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AMERICAN HORSE
®

Louise Erdrich
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She was strong cnough and could pull him along like the horse their
naine was.

Buddy had his mother’s and his grandmother’s name because his father
had been a big mistake.

“They’re all mistakes, even your father. But you are the best thing that
cver happened to me.”

That was what she said when he asked.

Even Kadie, the boyfriend crippled from being in a car wreck, was not
as good a thing that happened to his mother as Buddy was. “He was a
medium-sized mistake,” she said. “He’s hurt and I shouldn’t even say that,
but it's the truth.” At the moment, Buddy knew that being the best thing in
his mother’s life, he was also the reason they were hiding from the cops.

He wanted to touch the satin roses sewed on her pink T-shirt, but he knew
he shouldn’t do that even in her sleep. If she woke up and found him touch-
ing the roses, she would say, “Quit that, Buddy.” Sometimes she told him to
stop hugging her like a gorilla. She never said that in the mean voice she used
when he oppressed her, but when she said that he loosened up anyway.

There were times he felt like hugging her so hard and in such a special
way that she would say to him, “Let’s get married.” There were also times
he closed his eyes and wished that she would die, only a few times, but still
it haunted him that his wish might come true. He and Uncle Lawrence
would be left alone. Buddy wasn’t worried, though, about his mother get-
ting married to somebody else. She had said to her friend, Madonna, “All
men suck,” when she thought Buddy wasn't listening. He made an uncer-
tain sound, and when they heard him they took him in their arms.

“Except for you, Buddy,” his mother said. “All except for you and
maybe Uncle Lawrence, although he’s pushing it

“The cops suck the worst, though,” Buddy whispered to his mother’s
sleeping face, “because they're after us.” He felt tired again, slumped down,
and put his legs beneath the blanket. He closed his eyes and got the feeling
that the cot was lifting up beneath him, that it was arching its canvas back
and then traveling, traveling very fast and in the wrong direction for when
he looked up he saw three of them were advancing to meet the great metal
thing with hooks and barbs and all sorts of sharp equipment to catch their
bodies and draw their blood. He heard its insides as it rushed toward them,
purring softly like a powerful motor and then they were right in its shadow.
He pulled the reins as hard as he could and the beast reared, lifting him.
His mother clapped her hand across his mouth.
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“Shoo!” Miss Koob opened her door with a quick jerk.

The brown dog sidestepped the door and jumped before her, tiptoeing.
Its dirty white muzzle curled and its eyes crossed suddenly as if it were zero-
ing its cross-hair sights in on the exact place it would bite her. She ducked
back and slammed the door.

“It's mean,” she told Officer Brackett. He was printing out some type of
form. The other officer, Harmony, a slow man, had not yet reacted to the
car’s halt. He had been sitting quietly in the back seat, but now he rolled
down his window and with no change in expression unsnapped his holster
and drew his pistol out and pointed it at the dog on his side. The dog
smacked down on its belly, wiggled under the car and was out and around
the back of the house before Harmony drew his gun back. The other dogs
vanished with him. From wherever they had disappeared to they began to
yap and howl, and the door to the low shoebox-style house fell open.

“Heya, what's going on?”

Uncle Lawrence put his head out the door and opened wide the one eye
he had in working order. The eye bulged impossibly wider in outrage when
he saw the police car. But the eyes of the two officers and Miss Vicki Koob
were wide open too because they had never seen Uncle Lawrence in his
sleeping get-up or, indeed, witnessed anything like it. For his ribs, which
were cracked from a bad fall and still mending, Uncle Lawrence wore a
thick white corset laced up the front with a striped sneakers’ lace. His glass
eye and his set of dentures were still out for the night so his face puckered
here and there, around its absences and scars, like a damaged but fierce lit-
tle cake. Although he had a few gray streaks now, Uncle Lawrence’s hair was
still thick, and because he wore a special contraption of elastic straps around
his head every night, two oiled waves always crested on either side of his mid-
dle part. All of this would have been sufficient to astonish, even without the
most striking part of his outfit—the smoking jacket. It was made of black
satin and hung open around his corset, dragging a tasseled belt. Gold thread
dragons struggled up the lapels and blasted their furry red breath around his

neck. As Lawrence walked down the steps, he put his arms up in surrender
and the gold tassels in the inner seamns of his sleeves dropped into view.

“My heavens, what a sight.” Vicki Koob was impressed.

“A character,” apologized Officer Harmony.

As a tribal police officer who could be counted on to help out the State
Patrol, Harmony thought he always had to explain about Indians or get
twice as tough to show he did not favor them. He was slow-moving and shy
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“We could takc you in too,” said Brackett roughly. Lawrence eyed the
ollicers in what was taken as defiance. “If you don't cooperate, we’ll get out
the handcuffs,” they warned.

One of Lawrence’s arms was stiff and would not move until he’d rubbed
it with witch hazel in the morning. His other arm worked fine though, and
he stuck it out in front of Brackett.

“Get them handcuffs,” he urged them. “Put me in a welfare home.”

Brackett snapped one side of the handcuffs on Lawrence’s good arm
and the other to the handle of the police car.

“That’s to hold you,” he said. “We’re wasting our time. Harmony, you
search that little shed over by the tall grass and Miss Koob and myself will
search the house.”

“My rights is violated!” Lawrence shrieked suddenly. They ignored
him. He tugged at the handcuff and thought of the good heavy file he kept
in his tool box and the German luger oiled and ready but never loaded,
because of Buddy, over his shelf. He should have used it on these bad ones,
even Harmony in his big-time white man job. He wouldn’t last long in that
job anyway before somebody gave him what for.

“It's a damn scheme,” said Uncle Lawrence, rattling his chains against
the car. He looked over at the shed and thought maybe Albertine and
Buddy had sneaked away before the car pulled into the yard. But he sagged,
seeing Albertine move like a shadow within the boards. “Oh, it's all a damn

scheme,” he muttered again.

“I want to find that boy and salvage him,” Vicki Koob explained to Officer
Brackett as they walked into the house. “Look at his family life—the old
man crazy as a bedbug, the mother intoxicated somewhere.”

Brackett nodded, energetic, eager. He was a short hopeful redhead who
failed consistently to win the hearts of wornen. Vicki Koob intrigued him.
Now, as he watched, she pulled a tiny pen out of an ornamental clip on her
blouse. It was attached to a retractable line that would suck the pen back,
like a child eating one strand of spaghetti. Something about the pen on its
line excited Brackett to the point of discomfort. His hand shook as he
opened the screen door and stepped in, beckoning Miss Koob to follow.

They could see the house was empty at first glance. It was only one rec-
tangular room with whitewashed walls and a little gas stove in the middle.
They had already come through the cooking lean-to with the other stove and
washstand and rusty old refrigerator. That refrigerator had nothing in it but
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moved off smiling. More curls had fallen, wetted to the base of her neck.
Looking out the window, she sighed long and loud.

“All night on brush rollers for this. What a joke.”

Brackett shoved his hands in his pockets. His mouth opened slightly,

then shut with a small throttled cluck.

When Albertine saw Harmony ambling across the yard with his big brown
thumbs in his belt, his placid smile, and his tiny black eyes moving back and
forth, she put Buddy under the cot. Harmony stopped at the shed and stood
quietly. He spread his arms to show her he hadn’t drawn his big police gun.

“Ma Cousin,” he said in the Michif dialect that people used if they
were relatives or sometimes if they needed gas or a couple of dollars, “why
don’t you come out here and stop this foolishness?”

“I ain’t your cousin,” Albertine said. Anger boiled up in her suddenly.
“I ain’t related to no pigs.”

She bit her lip and watched him through the cracks, circling, a big tan
punching dummy with his boots full of sand so he never stayed down once
he fell. He was empty inside, all stale air. But he knew how to get to her so
much better than a white cop could. And now he was circling because he
wasn’t sure she didn’t have a weapon, maybe a knife or the German luger that
was the only thing that her father, Albert American Horse, had left his wife
and daughter besides his name. Harmony knew that Albertine was a tall
strong woman who took two big men to subdue when she didn’t want to go
in the drunk tank. She had hard hips, broad shoulders, and stood tall like her
Sioux father, the American Horse who was killed threshing in Belle Prairie.

“I feel bad to have to do this,” Harmony said to Albertine. “But for god-
sakes, let's nobody get hurt. Come on out with the boy, why don’t you? 1
know you got him in there.”

Albertine did not give herself away this time. She let him wonder.
Slowly and quietly she pulled her belt through its loops and wrapped it
around and around her hand until only the big oval buckle with turquoise
chunks shaped into a butterfly stuck out over her knuckles. Harmony was
talking but she wasn’t listening to what he said. She was listening to the
pitch of his voice, the tone of it that would tighten or tremble at a certain
moment when he decided to rush the shed. He kept talking slowly and rea-
sonably, flexing the dialect from time to time, even mentioning her father.

“He was a damn good man. | don’t care what they say, Albertine, 1

knew him.”
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numb, and she let the belt unloop before she closed her hand on the tip
end of it and sent the stone butterfly swooping out in a wide circle around
her as if it was on the end of a leash. Harmony reeled backward as she
walked toward him swinging the belt. She expected him to fall but he just
stumbled. And then he took the gun from his hip.

Albertine let the belt go limp. She and Harmony stood within feet of each
other, breathing. Each heard the human sound of air going in and out of the
other person’s lungs. Each read the face of the other as if deciphering letters
carved into softly eroding veins of stone. Albertine saw the pattern of tiny arter-
ies that age, drink, and hard living had blown to the surface of the man’s face.
She saw the spoked wheels of his iris and the arteries like tangled threads that
sewed him up. She saw the living net of springs and tissue that held him
together, and trapped him. She saw the random, intimate plan of his person.

She took a quick shallow breath and her face went strange and tight.
She saw the black veins in the wings of the butterfly, roads burnt into a map,
and then she was located somewhere in the net of veins and sinew that was
the tragic complexity of the world so she did not see Officer Brackett and
Vicki Koob rushing toward her, but felt them instead like flies caught in the
same web, rocking it.

“Albertine!” Vicki Koob had stopped in the grass. Her voice was shrill
and tight. “It’s better this way, Albertine. We're going to help you.”

Albertine straightened, threw her shoulders back. Her father’s hand was
on her chest and shoulders lightening her wonderfully. Then on wings of
her father’s hands, on dead butterfly wings. Albertine lifted into the air and
flew toward the others. The light powerful feeling swept her up the way she
had floated higher, seeing the grass below. It was her father throwing her up
into the air and out of danger. Her arms opened for bullets but no bullets
came. Harmony did not shoot. Instead, he raised his fist and brought it
down hard on her head.

Albertine did not fall immediately, but stood in his arms a moment.
Perhaps she gazed still farther back behind the covering of his face. Perhaps
she was completely stunned and did not think as she sagged and fell. Her
face rolled forward and hair covered her features, so it was impossible for
Harmony to see with just what particular expression she gazed into the
head-splitting wheel of light, or blackness, that overcame her.

Harmony turned the vehicle onto the gravel road that led back to town. He
had convinced the other two that Albertine was more trouble than she was
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worth, and so they left her behind, and Lawrence too. He stood swearing in
his cinder driveway as the car rolled out of sight. Buddy sat between the
social worker and Officer Brackett. Vicki tried to hold Buddy fast and keep
her arm down at the same time, for the words she’d screamed at Albertine
had broken the seal of antiperspirant beneath her arms. She was sweating
now as though she’d stored up an ocean inside of her. Sweat rolled down
her back in a shallow river and pooled at her waist and between her breasts.
A thin sheen of water came out on her forearms, her face. Vicki gave an irri-
tated moan but Brackett seered not to take notice, or take offense at least.
Air-conditioned breezes were sweeping over the seat anyway, and very soon
they would be comfortable. She smiled at Brackett over Buddy’s head. The
man grinned back. Buddy stirred. Vicki remembered the emergency
chocolate bar she kept in her purse, fished it out, and offered it to Buddy.
He did not react, so she closed his fingers over the package and peeled the
paper off one end.

The car accelerated. Buddy felt the road and wheels pummeling each
other and the rush of the heavy motor purring in high gear. Buddy knew
that what he’d seen in his mind that morning, the thing coming out of the
sky with barbs and chains, had hooked him. Somehow he was caught and
held in the sour tin smell of the pale woman’s amnpit. Somehow he was
pinned between their pounds of breathless flesh. He looked at the choco-
late in his hand. He was squeezing the bar so hard that a thin brown trickle
had melted down his arm. Automatically he put the bar in his mouth.

As he bit down he saw his mother very clearly, just as she had been
when she carried him from the shed. She was stretched flat on the ground,
on her stomach, and her arms were curled around her head as if in sleep.
One leg was drawn up and it looked for all the world like she was running
full tilt into the ground, as though she had been trying to pass into the
earth, to bury herself, but at the last moment something had stopped her.

There was no blood on Albertine, but Buddy tasted blood now at the
sight of her, for he bit down hard and cut his own lip. He ate the chocolate,
every bit of it, tasting his mother’s blood. And when he had the chocolate
down inside him and all licked off his hands, he opened his mouth to say
thank you to the woman, as his mother had taught hitn. But instead of
thank you coming out he was astonished to hear a great rattling scream, and
then another, rip out of him like pieces of his own body and whirl onto the
sharp things all around him.
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