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Louise Erdrich

AMERICAN HORSE

Novelist, short story writer, and poet Louise Erdrich is part Chippewa
Indian and part German-American. Like the story that follows, her
fiction often explores the impact of white culture on Native Americans
in North Dakota. “American Horse,” which was first published in a
collection entitled Earth Power Coming: Short Fiction in Native
American Literature, /ias been widely anthologized. Erdrich won the
National Book Critics Circle Award for her novel Love Medicine
(1984). Her other novels include The Beet Queen (1986), Tracks
(1988), and The Bingo Palace (1994).

The woman sleeping on the cot in the woodshed was Albertine 1
American Horse. The name was left over from her mother’s short mar-
riage. The boy was the son of the man she had loved and let go. Buddy
was on the cot too, sitting on the edge because he’d been awake three
hours watching out for his mother and besides, she took up the whole
cot. Her feet hung over the edge, limp and brown as two trout. Her
long arms reached out and slapped at things she saw in her dreams.

Buddy had been knocked awake out of hiding in a washing ma- 2
chine while herds of policemen with dogs searched through a large
building with many tiny rooms. When the arm came down, Buddy
screamed because it had a blue cuff and sharp silver buttons. “Tss,” his
mother mumbled, half awake, “wasn’t nothing.” But Buddy sat up
after her breathing went deep again, and he watched.

There was something coming and he knew it. 3

It was coming from very far off but he had a picture of it in his 4
mind. It was a large thing made of metal with many barbed hooks,
points, and drag chains on it, something like a giant potato peeler that
rolled out of the sky, scraping clouds down with it and iabbing or
crushing everything that lay in its path on the ground.

Buddy watched his mother. If he woke her up, she would know 5
what to do about the thing, but he thought he’d wait until he saw it
for sure before he shook her. She was pretty, sleeping, and he liked
knowing he could look at her as long and close up as he wanted. He
took a strand of her hair and held it in his hands as if it was the rein to



a delicate beast. She was strong enough and could pull him along like
the horse their name 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 ever 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 had 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 rea-
son they were hiding from the cops.

He wanted to touch the satin roses sewed on her pink tee shirt, but
he knew he shouldn’t do that even in her sleep. If she woke up and
found him touching 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 getting married to somebody else. She had
said to her friend, Madonna, “All men suck,” when she thought Buddy
wasn’t listening. He had made an uncertain 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 moth-
er’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 the 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.

“Okay,” she said. “Lay low. They're outside and they’re gonna
hunt.”
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She touched his shoulder and Buddy leaned over with her to look
through a crack in the boards.

They were out there all right, Albertine saw them. Two officers
and that social worker woman. Vicki Koob. There had been no whis-
tle, no dream, no voice to warn her that they were coming. There was
only the crunching sound of cinders in the yard, the engine purring,
the dust sifting off their car in a fine light brownish cloud and settling
around them.

The three people came to a halt in their husk of metal—the car em-
blazoned with the North Dakota State Highway Patrol emblem which
is the glowing profile of the Sioux policeman, Red Tomahawk, the one
who killed Sitting Bull. Albertine gave Buddy the blanket and told him
that he might have to wrap it around him and hide underneath the cot.

“We're gonna wait and see what they do.” She took him in her lap
and hunched her arms around him. “Don’t you worry,” she whispered
against his ear. “Lawrence knows how to fool them.”

Buddy didn’t want to look at the car and the people. He felt his
mother’s heart beating beneath his ear so fast it seemed to push the
satin roses in and out. He put his face to them carefully and breathed
the deep, soft powdery woman smell of her. That smell was also in
her little face cream bottles, in her brushes, and around the washbowl
after she used it. The satin felt so unbearably smooth against his cheek
that he had to press closer. She didn’t push him away, like he ex-
pected, but hugged him still tighter until he felt as close as he had
ever been to back inside her again where she said he came from.
Within the smells of her things, her soft skin, and the satin of her
roses, he closed his eyes then, and took his breaths softly and quickly
with her heart.

They were out there, but they didn’t dare get out of the car yet be-
cause of Lawrence’s big, ragged dogs. Three of these dogs had loped
up the dirt driveway with the car. They were rangy, alert, and
bounced up and down on their cushioned paws like wolves. They
didn’t waste their energy barking, but positioned themselves quietly,
one at either car door and the third in front of the bellied-out screen
door to Uncle Lawrence’s house. It was six in the morning but the
wind was up already, blowing dust, ruffling their short moth-eaten
coats. The big brown one on Vicki Koob'’s side had unusual black and
white markings, stripes almost, like a hyena and he grinned at her,
tongue out and teeth showing.

“Shoo!” Miss Koob opened her door with a quick jerk.

The brown dog sidestepped the door and jumped before her, tip-
toeing. Its dirty white muzzle curled and its eyes crossed suddenly as
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