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LeAnne Howe

her. A truer imitation I have never seen. Another
child was playing the role of a doctor waving a kind of
feather fan over her. Two other small girls were help-
ing pull the imaginary baby out from the child’s legs.
watched in awe, thinking how at their young ages,
they had probably all witnessed many such births.
Extraordinary. All this childishness going on while in
the background their parents sang for the dead.

Two more days and nights we waited. The wailing
and hoarse quavering continuing, straining against
our ears, ringing in unison with a thousand different
sounds of the night forest.

Sieur Delage, Father Le Pen and Father Baudouin
and | were huddled together for houts, sometimes
roused at midnight by savages who shoved clay pots of
food in our faces which we were forced to eat. Father
Baudouin says it is considered a sin to refuse their
food. Sometimes were overlooked entirely. Then this
evening, 24th of November, when one of the bone
pickers finally climbed the scaffold and began . . .

“Excuse me, Father, but the men are waiting and they will not
be there long.”

“They have not found the altar wine or brandy have they?
They are expressly forbidden from giving it to the savages, do you
understand, Critches?” o

“No, Father. I have kept the brandy and the altar wine hid-
den.” . b

“Good. I am almost finished writing in my journal. I will be
with you shortly.”

. . . Once the ritual was over many of des Tchactas
carried fire in baskets to each other to signal the be-
ginning of the feast which is continuing as 1 write. If
I am correct, des Tchactas worship, among other
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things, “Hashi,” the sun, and “Micha Luak,” the fire,
They set pine fires and burn cedar incense all around
us. Whiffs of burnt honey drift in the air and mix with
the aroma of roasted nuts, herbs, cooked meats and
their special tobacco.

I am convinced now that des Tchactas pay more
respect to their dead than any other race in the colo-
nies of Louisiana. To them the bones of their relatives
are holy. Proof that they existed in the past as they
will exist forever. To them everything is “oke,” as is.
Life just is. One Tchacta who calls himself a diviner,
and who is helping me to learn their language, told
me a story. He said that Hashi, and Micha Luak, the
sun’s mate, are of the people. He said the Nanih
Waya is their home. He ended by saying “Night be-
gins with the setting sun. Oke.” I don’t know what

that means, but must stop for service. I am a Jesuit
afterall . . . .

Renoir finished his writing and carefully rolled his book and
pen in his blanket. Before he arrived at Mobile he had descended
the Mississippi with two Canadians and Critches. They were
attacked by a small band of Doustionis, members of the Caddoan
confederacy, at the confluence of the Red River and Mississippi
River. Renoir’s pirogue with all his belongings was turned over.
Before he could retrieve any of his things, the priest was shot in
the arm and shoulder with three small arrows. He and the
Canadians escaped the Doustionis, only after Critches killed two
of the warriors, but they were forced to leave the pirogue with the
trade goods behind. It had taken the priest over a month to
recover from his wounds when Regis du Roullet asked the priests
and Sieur Delage to come to Yan'abe.

Each November the Choctaw celebrate the feast for the dead,
and it was Regis du Roullet’s hope that the French could insti-
gate war between the Choctaws and the English-supported
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Chickasaws. The latter nation was accused by factions of the
Choctaws of using bad medicine to bring more deaths to iksa
members, :

As Renoir was about to stand and prepare himself for mass, a
young woman walked up to him and smelled around his head and
shoulders. She did not look into his eyes, but looked down at his
feet. She walked around him three times, paying closest attention
to his neck and ears. .

Renoir had noticed her during the ceremonies. He had
guessed she was directly related to the dead woman, whose body

~ was the first to be prepared by one of the bone pickers. Father

Baudouin explained that she was the old Bone Picker’s daughter.

The woman stopped at his neck, breathed again deeply, and
then walked away without looking back. .

She was taller than many of the women, who were beginning
to gather around the evening fire to dance. She had large,
hooded brown eyes, full lips, and very dark skin. There was a
two-inch, horizontal scar on her right cheek. Her dress was made
of soft deerskin that hung loosely about her frame. She seemed to
carry herself with an aloofness that other girls her age did not
have. A strand of European glass beads hung down almost to her
feet and tinkled softly as she walked. Such a great number of
beads meant she was not without means. Her ears were cut and
tiny bones and shells dangled from them. But when the priest
looked into her face he realized she was still in youth. Still
uncorrupted.

Renoir had not been contaminated with the closeness of the
woman, white or savage, since he was fifteen. When she bent
over to smell around his head and ears, her long black hair had
fallen down around his face and smelled of sweet grass and cedar.
The Choctaws never cut their hair and, for this reason, many
other tribes in the region, especially the Alabimons, referred to
them as “the Long Hairs.” In turn the Choctaws called their
cousins “the Bald Ones.” Renoir thought their hair was extraor-
dinary. Even though he was shocked at the woman's behavior, he
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felt his penis swell. He blushed, stood up, and walked away
quickly with his back to Critches.

“Where did she come from?” asked the Swiss soldier.

“From God,” answered Father Baudouin, who had the look of
disgust as he approached the twa men. “Let us not waste the
evening. It is time for the service, is it not, Father?”

“Yes,” answered Renoir. “I am ready.”

The Choctaw woman walked straight from the Frenchmen to
her relatives squatting by a rack of deer meat on a spit.

“He is well, Imoshe. He does not carry the illness.”

She kept walking and did not stop until she reached her shel-
ter. Neshoba glanced at the two Beloved Men who had begun to
laugh, then she went inside, :

“Heh-Hah-Heh! Pay up. You lose. I win,” shouted Koi Chitto
as he fingered a haunch a meat, “My daughter is never wrong
about the sickness. She has the gift.”

With a sweeping gesture, Nitakechi smacked his forehead
with his palm and croaked, “This time you have fleshed this hen.
Here! Take this knife. | am destitute and pitiful. And you, old
man, can tell me nothing about my sister’s daughter.”

Koi Chitto shouted playfully at Nitakechi. “I told you Inki
Sweets was not sick, just scratching to himself,” he replied
boldly. “But no, you said he was with the sickness, That we
should take him out and kill him before he infected us. Heh-
Hah-Heh! I told you. It is our Filanchi’s way. They scratch be-
cause they cannot remember anything. They don’t know where
they are, so they scratch to remember where they've been.”

“What for?” asked Nitakechi disapprovingly. .

“For no reason at all,” echoed Koi Chitto, gazing into the
man’s black eyes. “The Filanchi call it exrire. They scratch ev-
erything we say, so they can remember to nag us later. It makes
me sad, but I must say it, our Filanchi have a trace of the Natchez
in them,” he said, tapping his forefinger to his temple.

Nitakechi was highly amused by the comparison between the
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Natchez and the Filanchi. A clean-featured man of middle
height, he had long straight bones characteristic of his mother’s
relatives. His black eyes were set in a broad face that was showing
signs of aging. His mouth was generous, with a kind of feminine
expressiveness that he could not help. He was Shakbatina’s twin.
And, like her, he was a gift to the Inholahtas, something differ-
ent they regarded.

As Nitakechi stood up, he winked at his sister’s husband.
“And so, I guess you are fortunate that you didn’t marry a Female
Sun of the Natchez, because when they die, the Natchez kill off
the Female Sun’s husband,” Nitakechi laughed.

Koi Chitto was reduced to speechlessness. He reached for the
knife, but Nitakechi put out his hand to make another speech,
drawing out his words like a great Teller.

“Yes, the knife of Filanchi, the one I gave them fifty deer skins
for. The man-killer that has ended the lives of twenty of my
enemies . . . the Stone Poker . . . who can hold up the sky
with his thing.” Nitakechi paused solemnly, then laughed out
loud. “Well, of course, no one will ever call you that again.”

The Bone Picker thought for a moment. His eyes crinkled and
he turned his head from Nitakechi. Finally he let out a whoop
and laughed at himself.

“Yes, yes, Waya Talifoni, the Stone Poker, that is what
Shakbatina called me. Hah! It has been so long, I had forgotten.”
Koi Chitto laughed.

Sighing, Nitakechi opened his eyes wide, and as he whispered,
he gazed at the moon. “This night, Koi Chitto, you have sin-
cerely fleshed this innocent hen.” .

Both men were laughing now. “I remember exactly how her
voice sounded. It was fairly low and soft, and I always had the
impression that when she wanted, she could make it echo,” said
Koi Chitto with a smile. ,

“At times, even I felt jealousy of her life mysteries,” confessed
Nitakechi. ,

“No,” murmured Koi Chitto. “You, who sing with the lo-
custs?”’
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. Both men continued telling stories and remembering Shakba-
tina. Now that the ceremony was over they could think of her

and sing the fire songs. She was at the Nanih Waya and her life
- was complete.

“Yes,” said Nitakechi. “It is good to gamble again.”

Koi Chitto looked at the knife a second time, but waited
"politely for Nitakechi to make his last speech.

“Hekano. I am fleshed,” said Nitakechi, grabbing his chest as
if his heart were breaking. “Please take this knife, my friend.”

Koi Chitto picked up the knife of his wife’s twin and threw it
in a pile of things next to the fite. : '

The two men laughed again and began talking in old code,
slinging insults at one another. Eventually Koi Chitto lost his
black horse to Nitakechi who belly-laughed so hard he fell down.
Then together, arm in arm, they walked to Koi Chitto’s iksa

where his sister was cooking more meat before she went to the
big fire dance. .

During the service, Jean-Marie Critches shuffled his feet and
tried to keep from wincing in pain. Each time he knelt in prayer
he thought he could not get up again. His feet were swollen and
bleeding in his boots. At first only his toes itched, then blisters
appeared, then hot fever came into his feet. Now, when he took a
step, the open sores oozed blood. The condition began right after
the Doustionis incident at the Mississippi, and the Swiss merce-
nary was positive the infection came as payment for the killings
he committed. It wasn’t the deaths of the two savages that both-
ered him. He was a soldier in the service of the company and the
king. What bothered Jean-Marie was not the job, but that he
enjoyed it, even the killing.

He had confessed to Father Le Pen before the service in order
to partake of communion, but his mind wandered. He heard very
few lines of the liturgies. The habits of twenty years served him
when his concentration wavered. Heads bowed in unison. The
chants. The crossings. Alter prayers and beads.

Hoc est corpus. Sanctus, sanctus, sanctus. He floated in and out
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of the service. Jean-Marie was not only born Catholic, he was
born into the Swiss Guard. His grandfather and father had been
in Swiss regiments that served French kings Louis XIII and Louis
XIV. For him Catholicism was his only experience. His faith and
his father’s Swiss Guard were his life. But now something new
was bothering him. Devouring him.

Closing his eyes, he began, O Holy Mother of God, hear my
cries. I ask for your help in my weakness that has affected my feet.
1 know I am here for a purpose and I will continue to believe that
purpose is to march in the service of the King of France and for
my faith, and to help the Jesuit Fathers. But unless the fever
leaves my feet, I am afraid I will no longer be able to walk. I
realize this is a lesson and I promise if . . . :

Jean-Marie stopped in midsentence. Father Renoir’s’ words
broke his prayer. .

- “Remembering therefore his death and resurrection, we offer
to Thee the loaf and the cup and give thanks to Thee that Thou
has counted us worthy to stand before Thee and to do Thy
priestly service. And we beseech Thee that Thou send down
Thine Holy Spirit upon this offering of the church. Unite us and
grant to all the saints who partake of it to their fulfilling with the
Holy Spirit, to their strengthening of faith in truth, that we may
praise and glorify Thee through Thy servant Jesus Christ,
through whom to Thee be glory and honor in Thy holy church
now and forever. Amen.”

Renoir put the sliver of bread in Jean-Marie’s mouth and tilted
the cup. With him there were only three other Frenchmen and a
Negro manservant whom Father Baudouin had instructed in the
faith. As the priest was finishing the service, two young women
standing in the shadows moved forward and stood next to Jean-
Marie.

The priests were stunned. Renoir turned around and looked at
Le Pen and Elage. No one moved. He looked back at the woman
standing directly in front of him. She looked right through him,
as if he wasn't there. Renoir stood silent waiting for something to
happen.
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Recognizing the women, Father Baudouin spoke up and tried
to translate John's Gospel in her tongue.

“Anoleta, I tell you again most solemnly, that if you do not eat
of the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood you will not
have life in you. Anyone who does eat my flesh and drink my
blood has eternal life and I shall raise him up on that day. For my
flesh is real food, my blood is real drink, He who eats my flesh
and drinks my blood lives in me and I live in him.”

When the girl did not move, Father Baudouin spoke again.

“Anoleta, if you let Father Renoir instruct you, you too will
have life everlasting. Please let us continue to honor our God our
way. We can teach you about the one true God. He is your God
also, but you must first believe in life ever-lasting.”

The woman continued to look straight ahead, ignoring Father
wmcaoi:...._..ro: she looked briefly at Renoir, but did not make
eye contact. Finally she began speaking her language in a lilting,
almost magical whisper.

“Did you not see the one who was raised up from the frame
this day? Did you know her flesh was food? Her blood was drink?
Tchatak, the consumer. The animal, the consumed. Tchatak, the
consumed. The animal, the consumer.”

Pointing to herself she said, “This one lives. Chunkash ishi
fullo kachi. We will pick your bones.” Then the woman repeated
a phrase of Father Baudouin’s. .

“Life everlasting. Ataha iksho. The People of the Eastern Sun
are forever. Heh-Hah-Heh!”

She turned abruptly, but her young companion grabbed the
cup from Father Renoir’s hands and greedily swallowed the last
bit of wine, then darted quickly into the crowd of women, tossing
the cup as she ran. Anoleta never changed her expression of
quiet dominance, but walked through the crowd and into the
maze of temporary shelters.

“Blasphemy,” cried Sieur Delage loudly. “Father Renoir, you
let that savage grab the altar cup and drink the wine.”

“Why was she whispering?’ asked Renoir.

“It is known as the power that whispers. When they are deadly
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setious, they speak very softly. She is the first daughter of the
headwoman, Shakbatina. The people of her iksa say she is a
special kind of Teller, a Tchacta woman prophet, who is said to
know the future. It was her mother who sacrificed herself as
payment to avoid a blood feud when Anoleta was accused of
murdering one of the Chicachas wives of Red Shoes. I was hop-
ing that he alone would be caught in the middle and someone
would murder him, but this was not to be.”

Baudouin sighed.

“Since | arrived at Yan'abe, she has constantly spoken against
me. Unfortunately she too has become a wife of Red Shoes.
Since she has not met you formally, she addressed herself to you
in this way. She hates all French, but she also hates the English.
You will learn that des Tchacta women are different,” said
Baudouin. Then, exasperated, he began searching in the dark for
the altar cup. Eventually a young boy brought it to the priest but
would only trade it for a present of cheese.

Neshoba, the second daughter of Shakbatina, pulled the flap
of her shelter back and walked into the night. She yawned and
watched a fragile star blister, then burst and fall silently through
the air.

The night smelled sweet with burning cedar’s breath. The sky
shown full moon white.

By midnight, every fire in the temporary encampment had
burned an offering for protection from what the Choctaws call
kon-wi anun-kasha, That Which Moves at Night.

Neshoba breathed in the burning fragrance. Itjreminded her of
Imoshe Atokotubbee, her grandmother’s brother, who always
carried the crumbled leaves in his medicine bag. When she was a
little girl she used to close her eyes, smell the cedar, and imagine
it was winter and she was again snuggled up against her uncle’s
comfortable chest. Neshoba could never remember Atokotubbee
coming to stay at her mother’s house, except when the cold walks
with you. :

Atokotubbee’s visits were a reassuring thing. The odor of to-
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bacco was strong on his breath when he walked in the door of
their cabin bringing gifts: deer meat and lots of gossip. Neshoba's
grandmother would grab the old man’s tobacco pouch and squeal
thanks in a high-pitched voice.

As Neshoba started toward the center of the encampment to
join the others for the Starting Dance Song, she took two steps,
another, then stopped. A faint movement in the air, something
from the west, startled her. The trees murmured, not enough to
stir up the breeze, but enough to chill the sweat on the back of
her neck. She looked behind her. Nothing.

“Intek aliha, Sisterhood,” said Neshoba in a low voice as she
bent over to pull out of the ground a small moist shell that
gleamed like a silver lure in the moonlight. “I am growing
stronger now.” She looked back toward the woods with compas-
sion. .

Neshoba's world grew calm again. She glanced back toward
the footsteps. There was nothing. The sound of the feet had
vanished. She laughed, revealing her small white teeth, and said,
“I am ready, Imoshe.” A

A group of Neshoba'’s relatives had been singing continuously
since the bone-picking ceremony ended. When they stopped to
eat, another iksa took their place and continued singing at the
big fire in the center of the encampment,

Neshoba was glad she arrived in time to see her favorite uncle
assemble everyone at the ahila, a plot of ground about a hundred
yards away from the big fire prepared for the purpose of dancing.
She loved the sounds of Atokotubbee’s striking sticks. Despite
his age, there remained something youthful about his playing and

dancing. His eyes always held a kind of sweet mocking; full of so
deep a knowledge that all the children of the iksa obeyed him
without question.

When Atokotubbee saw Neshoba, he said, “Alla tek, a-chuk-
ma taha che. The girl will be well.”

The oldest member of the iksa danced all through the night
singing his family’s most ancient songs. The next day he burned a
special plant and blew the smoke up the child’s nose.
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On that green morning, Haya, Anoleta, Nitakechi, and the
tenderhearted Koi Chitto stood in the dootrway of the cabin
waiting to see if the girl would remember anything. Shakbatina
placed her hand on Neshoba's head and caressed her lightly, so
that she would not frighten the girl further.

“Tty to remember what happened,” she urged. “This is some-
times the way we are given things. Fight hard to remember, so
you will know the meaning of this.”

Shakbatina stepped aside with respect and motioned for
'Atokotubbee to come next to the girl. He took Neshoba's hand
and patted it, but did not speak. At that moment, a fat buck ran

in front of the door of their cabin and headed toward the woods.
He had shown himself and several Choctaw hunters went after
him.

While Neshoba's legs quickly healed, it was another year be-
fore she could use her voice. The wound on her cheek also
healed, but left a scar. Some said, Shatanni Ohoyo, the Tick
Woman, had kidnapped Neshoba and matked her for some pur-
pose. Tick Woman was known to play tricks on the Choctaw:
sometimes bringing sickness to them, sometimes to their ene-
mies. Tick Woman could also be a helper.

As for Neshoba, she had never known what had happened to
her, except that over the years, she had become an excellent
tracker of wild game. She had a highly developed sense of smell.
She was able always to lead her uncles directly to the animals
they wanted to hunt. So tonight, Atokotubbee asked his niece to
choose the Naholla with the young face and graying hair. “Teach
that one to dance, alla tek,” he said, motioning her toward the
four white men seated apart of the Choctaws next to the fire.

Walking up to Father Renoir again, she was reminded of his
scent, and she understood why her uncle sent her. She would
teach Inki Sweets how to dance in her fire.
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