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For Lucia St. Clair Robson,

fine friend, great writer, and a Comanche at heart


Chapter One

Sweating profusely, Daniel pushes his way through the throng crowding the boardwalks of Hell’s Half Acre.

Over the silk top hats, bowlers, Stetsons, and battered slouch hats, he can just make out Rain Shower, in her doeskin dress and moccasins, fighting through the multitude. She’s maybe twenty yards ahead of him. He calls out her name. Screams it louder, but she can’t hear him. He can’t even hear his own voice.

The people—taibos, all of them, white men without faces—grunt like pigs, pushing him backward. He turns sideways, letting some of these men rush past him. Now he can no longer see Rain Shower. He jumps, tries to catch only a glimpse of her. A boot steps on his own moccasin. A spur’s rowel grazes his calf. Angrily he slams an elbow into the side of a passerby, but doubts if the faceless man feels anything. He curses, in the language of The People and in the pale-eyes tongue, forces a path through the crush, jumps again, screams Rain Shower’s name.

He spots her shiny black hair, but just briefly. She’s too far ahead of him. He wants her closer. Needs her to be closer. Why does she keep walking? Why doesn’t she wait for me? Why doesn’t she turn back toward me?

“Rain Shower!” he cries. “Wait! Stop! Wait for me!”

Fort Worth, Texas, is no place for a Nermernuh girl. Especially not in Hell’s Half Acre.

A white man in dirty vest and bandanna shoves him, and he stumbles, catches himself on a wooden column in front of a hitching rail. No horses tethered here, he notices, so he pulls himself onto the rail, gripping the column for support, finally able to see above the mass of people. They look like buffalo now, the way the buffalo used to look on the Llano Estacado, millions of them, so thick you could not see the ground.

Again, he yells Rain Shower’s name, and this time she turns. His heart races, but he can breathe again. He almost slips on the rail; in fact, he swings off briefly, but somehow he manages to get his feet back on the wood. Recovered, he looks down the boardwalk.

Rain Shower laughs at him, and he smiles back at her.

“Wait for me,” he says. Or starts to say. Before he can finish, he sees the hand reach around the corner. It grasps Rain Shower’s arm.

Fear etches into her face. She stares at the man holding her—Daniel can’t see the man, just his arm and hand, and the hand is covered in a bright red glove—then Rain Shower turns back toward Daniel and screams.

Only he can’t hear her scream. The hand jerks her out of sight, around the corner of a false-fronted mercantile.

“No!” Daniel yells, losing his grip on the wooden column, feeling his moccasins slip off the rail. He falls onto the boardwalk, landing on his back, hard, forcing the air out of his lungs. He rolls to his side, opens his eyes, tries to catch his breath, and sees the stampeding buffalo, feels the first hoof crush his ribs, as thunder rumbles and the skies darken …

* * * * *

Daniel Killstraight woke with a start.

His heart pounded, and his long black hair felt as if he had just been dunked in Cache Creek. He ripped the sweat-soaked sheet off his body, and stared at the darkened ceiling, trying to recall the dream. No, he decided. It would be better to forget that nightmare. It would be better to figure out where he was.

Not home. Home, for Daniel Killstraight, was a cabin the Pale Eyes had built for Ben Buffalo Bone’s late father, a wooden structure his friend’s father, and now his uncle, used as a stable. For the past two years, those unshod ponies shared the house with Daniel Killstraight. Ben was Rain Shower’s brother, and that started Daniel thinking about the nightmare that had awakened him.

He wasn’t on the reservation near Fort Sill in Indian Territory, but at the Pickwick Hotel in Fort Worth. No, that wasn’t right, either. When Daniel and his Comanche Indian friends had arrived in Fort Worth to meet a few Texas cattlemen, and attend a lecture by Captain Richard Pratt, the hotel manager had smiled like a weasel and stammered that no rooms were available in the hotel.

“No rooms for Indians, you mean,” Daniel had said.

The hotel manager, a balding man with a waxed mustache, ran his finger underneath his paper collar and shook his head, saying, “No, no, young man, no. That’s not it at all. It’s a busy weekend, you see. Lots of guests. But I have taken liberty to arrange for you to stay in the Taylor and Barr building. It is not far from here, gentlemen, just over on Houston Street. They have five modern and quite comfortable apartments upstairs.” The man’s small eyes shot from Daniel to Charles Flint to Yellow Bear and, finally, to Quanah Parker.

“Indoor plumbing,” the man stammered. “Gas lamps. Much quieter, too.”

This wasn’t his first trip to Fort Worth, and Daniel let the manager know it.

“We stayed in the Texas Hotel last year,” he said.

Quanah nodded. “Treat good. No ticks in bed. Ice cream.”

“There are no ticks in our beds, either, Mister Parker.” The manager sounded indignant. “I assure you.” He trained his eyes on Daniel. “And you, young man, I’ll have you know that a noble savage … I mean, a dignitary like Quanah Parker and his entourage, a friend to great cattlemen Dan Waggoner and Captain Lee Hall, both friends of the Pickwick Hotel, would be most welcome in any of our suites … if any happened to be available. We are full up, sirs.”

Quanah Parker might be welcome here, Daniel figured, but not Daniel Killstraight. Not tonight. Not ever.

So here he was in the Taylor and Barr building, sweating in a room that felt like a furnace. It was August, however, so no one could do anything about the heat. Charles Flint was just down and across the hall. Next door to Daniel were Quanah and Yellow Bear, who had insisted that they share the room. Isa-tai, Charles Flint’s father, bunked with Nagwee, the puhakat of the Kotsoteka band who had come to counsel Quanah, in the room next to Flint’s. As far as Daniel knew, the fifth room, directly across from Daniel’s, remained vacant.

Sighing, he reached above his head and turned up the gas lamp, before swinging his feet over the bed. Once his heartbeat had dropped to something more reasonable, he stood and eased his way to the open window. Putting his hands on the sill, he leaned out into the Fort Worth night, hoping to catch a breeze, but the wind did not blow, and the air felt heavy with humidity. The thermometer outside the plate glass window in front of Taylor & Barr’s store had read one hundred and four degrees, and Daniel doubted if the mercury had fallen much.

Even at night, however, even in a miserable heat wave, Fort Worth’s citizens remained active. A hack’s carriage clopped down the street, and he could make out the noise of a piano, a banjo, laughter. A whistle blew. A horse snorted. A woman giggled.

Fort Worth, Daniel decided, never slept.

It reminded him of the cities he had seen back East. Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, and Carlisle, and while the latter seemed even smaller than Fort Worth, Daniel figured it couldn’t be. Fort Worth, however, was certainly different than those Pennsylvania cities, and a long, long way from home.

The window overlooked an empty alley running between Houston and Main. With no street lamps in the alley, he could make out the dim outline of the walls of the Fakes & Company furniture warehouse. The three-story Pickwick Hotel was northwest, at the corner of Main and Third. He couldn’t see that hotel, could barely make out anything in the darkness, although light shone from the windows and door at the saloon across the street, illuminating at least a part of Houston Street. Jinglebobs started singing a song beneath him, and Daniel looked down.

No, the alley wasn’t empty. A cowhand was busy muttering something as he unbuttoned his pants, and soon began spraying the wall of the Taylor & Barr mercantile with urine, soaking the white-stenciled lettering on the brick walls.


WE OFFER OUR ENTIRE LINE OF

CHILDREN’S, MISSES’ AND LADIES’

CLOAKS AND DOLMANS,

BOYS’, YOUTHS’ AND MEN’S

CLOTHING AT

MANUFACTURRERS’ PRICES.



Daniel wondered if he were the only person in Fort Worth who realized the painter had misspelled manufacturer.

Quanah had bought a cloak and a dolman earlier that afternoon, even though Charles Flint had told the Comanche chief that he could buy something cheaper at the agency near Fort Sill once they got back home.

Daniel could still picture the look Quanah gave Charles Flint. “But I ask you what dolman and you say you no know,” Quanah had said as they stood on the boardwalk, staring at the wall advertisement.

“But … I … you … it’s … I …” Charles Flint could not think of anything else to say, and Daniel knew that rarely happened.

“Come,” Quanah had announced, speaking in broken English for the Texians accompanying the Comanche delegation. “We find dolman. If like, me buy one for Tonarcy.” Tonarcy was undoubtedly Quanah’s favorite of his eight wives.

“Hell’s bells, this alley stinks of piss!”

Daniel looked down at the cowboy again, heard him laugh at his joke, and saw him stagger, spurs chiming while he made a wandering path back toward Houston Street. As soon as he stepped out of the alley, he stopped. A police officer had grabbed the cowhand’s shoulder, spun him around, and the tall, gangling man had toppled into the dust on his backside.

“Jesus, Mother Mary, and Joseph, what in the bloody hell were you doing in that alley, you drunken waddie?” The officer pointed something—nightstick, Daniel guessed, what he remembered both coppers and miners in Pennsylvania calling a billy club—at the cowhand.

It sounded like the cowhand answered, “Waterin’ my mules.”

The policeman said something Daniel couldn’t understand, but a shout came from up the street, probably from the Occidental Saloon. The policeman left the cowhand in the dust and took off running toward the shouts, yelling something, and blowing his whistle.

After three clumsily failed attempts, the cowhand managed to push himself to his feet, and weave his way across Houston Street and through the batwing doors of Herman Kussatz’s Tivoli Hall.

More whistles sounded, and he could make out shouts, curses. For seven years, Daniel had lived among the Pale Eyes in Pennsylvania. First as the lone Comanche student at Carlisle Industrial School—although Charles Flint would join him during Daniel’s last year learning to be a taibo. Then in Franklin County, working for that hard-rock German until blisters covered his hands and feet. Finally, breathing coal dust and hardly seeing the sunshine at the Castle Shannon Mine near Pittsburgh. Yet he never really understood the Pale Eyes. For two years, he had been back among his people—if they were his people any more—wearing the badge and uniform of The People’s tribal police. Metal Shirts, The People called them. His own uniform showed the chevrons of a sergeant. At least it had, until Daniel, and all the other Metal Shirts, had cut off the sleeves of those scratchy, ill-fitting gray woolen blouses. Now they wore them like the pale-eyes’ vests.

More whistles blew. A window smashed. A horse whinnied.

He heard something else, and bumped his head against the open window. A door had shut down the hall. He rubbed his head, and walked to the dresser to pour a glass of water.

Tepid and tasting like iron, the water didn’t cool him. He could barely even swallow it, but he made himself, then mopped his face and the back of his neck with a hand towel, and wiped his sopping wet, long black hair. He stared at the door, then at the clock, wondering who would be coming to his room so late. If that cheap little Progressor kept the right time, it was 3:17 a.m.

Daniel smiled then, remembering. He and Quanah had retired shortly after supper, and Charles Flint had said he would soon join them. Yellow Bear, however, had said he wanted to see the sights, so George Briggs, a pale-eyes cowhand who worked for the big taibo rancher Dan Waggoner, had promised that he and old Yellow Bear would “tree the town”—whatever that meant.

The shutting door he had heard must have been Yellow Bear, finally making his way back to the room after a night on the town. He couldn’t wait to hear Yellow Bear’s stories over breakfast.

Outside, a cow bawled, probably from those giant shipping pens at the stockyards.

Cattle reminded him of buffalo—cuhtz in The People’s tongue—and that brought the final image from his nightmare to his mind. Daniel shook off the thought. Instead, he settled into the cushioned parlor chair, remembering what had brought him to Fort Worth.


Chapter Two

“You two are going to Texas,” Joshua Biggers said with smile.

Daniel and Charles Flint looked at each other, then stared at the young Baptist minister who had been appointed agent—the third in two years—for the Comanche, Kiowa, and Apache reservation, giving him the blank stares The People often gave Pale Eyes.

Hugh Gunter, Daniel’s Cherokee friend and a member of the United States Indian Police with jurisdiction over the Five Civilized Tribes east of Comanche country, called it “the dumb look.”

The smile faded from the young agent’s face. “Not permanently,” he said, swallowed, and shuffled through the papers on his desk. Beads of sweat peppered his forehead. His Adam’s apple bobbed, and at last he found the paper he wanted.

“This is a letter from Captain Pratt,” he said. “He’s giving a talk in Fort Worth. He specifically requested that you two join him …”

“Pratt.” Charles Flint tested the name.

Daniel remembered Pratt. How could he ever forget him? A bluecoat, Richard Pratt had started the Carlisle Industrial School, teaching Indians to follow the white man’s road. When Daniel was thirteen, he had been loaded onto a wagon with several Arapahoes and sent to the railroad station. In Pennsylvania, they had joined other frightened Indians—Lakotas, Cheyennes, Kiowas, even Pawnees, traditional enemies of The People. It was at school that School Father Pratt had given Daniel his new name.

Once, Daniel had been called His Arrows Fly Straight Into The Hearts Of His Enemies, the name his father had given him. Pale Eyes never could quite translate that name into their own tongue, so they had shortened it to Killstraight. At Carlisle, Pratt had made all the new students point to a pale-eyes word written on a blackboard—after white men and women had shorn the new students’ long, black hair, forced them to bathe with smelly soap and steaming hot water, and made them wear itchy pale-eyes clothes. Reluctantly, almost defiantly, Daniel had pointed to one, and watched as School Father Pratt nodded and scratched a white line through the word, the chalk screeching and making Daniel’s skin crawl. “Now,” School Father Pratt had said with a smile, “your name is Daniel.”

Later, one of the School Mothers had demanded that Daniel take a new surname. Her word still rang in his ears. “Killstraight conjures simulacrums of depredations, of rapine, of the barbarous nature of these savage fiends. Strait …” He could see her double chin wagging as her head bobbed with satisfaction. “Daniel Strait would fit him well. A noble Anglo-Saxon name. I knew many Straits in Hertshire.”

“Perhaps,” School Father Pratt had said with a smile, as he placed a hand on Daniel’s shoulder and squeezed gently, “but, having taught this lad for these past few years, I think Killstraight fits him like a glove. Leave it Killstraight, Missus Hall. Daniel has earned that much, I warrant.”

That might have been Daniel’s only victory at Carlisle. He could remember the beatings, still feel the sharp sting of a switch against his back or one of the School Mother’s rulers smashing his knuckles. Punishment for speaking his true tongue.

“You are no longer a savage!” School Mother Hall had admonished him. “You must speak English!”

They had made him pray to the pale-eyes god. Taught him to speak the pale-eyes tongue, taught him to learn the pale-eyes trades, taught him to eat like Pale Eyes, think like Pale Eyes, be a Pale Eyes.

Daniel had fought. Fought against all of them at first, and he was not alone. Lakota boys and girls fought. Kiowas resisted. Cheyennes argued. Some even died, not from the whippings, but of sickness, of broken hearts. They had been buried like Pale Eyes, in wooden boxes, buried deep in the smelly Pennsylvania earth far from their homes.

“Who are you?” School Father Pratt had once asked him, when School Mother Hall had brought Daniel into Pratt’s office and told the bluecoat that Daniel would be better off sent to the prison in Florida, that he would never learn to follow the white man’s road, that he would always be a savage. It was in his heart.

“Who are you?” Pratt had repeated.

“Nermernuh,” he had answered in the language of The People.

“Comanche, eh?” That the School Father knew enough of The People’s tongue surprised Daniel. Pratt rose from his chair, and moved around the desk. Daniel’s fingers balled into fists. He stared ahead, not looking at the School Father, just staring at the portrait of Abraham Lincoln hanging on the wall behind the desk. “I was commissioned a second lieutenant back in ’67. My first station was at Fort Arbuckle in Indian Territory. I’ve been to Fort Marion, son. Three years there as a jailer. Trust me, Daniel. You don’t want to go to Florida.” Pratt had sighed, shaking his head. “Many white men and women would like to see your race exterminated. I don’t believe that’s right. It certainly isn’t Christian. We must live and work together. But you’re Comanche. Perhaps you think differently.”

Abraham Lincoln had not moved. Daniel had not blinked.

“I wanted to bring Comanches,” Pratt had continued. “More than just one. More Kiowas. More of the Indians I had gotten to know during my duty in the Territory, and there had already been schools established on the reservation. But Commissioner Hayt insisted that we start with primarily Sioux. Use the children there. They would be hostages, force the Sioux to stay on their best behavior. But you’re Comanche.”

Silence.

Daniel had kept staring at Abraham Lincoln.

Slowly School Father Pratt had stepped in front of him. “Wasn’t your mother Mescalero?”

Daniel couldn’t help it. His shoulders sagged, and he looked away from the Great White Father and into School Father Pratt’s eyes. At that moment, Daniel knew the Pale Eyes had beaten him.

His father, who had taken the name Marsh Hawk, had been a Kwahadi warrior who had been shipped off to Florida. Soldiers had shot him when he had tried to escape from the train taking those prisoners to Fort Marion. Dying a fitting death for a warrior. Yet it was true. His mother was Mescalero Apache, and Daniel could remember boys his own age, some younger, and men much older often teasing him. “Your blood is not pure,” they would say. “You are not whole.” Or even worse: “You are not Nermernuh.”

Years later, after Daniel had accepted the paper that said he had been graduated, School Father Pratt had smiled, shaken his head, and said, “You’re one of the best students I have had, Daniel. Other Comanches, I hope, will follow the example you have set, son.”

Charles Flint was one of those.

Flint had arrived the year Daniel had left Carlisle, and had gone to work in those coal mines. After seven years of learning to be a white man, Daniel had returned to the Territory, to his home. Now he was a sergeant in the tribal police, a Metal Shirt, earning $8 a month. Charles Flint had returned from Pennsylvania a year earlier, and now worked for the Pale Eyes, George McEveety, who ran the trading post between the agency and Fort Sill.

“He’s a crackerjack bookkeeper,” Mr. McEveety said. “Got the best head for numbers I seen in any man, and I’m talkin’ ’bout white men. Not just Injuns.”

We are a lot alike, Daniel thought, Flint and me. “White Comanches,” Mr. McEveety would say.

Glancing at Flint, Daniel realized White Comanche probably applied to Charles Flint more than himself. Two, maybe three years younger than Daniel, Charles Flint kept his raven-dark hair closely shorn, and sat bolt upright in the chair in front of Agent Biggers’s desk, hands folded neatly on his lap, a soft black fedora resting on his crossed knee. Despite the heat, he wore a double-breasted coat of gray wool, although he had unbuttoned it, matching trousers, and Congress gaiters that, if they weren’t covered with so much dust after the walk from the trading post, would have been as dark as his hair and eyes. A red satin tie clung tightly to his neck, dangling over the plaited-front, polka-dotted shirt of fine cotton. A silver-tipped mahogany walking cane rested against the arm of his chair, and Daniel could hear the ticking of Flint’s gold watch. If Flint’s skin had not been so copper, he could have passed for a Pale Eyes.

Yeah, School Father Pratt would definitely be proud of Charles Flint.

But proud of Daniel? No, Pratt would likely consider Daniel … what was the word he had heard Agent Biggers use once after a Sunday sermon?

Backslider.

Daniel’s hair had grown long, and now hung in braids over his shoulders. His shirt, a flowery calico of red, green, yellow, and blue, came from the trading post, and his gray coat-turned-vest, an artifact from the Centennial Exposition, was pale-eyes clothing. Yet the bear-claw necklace, the buckskin leggings, and his comfortable moccasins were Comanche. And his hat, stiff-brimmed, high-crowned, caked with dust and made and sold by Pale Eyes, was the kind you’d find on just about every Comanche man on the reservation these days. Daniel had dressed his up by sticking a hawk feather in the band.

A man cannot hide behind clothes, Daniel knew. Charles Flint dressed like a pale-eyes bookkeeper. Daniel wore the clothes of a Comanche Metal Shirt. After years at Carlisle, however, both struggled trying to accept who they were, what they had become. White? Comanche? Or, in Daniel’s case, a pale-eyes-educated, Mescalero Apache-Nermernuh mongrel.

“Captain Pratt thought this would be a great opportunity.” Joshua Biggers was speaking again. Daniel looked up at the agent. “Captain Hall has requested that Quanah join him and the other stockmen in Fort Worth to negotiate a new lease on The Big Pasture.”

Daniel only knew Captain Hall by name and reputation. For a while, Hall had commanded a Ranger company—a taibo Metal Shirt, Daniel mused—and before that had served as peace officer in a couple other North Texas towns, but had not worn a badge for several years now. He was president, Daniel remembered, of the Northern Texas Stock Growers’ Association. Just before Daniel had returned to Indian Territory, however, Hall had served as an agent up at Anadarko, but had been removed. Daniel wasn’t sure why, although he suspected the captain had been charged with graft. Practically every agent on every reserve in the Territory had been charged with graft. He hoped Joshua Biggers would be an exception.

That tenure on the reservation, however, had led Captain Hall to meet and befriend Quanah Parker, which now came in handy since the captain operated a large ranch down in Texas.

Texas longhorns needed grass, and grass could be found aplenty on the Comanche reservation.

“Captain Pratt says this would be a wonderful chance for you two young men, and Quanah, to show these Texians how much improvement has been made on the reservation,” Joshua Biggers continued. “They have arranged speeches at the Wednesday Woman’s Club and on the City Hall lawn. Captain Hall and Captain Pratt will pay all expenses for you. It will be a grand adventure, and an education to be sure.”

To be sure. Daniel rubbed his crooked nose with two fingers. The last time—the only time—he had traveled to Fort Worth, he had damned near gotten himself beaten to death. The nose was a reminder. Well, actually, that had happened in Dallas, but Fort Worth hadn’t been that much better.

With the exception of the Queen City Ice Cream Parlor, he remembered.

Texas cities were pretty much all the same. At least, that’s what Hugh Gunter always told him. A “God-awful state” peopled with “fool Texians.” On the other hand, Daniel wasn’t sure his Cherokee friend and mentor had ever really set foot in Texas.

Charles Flint cleared his throat. “We would go to Fort Worth with Quanah?”

Not a trace of The People when he spoke, Daniel marveled. Half the time, Daniel still spoke in grunts and snorts, like most reservation Comanches. What would School Father Pratt say when he hears me speak? he wondered.

“Yes.” Agent Biggers’s head bobbed like a rocking horse. “Certainly.”

Daniel studied Flint. He had removed the fedora from his kneecap, and was crushing the soft felt hat in his hands, staring directly at the young Baptist agent.

Daniel liked and admired Quanah, but not all of The People did. Daniel had been just a young boy, and Flint—in those years known only by the name his father had given him, Tetecae—had been even younger. Yet Daniel remembered the hunger, the pain. He could recall the cries of the young babies, the weariness everyone felt. Bluecoat Long Knives had killed their pony herds, burned their villages. Then there were the other taibo men, Pale Eyes who had killed buffalo by the thousands, more heartless than the bluecoat Long Knives. In the year Pale Eyes called 1875 but that The People sadly recalled as The Year The Kwahadis Quit Fighting, Quanah had been forced to lead the last of the Kwahadi band, the last of The People still resisting the Pale Eyes, to surrender at the bluecoat fort built near Cache Creek, in what not only once had been The People’s homeland, but as sacred ground as The People had known.

Pale Eyes had made Quanah Parker the chief of all The People.

Some Nermernuh resented that.

Maybe Daniel saw much of himself in Quanah. Daniel’s mother had been Mescalero; Quanah’s was a white woman that had been captured on a raid in Texas. Daniel had heard some men complain that Quanah was not pure, was not truly of The People, but never to Quanah’s face. As a warrior, he had been relentless in his fight to keep The People free. As the designated chief on the reservation, he now understood how hopeless fighting the Pale Eyes was.

So he took the white man’s road. Lived in a big, white-man house the Texas cattlemen had built for him. He encouraged the mothers to send their children to mission schools. He encouraged the men to eat beef, for there were no more buffalo. He wore pale-eyes clothes even better than what Charles Flint donned.

In his own way, however, Quanah resisted.

Every Indian agent assigned to the reservation—Joshua Biggers included—had tried to tell Quanah that he must have only one wife. Yet Quanah still had eight. When he spoke English, the words were broken, often butchered. Yet when he spoke the tongue of Nermernuh, it was pure, powerful, and forceful, and not lazy reservation talk.

Daniel waited to hear what Charles Flint would say.

“I must seek counsel with my father on this matter,” he said. He rose, bowing, and extended his hand to Agent Biggers. He reshaped his hat, set it atop his head, and walked outside.

Confused, Joshua Biggers turned to Daniel.

“I thought he’d jump at the chance to go to Fort Worth.” Biggers’s head shook slowly. “I hope he’ll go. Or you. Else, I’ll have to send Frank Striker to interpret, and I’d rather have Frank here to help me.”

“I’ll go,” Daniel said. He remembered the peach ice cream at the Queen City Ice Cream Parlor, but he had also recalled hearing Deputy US Marshal Harvey P. Noble say that butter pecan tasted even better.

Daniel tried to shake off this thought. Maybe he was becoming more Pale Eyes. But Charles Flint? Seeking out his father before making a decision? Tetecae was showing that he had not forgotten all the ways of The People.


Chapter Three

Ration day came, as always, with much fanfare among The People. Men dressed in their best war shirts, shunning the open-crown pale-eyes hats for eagle feathers or dusty buffalo headdresses, smiles carved among the crevasses of the old women’s wrinkled faces.

Toddlers stumbled. Dogs yipped, their tails wagging. Horses snorted. Young women sang, their eyes bright with joy. Boys acted like men. Men acted like boys.

By the corrals of the agency, Joshua Biggers, taibo cattlemen, missionaries from the schools, soldiers, and a half dozen laundresses from nearby Fort Sill watched. Daniel recognized the looks on the faces of those Pale Eyes. It was the same look he and his fellow miners had revealed when Adok Król had chided them into attending the Atkinson Dime Museum in Pittsburgh. Seeing the half-man, half-woman with the beard and arms thicker than Adok Król’s had turned Daniel’s eyes bulging. Watching a man swallow a sword had left Daniel’s muscles tightening in his bowels. He knew those looks. Disgust. Fear. Amazement.

The corral gate swung open, and inside rode five boys, the tails of their painted ponies tied up, their small hands gripping huge lances. Spears carved from wood by old men, the way The People once hunted buffalo. No rifles. The People did not care to hunt that way, and this was as close to hunting buffalo as … Daniel shook his head.

Yipping excitedly, mimicking coyotes, the boys kicked their horses into the midst of the bawling longhorns, got the beefs running, raising dust, and began thrusting lances into the sides of the cattle. Women sang louder. Older men, the fathers of these teen-agers, laughed, pointed, called out encouragement.

A Negro laundress fainted. A white woman soon joined her.

When the slaughter was complete, the women came in, with skinning knives and buckets. Kneeling beside the revived laundress, Joshua Biggers mouthed a prayer, as he always did on ration day.

As a member of the tribal police, and drawing his $8 in government script, Daniel was not eligible for rations. It was his job to keep the peace, make sure the lines moved as men and women stood in line to get their monthly rations: sugar and flour, both often not worth eating, corn that Mr. McEveety was decent enough to trade for coffee, barrels of salted pork, and sacks of bacon. Earlier that morning, Daniel and Ben Buffalo Bone, with Agent Biggers watching, had opened some of the barrels and sacks. Often, suppliers would put coal in the bottom of the barrel and fill the sacks with more rocks than rancid meat. But this time, the rations were fairly acceptable.

“My son remembers not the days of cuhtz,” a voice said. “Do you?”

Daniel turned.

Isa-tai’s shadow fell across Daniel’s face. He was large, even for a man of The People, needing a neck like a bull to keep his huge head from sinking into his shoulders. A long strand of hair fell across his wide cheek. The strand was well-placed by the Kwahadi holy man. Isa-tai was just vain enough to try to hide the scar an angry Cheyenne had given him years earlier.

He had wrapped a trade blanket around his waist, and wore a calico shirt and gray woolen vest, a red silk bandanna secured around his throat by a silver slide. A gold wedding band tightly gripped his left pinky, just between the fingernail and first knuckle, a ring he had taken off a pale-eyes woman killed during a raid up in Kansas, and a conch-shell hair-pipe breastplate, decorated with Russian blue beads and German silver, clung tightly to his broad chest, the buckskin neck strings wrapped with ermine skins.

“Yes, Tsu Kuh Puah,” Daniel answered, using the term of respect for an older man. “I remember.”

Isa-tai grunted. Standing slightly behind him, his son, Charles Flint, still dressed in suit, tie, and fedora, dropped his head.

Yes, Daniel remembered when The People ate buffalo, not cattle. Cuhtz was indispensable. Hide and hair, blood and bones, just about everything on the buffalo would be used by The People. He pictured his mother, holding his hand, singing from the top of a mesa, pointing out her husband, Daniel’s father, down below as the Kwahadis chased a thundering herd of buffalo on the Llano Estacado of the Texas Panhandle. Dust soon swallowed everything below, and the hoofs of the great herd drowned out the shouts of the men.

He pictured his father, standing before him some time later, holding a liver in his bloody hand. He could taste the liver now, after his mother had emptied the contents of the buffalo’s gall bladder onto the raw meat. His mother had laughed, and gone back to work, singing as she skinned and butchered the buffalo cow.
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