paid to learn, paid to be detached -- but heisright. So
few stories tug my own heartstrings. | won't et thisone. | refuseto believein miracles. | too want to see
the experts prove that some odd technology has caused the change in the mountainsde.

Yet as| lean back and try to imagine what that moment will fed like -- the moment when | learn that
some clever person with a hidden camera has caused the entire mess -- | fed asinking in my stomach. |
want to believe in the miracle, and since | cannot, | want to have the chance to believe. | don't want
anyoneto take that small thing away from me.

Y et the old man'swords do not fill me with comfort either. For the future he sees, the future he hopesfor,
has no place for me or my kind in it. Whatever has happened to the Natives has happened to them, and
not to me. Please God, never to me.

The sunlight has asharp, early morning clarity. Asthe planelifts off, its shadow moves like ahawk over
the earth. My gaze follows the shadow, watching it move over buildings and then over the hills. Aswe
pull up into the cloud, | gasp.

For below me, the hills have transformed into areclining woman, her head tilted back, her knees bent,
her breasts firm and high. She watches us until we disappear.

Until weleave the center of theworld.



