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In America it is hard to vanish.  America is hard to change.

In America it is hard to disappear. In America you cannot disappear.

In America you can’t vanish. In America…

In the Dry

…it had been another dry year, three years of Montana dry. Forest fires, range fires, ranchers patrolling their shriveled landscapes for flame, everybody looking up for a rain that would not fall, rain refusing to be coaxed out of the sky by even the eldest of our Raindancers. My ranching scheme curled and died during that big dry, a scheme in which I’d staked everything to aspire to my daughter’s wish to raise cattle (my wish, too), to raise cattle and horses and chickens, to raise everything—to live with the land. 

One sapless day the repo-man came and took her cattle. A week later the Stockman’s Bank took action to repossess our precious spread. A lawyer mailed me the news. I had been out of sorts for a couple years, the ranch becoming crutch to transcend despair and loneliness of separation, to have something to care for between my daughter’s visits. Financially, life had been strenuous, but I could always sell a calf or cow as needed to buy groceries and pay the child support. The raising of creatures ended with the persistence of the drought, dream gone, daughter gone. 

I managed to hang on to the old ranch house—the entire ranch for that matter, less the cattle—for another year. Early on the county sheriff delivered an eviction notice. The tribal police came and we hashed things out, brother like. They let me stay on, waiting until I found another place. I tried for another ranch hoping to hire in as a manager. No one seemed to want a foreclosed-upon rancher to manage their operation. I worked it out to stay another while longer, but couldn’t hang on forever. In the end the county sheriff arrested me on my porch for non-payment of the child support. The repossession people snapped up the place the day they carted me away. No one who mattered could help. The system brought me to my knees. I spent a week in jail. Rain came the day after I was released, a cleansing rain. I was allowed back to the ranch to retrieve the last of my personal belongings, daughter photos and daughter letters, my writings. My things were boxed and waiting for me on the porch when I arrived. I stood in the rain. It felt good. The house was locked. I didn’t have the key, had never had a key. I loaded up the boxes and drove away in the hard rain that rescued everybody but me.

My search began. I searched my forsaken reservation for a place—a way—to get back into ranching. I visited the orphanage where I was raised, but an older orphan ran the cattle for the nuns, and they didn’t need my help. I spent a week there in the bunkhouse, helping with the haying for room and board. I told the children my story, they told me theirs. I wrote them down. After that I tried Canada, some of my Indian people living north of the border. No help there. My existence became a journey, every mile a dream, every dream unfulfilled. I holed up with some church people on Duck Lake and finished writing the stories, Indian stories I supposed the world needed—creation stories, trickster tales, stories of the dog days when my people were surrounded by buffalo—the great prairie days before horses and guns and Manifest Destiny, days nearly forgotten. I wrote resurrecting that past. I did it to dampen the pain of feeling lousy bad about my filched fatherhood. Another sheriff tracked me down. My owing had increased. They took my driver’s license. They tried to garnishee my wages, but there were no wages to garnish. I needed money. As a last resort I tried to recoup some funds I’d invested when the grass was taller—old long-ago money I made years ago fighting the fires of another drought. 

When I was young and restless, before I married and became a father, I left my reservation and made a big wad of money, a wad bigger than I ever dreamed possible—so it seemed at the time, money cabbaged from a Washington State dry. I had showed up to log some timber on the Colville Reservation, arriving with a convoy of trucks and Caterpillars. A Bureau of Indian Affairs program helped me lease the equipment. They even secured the contract. The logging didn’t have a chance. By the time I arrived their forest had become fire. No one knew just how much forest would burn, but it was dry enough to fret about a major blaze. 

Fire can ravage worlds, and worlds need saving. When no rain fell, I came to an alternate contract with the BIA to fight the fires using my logging trucks and Caterpillars, wildfires chasing down a world ripe to burn. Conflagration brought my people together, Indians arriving from all over to help fight the fire: Montana, Idaho, Wyoming, South Dakota, Arizona. We camped on the skirts of the fires, shepherding the burn like wolves might shepherd buffalo, taking out the hotspots on the fringe. All summer we camped, moving about like nomads, chasing the heat. We saved a few buildings here and there, kept some trees along the roadways wet and safe, and bulldozed fire lines around the little towns. Despite what we did, the fire pretty much had her way. At the end of September rain came and dampened the world. Rain and more rain, and then snow, snow that sent us packing back to our displaced homelands with a gathering of insurrection in our heads. Fire gone, fire vanished. All the blackness white, all the redness white, all the blackness and redness of the world white. 

All the time we fought the fires we Indians talked about our lost America. Some of the Indians went back to cause trouble with their pay, protesting their mistreatment over time. Because of my equipment, I returned to my reservation with much more money than most. I got married and bought a ranch. With the leftover cash I met with a stockbroker, a man I’d never seen before in my life. He smiled and urged me to invest my money in an oil and gas exploration scheme. He guaranteed great returns with the oil embargo tightening and all. I gave him the money and forgot about it, tending to my ranch and growing my family, trying to. 

The wife left after the second winter. The daughter stayed on with me the first years while her mother got a life together. When she turned five, she moved to Great Falls to live with her mother, coming back each summer. During the winters alone, I started crafting the stories I’d collected—writing, feeding the cows, waiting for the dry cold to disappear, waiting for greenness to come, waiting for my daughter Lucy to show up in the spring and stay until fall. Eventually the wife filed for divorce, money I didn’t have. That’s when I first tried to recoup my oil investment to pay her off and keep the ranch, but the twenty grand had vanished down a dry hole. Later, when they tried to take the ranch, my lawyer checked on my investment, wanting to get paid. He discovered the investment had been declared fraudulent, and there was the possibility of a settlement. If I could get them to pay up—to come clean with their malfeasance—I might reimburse the system, and maybe get a ranch life back. 

I finally called the corporate headquarters in New York. From a recorded menu I got the number of a customer service extension. I called again and coded through to a voice. A man from customer service knew the troubles with my particular investment. He apologized and invited to me to visit the main office in ‘The City’ to discuss ‘the problem.’ —Indeed, there had been some trouble with accountability. About the same time a literary agent finished reading my story collection and thought there might be possibilities. I’d never been to New York, but thought if I could get my twenty grand back and at the same arrange something with this agent, I could get my life back. 

I phoned the agent, Ms Cathy Weatherwax, and told her I had business in the city. She thought it would be ‘grand’ if I came to visit. She would introduce me to the editor at Grave Atlantic who’d promised to pitch the stories to her publishing house staff, an editor with a taste for the Native American oral tradition. I smelled sweetness. Before I knew it I was off on a tangent, driving across America. After the first day’s roadgoing I spent a deep night under the Standing Rock Reservation stars of South Dakota, a taste of the insurrection after the fires waiting in the midnight sky. At first light I headed for Minnesota where I met trees, endless deciduous tunnels leading to the people of mid-America. Soon there was civilization everywhere, traffic and towns—wider, busier roads—a crowded passage, no outdoor sleeping allowed. The trees gave way to corn, horse-high corn all the way to the Atlantic seaboard, corn tall enough to hide the truck I’d borrowed so I could sleep outside, September corn, sun-ripened corn—lovely, hopeful corn which let up as I closed in on New York City, a city rising taller than my Montana mountains, truly and really taller. 

I stopped at the corrugated banks of the Hudson to catch my breath and devise a plan to enter the city. I ate at a restaurant with a view of the skyblown half of Manhattan. A waitress with the inside scoop filled me in on how best to haul my carcass into town. She suggested I park my rig in Jersey, take a train to Penn Station, and walk to the agent’s office on 18th Street. I fought my way out of the train station and hoofed through the canyons of town, wild urban smells, thick sarcastic air. I noticed a poverty akin to Indian reservations, poverty sheathed in rags and teepeed in cardboard, the selfsame screwtop wine. 

I hiked through the searing web of America to Weatherwax’s, anxious to match voice with face. Her office was in the lower middle part of town not far from the East River, fresh seaboard air, fewer skyscrapers, happy-leafed trees; a calmer locale than the rest of the city. I towed my stories underarm, stories freshened with the revisions she’d suggested. The address looked residential, unpretentious, nice. The closer I came the ritzier it appeared. I clunked the ornate knocker. An assistant immediately cracked the door. Speaking past a chain, she held my anxiousness at bay, unwilling to let me tumble in, which I was eager to do. “May I help you?” she asked, as if I might have the wrong address. There was no sign. Taken aback, I peered at my reflection in paneglass, my ragged reflection, my swarthy skin. “Ground Owl’s my name,” I said. “Here to see Weatherwax about my stories.” She unchained the door, as if I’d spoken the magic word, and swept me inside. 

“Ms Weatherwax will be with you directly.” 

“Fine,” I replied. She handled me through an oaken door to a room with windows overlooking the street. I sat and waited, thumbing the manuscript on my lap, unable to relax, not really knowing how to behave or what to think. Behind me, the room was long and vertiginous. I fumbled reading glasses out of my duffel, and tried, for lack of anything else, to reread a story I’d recently worked over. I couldn’t comprehend my words. I looked up, the atmosphere of the agent’s office didn’t seem what it should be, too elegant, and at the same time worn and cluttered, an earlier century. The activity picked up on the street below me, my hearing drawn outside to escape the in. Sirens, car alarms, the grind and squeak of delivery trucks. A helicopter chopping unseen. More sirens, different sirens, sirens no one on the street seemed to notice, no one but me, inside. The racket smothered my stillness, my first real stillness in years. 

I turned my chair around, avoiding the disquiet, and squinted to the end of the deep room for relief. In addition to the girl who let me in, another person, a young man with headphones, typed in the blue light of a computer. I felt distant, alien. I missed the daughter I hadn’t seen in over a year. I thought child support. The stories sitting on my lap laughed at me. The clock said three o’clock. I detected no ticking, only the clippy noise of keyboarding, a pendulum swinging too fast. I could not hear phones ringing, but yet the assistant periodically answered, her signal mysterious. Through the ceiling I could hear Weatherwax chatter on the phone in her office. No one paid any attention to me, so I opened the door and leaned into the hallway and gazed up the stairs, carpeted steps with a fairy-tale handrail…

“Sir,” a finger tapped my shoulder. “Sir, Ms Weatherwax will see you now.”

“Thank you, yes,” realizing I’d been caught.

“Upstairs.” She pushed, shooing me up.

“Yes,” I said. “Up,” the manuscript remarkably in my hand. 

I’d left my duffel on the chair, which the assistant seemed to sniff at when I craned my neck back to see. I smiled, leaving it in her care, and climbed the steps. Halfway up I felt good, the carpet soft on my feet. A sugar-dog met me at the top, wiggling and waggling, thrilled to have a visitor odorous as I. Ms Weatherwax greeted me with a feeble handshake and bright smile, her furniture pert and tasteful, a smart office. I wondered about all the rumored literary transactions, if they happened here. An intaglioed bookshelf displayed her literary salesladyship. An inkblottered desk sported a picture of her cradling the muzzle of a fancy horse.

“Bellagio,” she said. “Grand Prix dressage.” Whatever that meant. 

She offered me an armchair in the middle of the room and she sidled onto a sofa to be quickly joined by “Mirella.” The little dog promptly curled asleep, which amazed her. 

“He knows I’m an Indian.’

“He must.”

The large coffee table between was cluttered with her work. Manuscripts, letters, and folders separated us. The goal seemed to be to get my stories past that pile. Some people can sell cars, others have the flair to hawk fiction.

“So,” she began, “how was your trip?”

I was slow to respond. In fact, I did not respond, but looked about the room.

“Did you fly?”

“No,” I said. “I drove.”

“From…?”

“From Montana.”

“Montana, that’s right. Where in Montana?”

“My reservation.”

“Blackfeet is it?”

“That’s right, I said. “Blackfoot.”

She placed a manicured finger on her cheek as she spoke, as if to monitor the movement of her jaw. She was a pretty woman, well known for her literary acumen, books that said something and sold. 

“I’ve never represented an American Indian.”

I had no response. 

“The East Indians, I do them.”

I wasn’t even sure why I was here—do them? The literary business wasn’t something I understood, and already didn’t want to understand. I’d been pushed here by my friend the poet, an educated Indian, the friend who taught me to write—stick with the story, make your language invisible. Trapped in Weatherwax’s office, I wanted to become invisible myself. She began speaking about my stories, their simplicity and ‘oblique aim.’ “Skeletons, I liked the skeleton story.”

I smiled.

“How did you come to write it?” she asked, peering over her reading glasses, their elegant chain draped over her shoulders like long earrings. I had the sense she’d only just read the story as I waited downstairs, my arrival signaled by her assistant. She tapped the pages at her palm to reinforce her question. 

I offered no answer, which was by now okay. If I was to have answered, I could have said something mythic like ‘pain,’ but I did not. I sat, unsure what to say, or how to act—me, the prince of oral tradition, a stranger to the spoken word. 

“Do you speak a native tongue?”

“Blackfoot,” I answered. 

She waited for more. 

“My native tongue is English. I learned Blackfoot later, and not from my parents. And not very well.”

She eyed the stack of papers on my knee.

“I’ve revised most of them,” I said.

“Good,” she said, clearing a corner of the coffee table, quartering my manuscript into the shuffle. She retrieved a paperweight, the bust of a horse, and placed it atop my work. I stood.

“I’m sending them to the editor at Grave. Danielle, my assistant, has a contract for you to sign downstairs.”

“I don’t do contracts. Can you work on a handshake?”

“I’ll have to if you don’t do contracts,.”

She shook my hand, firmly this time, contractually. I reached down and petted her dog who sat at my feet expecting it.

“Thanks,” I said, out and down the hollow stairs. 

“You’re most welcome,” she said, swinging from her door jamb. I turned to take a last look at her. She spun back into her enclave.

Danielle, the assistant, met me at the bottom. I asked if I could use the facilities. When I returned she’d moved my duffel off the chair to the door. She motioned me to her desk and handed me some paperwork on a clipboard.

“I don’t sign contracts,” I said politely, raising my hand.

“Does Ms Weatherwax know that?”

“Yes,” I said. “Yes she does.”

“Then I’m sure she’ll be happy to sign your publishing contracts,” said Danielle, her authority usurped. 

“Fine,” I said. She lead me to the door, handing me the unsigned paperwork. I smiled through her, swung my duffel to my shoulder, and stepped out into the day. I sat at the bottom of the brownstone stairs and looked up. Weatherwax waved a manuscript at me from her balcony, and smiled. I stood up, waved back and walked down the street.

 Nowhere to go. Too late to speak with Mr Hinsman, the investment guy—too far, my throat too dry. I’d track him down in the morning, first thing. I checked my wallet for his address downtown, which I still had. Nothing to do but walk. Walk and walk. Sunset tipped the city sideways. I walked into the evening, thinking of the sun still shining in Montana. I stopped at a stainless steel diner and ordered American food. A comfortable place sheltered by its interior brightness. Streetlights came to life as I ate. I finished and sat a long, long time, watching people come and go, trying to get a feel for this world.

Outside moonlight, a perfect halfmoon, a fishcolored moon, so glad New York had a moon. In the early morning, the streets near empty, I stretched out on a concrete bench in Washington Square. A trumpeter blew and blew his horn, blew me to sleep, an ode to urban loneliness. 

I woke early and headed for Hinsman. Of all the people whizzing in, security picked me to stop at the entrance. They let me pass when I produced the business card from Hinsman’s office. A sympathetic onlooker overhearing my conversation tapped me on the shoulder and suggested I clean up if I expected to do business in this building. He led me to a bathroom to which he had a key. I dug out some clean slacks and my best shirt. I covered the wrinkles with a casual jacket and took the elevator to the 71st floor. As I arrived a handicapped lady unlocked the door to Hinsman’s office. She wheeled about with pilot precision, deftly shunting her atrophied legs about. She had me sit down on a long and comfortable bench, money magazines displayed neatly on a gigantic glass coffee table. I waited and watched. People filtered in, slowly at first, more as the sun brightened the skies. I saw it coming, off tangent, thinking it some impossible reflection. I heard gasps, and felt the airliner plunge into the floors above. Glass showered down outside. The tower swayed——a muffled, sick-sounding boom.

“Where’s the stairwell?” I asked the receptionist who let me in, a look of fatality on her face. She grimaced and scrambled, trying to get to her wheelchair. I draped her in my arms and walked into the hallway. She had the wherewithal to point me to the stairwell, which was close and empty. An echo rumbled after us as we started our descent.

“My name is Lucy,” she shouted, bouncing in my arms. “What’s yours?”

I couldn’t answer.

“I should know your name.”

Down we went. She became heavy hanging in my arms, so I stopped and heaved her over my shoulder, this against her will. People began to filter into us. We descended in a fashion more orderly than one would expect knowing something had gone terribly wrong. We met firemen coming up, they too, orderly. 

Air seemed in short supply. 

“My daughter’s name is Lucy,” I finally said, but by then we were part of a great descent and I don’t think she heard. She began sobbing. I felt tears soak into the small of my back. I could tell we were nearing the bottom when fresh air broke into the stairwell. We made it outside and Lucy began hitting the backs of my legs with her fists, but I kept her rucksacked atop me and moved away from the building. People screamed, sirens shrill and many. I had no idea of direction until I saw a fist of the blackened sun, the unreality of what reality had become. Police directed us north, panicked people, people stunned and running. I heard a wave of gasping as another plane hit the second tower. Debris showered after us, superheated debris. I marched up the terrified island, Lucy slung over my shoulder, part of me now. I hiked a good ten blocks before unshouldering my load. I set Lucy on a bench, and looked her in the eye.

“What’s your name?” she asked. Emergency vehicles clogged the streets, a careening mess of fear. An avalanche of white dust rolled into us followed by thunder and more heat. I picked her up and carried her through the dry rain. We made it to Washington Square, New York City asunder. 

“Your name, tell me your name!”

But I did not know my name, not until I stopped at an emergency relief center hours later, dazed as anyone still living, Lucy long gone, taken away in an ambulance screaming, “What’s your name?” I’d told her my name when I had first arrived in Hinsman’s office. 

A Red Cross worker with a microphone tried to calm to the frantic crowd. “If you are missing someone please fill out one of these forms. She waved the forms in her hand with the same frisbee gesture Weatherwax had waved my manuscript the day before. People shouldered toward her. I waited and picked up an extra form someone dropped on their way out. “Remember to list the missing person’s dentist,” the PA bellowed. 

I made it to a wall and filled out the form, filling in myself as the missing person—Harold Ground Owl, Heart Butte, Montana. For next of kin I listed my daughter—Lucy Louise Ground Owl, Great Falls, Montana. I looked upward at the whiteness muscling into the city, whiteness competing with sunlight, and handed the form to a Red Cross person. The gravity of what had happened to the world hit me squarely as I trudged toward Jersey, my legs rubbered.  

By twilight I reached my pickup and sat a long while before turning the key. I realized I had vanished, perfectly and completely, as had the America I once knew, much like the America of my ancestors. 

Vanished.

