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“I closed my eyes and put my hands on my ears, so there is nothing more to describe but what I couldn’t block out: those yells from Russell, Fleur’s hoarse breath, so loud it filled me, her cry in the old language and our names repeated over and over among the words” (26). 

In her narration of Fleur’s rape, Pauline recalls exactly “what I couldn’t block out”: “those yells from Russell, Fleur’s hoarse breath, so loud it filled me, her cry in the old language and our names repeated over and over among the words.” Russell’s yells, the first in Pauline’s list of what she couldn’t ignore—and what she now can’t forget—signify his devotion to Fleur. While Pauline’s silent witness of the events leading up to Fleur’s rape culminates in her refusal to be a witness to such violence against one of her own people, Russell contrastingly attempts to save Fleur by throwing himself on one of Fleur’s would-be rapists, Dutch. “[T]hose yells from Russell” point to both his continued efforts to rescue Fleur and his registering of the rape: unlike Pauline, Russell witnesses Fleur’s violation. However, that Pauline fails to block out Russell’s yells forces her to experience the rape secondhand. Her registering of Russell’s loyalty to Fleur in turn implies that even she can’t deny identification with Fleur. Russell’s yells, a sign of his loyalty to Fleur, force themselves on Pauline’s notice. Made to acknowledge that, even at her most vulnerable, Fleur inspires loyalty from members of her community, Pauline can’t “block out” her own ties to Fleur, which are here displaced onto Russell.
Fleur’s “hoarse breath” likewise forces itself on Pauline’s notice. Erdrich, the implied author, describes Fleur’s breathing as “hoarse,” denotatively defining it as rough and labored and connotatively hinting at Fleur’s struggle against her rapists. That there is such a catch in Fleur’s breath indicates that she has not quietly submitted to her own violation, but continues to fight it, yelling until her breath becomes hoarse and, even then, unwilling to be silenced. The contrast between what Pauline doesn’t see—Fleur’s physical subjugation as embodied in her rape—and what she hears—Fleur’s continued resistance as evidenced by her “loud” breathing and her repeated “cry in the old language”—is lost on Pauline: because she shuts her eyes, she doesn’t witness Fleur’s physical defeat and thus only hears her continued resistance. Neither Pauline the narrator nor Pauline, the unwilling eyewitness to Fleur’s assault, recognizes the unintended consequences of Pauline’s refusal to witness Fleur’s rape; however, the implied author makes clear that, in closing her eyes—a more foolproof form of denial than blocking one’s ears—Pauline unintentionally forgoes the opportunity to gather evidence of Fleur’s physical vulnerability and instead registers only the strength implied in Fleur’s refusal to be silenced. Whether she realizes it or not, Pauline’s decision to not witness Fleur’s rape ensures that Fleur remain a powerful figure in Pauline’s eyes, as well as in her imagination. 
Both Pauline’s identification with Fleur and Fleur’s influence on Pauline are stronger than Pauline realizes. Fleur’s hoarse breath, so “loud” that it “fill[s]” Pauline, draws her into the rape, as not only a witness but also a participant. Later in the novel, Pauline reveals that “[e]very night,” she revisits Fleur’s rape, witnessing in her dreams what she’d shut her eyes against in Argus: the physical and sexual assault on Fleur (66). In dreaming about Fleur’s rape, then, Pauline recasts herself as both witness and victim, “[m]y shrieks pour[ing] from [Fleur’s] mouth and my blood from her wounds” (66). Moreover, that Fleur’s rape continues to haunt her long after the fact makes clear Pauline’s guilt over having failed to save Fleur. Although she attempts to deny her ties to Fleur, Pauline feels “everything that happens to Fleur” (86). What she can’t block out includes Fleur’s “cry in the old language and our names repeated over and over among the words.” The narrator doesn’t reveal what Fleur cries, neither in the “old language” itself nor in translation, but the implied author’s use of the singular “cry,” rather than the plural “cries,” suggests that Fleur is repeating the same words over and over, which amounts to either a plea for help or a curse. Pauline’s and Russell’s names are “among the words,” suggesting that Fleur is addressing them. If Fleur’s cry in the old language is a plea for help, then it is directed at the two witnesses. But if it is a curse, then Fleur implicates Pauline and Russell as participants in her rape. In either instance, Pauline, in particular, is guilty of failing to help Fleur. By not revealing what exactly Fleur repeats, Pauline the narrator implies that the effect of the words, rather than the words themselves, takes precedence for Pauline the character. 
The quoted passage, then, illustrates microcosmically a number of the novel’s themes, particularly those that run through Pauline’s narrative: Pauline’s unreliability as a witness to the events that she narrates and thus her unreliability as a narrator; her guilt, which is here represented as the effect of her failure to intervene in Fleur’s rape, but which later in the novel is the consequence of other forms of denial, including her denial of her child and of her community; her failed attempt at turning her back on the community of Native Americans in which she was born and raised; and the unbreakable bonds that tie the members of such a community to one another.

