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  For my son, Wesley Dearen




  At ten, my first reader and editor.




  At any age, my most important one.




  Thanks for your inspiration and help, Partner.




  You’re wise beyond your years.
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  Eleven-year-old Fish Rawlings was on his father’s cow pony, just as he had always dreamed. The trouble was, he was only allowed to take it hunting. Didn’t everybody know he wanted to help drive the wagon train cattle herd?




  But, so his father said, every man and boy had his role. After all, this was the frontier of Texas in 1867. If the twenty-three wagons and seventy-one folks were to make it west to Seep Springs, everybody had to do his part.




  When Fish turned the bay horse into the brush, the afternoon sun was blinding at his back. That was probably why he saw the white-tailed deer framed between the pony’s ears. It was a nine-point buck, frozen twenty yards away in a rocky gully.




  Fish pulled rein, his mouth suddenly dry. Gee, wouldn’t he love the look on cousin Gid’s face if he came back with supper across his horse!




  He slowly slid his father’s rifle up through its saddle scabbard. He eased the stock up under his hat brim and took aim through the quaking lace of mesquites. The firearm had never seemed this heavy before. He squinted and found the sights swaying against the buck’s rib cage, and against the high, sharp bank beyond.




  He slipped his finger inside the trigger guard and steadied his aim.




  At the last instant, something caught his eye, up and away. Lifting his gaze up through the far bank’s dark loam, he suddenly jumped like an ornery mule.




  On the crest was a small paint horse with a skunk’s tail at its rump. Upon the animal, an Indian boy was drawing back an arrow fitted to a three-foot bow. His face was streaked with black war paint, and he had an eagle feather in his braided hair. His aim, too, was on the buck below, but now he also lifted his gaze.




  The eyes of a white boy, taught to hate the Indian, met the eyes of an Indian boy, riding his first war trail against the white man.




  But here, there were no wagon masters ranting about “blood-thirsty savages.” There were no chiefs chanting war songs against the hated whites. There were only two boys bound by a common quest.




  Oddly, Fish felt no danger, even as the metal-tipped arrow stayed nocked to the bow of Osage orange wood. On the contrary, he was fascinated. He had never seen an Indian before, and this one was about his own age. The youth was bare above the waist and wore a breechcloth that dangled from his belt, front and back. He hugged the paint with a leg adorned by fringed buckskin that stretched from hip to moccasin. A shield of buffalo hide covered his left arm, while a quiver of turkey-feathered arrows was over his shoulder.




  He was a potential enemy, all right, but in those dark eyes Fish saw only a boy like himself.




  Fish was the first to lower his weapon. No sooner had he done so than the Indian youth relaxed his grip on the arrow.




  If their cultures had been different, they could have been friends. Without their elders teaching them hatred, they could have lived together in peace. With a new beginning, they could have reaped the rewards of each other’s lives.




  But one boy came from a warrior society, the other from a culture that considered Indians to be animals. And any hope of changing that was just an impossible dream.




  For a few seconds more, the Indian boy held his stare, his brown skin and long black hair shining in the sunlight. Then the deer suddenly bolted. It spooked the paint, and the youth reined his mount about in sudden alarm.




  The moment the Indian boy kicked his horse into flight along the crest, Fish saw that he was in trouble.




  An unshod hoof hit the dirt rim hard, caving it off. The animal fought to regain its balance, but it could only strike at the rim and send dirt flying.




  At the last instant, the boy turned the snorting paint down into the gully, but the slope was too severe. The horse went to its knees, throwing the startled youth over its head. Legs thrashing, the two began rolling, the boy a little ahead. He was almost lost in a roaring landslide. At the bottom waited a bed of solid rock, split by a deep crack two or three feet wide.




  No sooner had the boy tumbled inside the cleft than the paint was upside-down on top of him. The animal was trapped, its legs kicking skyward as it vainly tried to right itself.




  Fish just sat there staring, his mouth agape. He saw that the boy was pinned helplessly. Already, the horse may have crushed him. Even if it hadn’t, it was only a matter of time before the struggling paint wedged itself deeper and did so for sure.




  Fish knew how much his father, a former Texas Ranger, hated Indians. He knew how much his Uncle Guy, who had lost his wife to Comanches, hated them too. But Fish had looked into this Indian’s eyes and seen a boy like himself.




  He dropped his rifle and seized the coiled catch-rope dangling from his saddle horn. Recklessly, he forced his horse down a break in the bluff. By the time he reached bottom, he had a loop ready to swing. When he threw it, he hoped all his practice on the calves back on the East Texas farm had paid off.




  He missed, but he drew in his rope and threw a second loop that found the paint’s hind legs. He jerked it tight and quickly wrapped his end around the saddle horn. Urging his horse backward, he watched the rope grow as taut as a fiddle string.




  The panicking paint grunted and moaned. But Fish could feel the power of his cow pony as it began to drag the animal from the crevice. He understood now his father’s troubles when he had pulled cows out of the bog on the Louisiana Cattle Trail.




  Within a minute or so, it was over. The paint, frightened but unharmed, lay stretched out at rope’s length. Fish dismounted and took a step toward the crack. Something was stirring inside. He saw a scraped hand emerge, then a dusty shock of hair and bruised shoulders.




  Unsure what to do, Fish stopped and watched. The Indian boy rose groggily, his back to him. Only half-erect, the dazed youth brought a hand to his brow and shook his head.




  The cobwebs seemed to clear. He spun around to Fish and looked alarmed. Fish suddenly felt scared too, and he whirled, ready to run.




  He turned again to the Indian youth, only to find him studying the rope stretched between the horses. Now the tense lines in the young warrior’s face began to relax. Once more his gaze drifted, from bluffs crest to crevice to sprawled horse. And when these boys of different worlds faced each other again, a strange bond seemed to unite them.




  The Indian youth held his head high, stuck out his small chest, and struck it sharply with his fist. “Nermernuh,” he announced with pride.




  Fish could only shake his head. His father had taught him the sign language of the plains, but no tribal languages.




  The Indian boy placed his right forearm in front of his body. With hand palm-down, he drew it across with a wiggling motion—snake going backwards.




  This time, Fish nodded. “Comanche,” he said, remembering the tribe’s sign.




  Again, the Indian youth struck his chest and gestured. “Hunting Bear, son of a war chief.”




  Fish’s face filled with equal pride as he brought a hand to his own breast. “Fish, son of a cowboy,” he said aloud as he signed the words.




  Hunting Bear looked startled. Suddenly he was studying Fish with awe, and Fish couldn’t understand. The young warrior continued to stare even as he backed away. He stumbled over something, and only now did he glance down and find his fallen bow and shield. As he knelt to retrieve them, he again looked at Fish in wonderment.




  Fish took his cow pony by the bridle and led it forward, relaxing the rope. Hunting Bear, with respectful glances toward Fish, approached the downed paint. When he seized it by the halter, Fish freed the animal.




  As the paint started to rise, Hunting Bear hooked a leg over and let it lift him up. The horse spun, but he turned the animal back to Fish. Again he stared at him, a budding warrior on a spirited pony. Hunting Bear placed both hands before him and clasped them tightly. “Friends!”




  He pointed to Fish and back to himself, then again made the sign. “Friends!”




  Then with a quick “Hyaaah!,” Hunting Bear reined the paint about and prodded it into a gallop down the gully.




  Fish, a little stunned by all that had happened, watched him ride away. Soon a bend hid the young brave, and Fish began coiling his rope, only to take a second look down the gully.




  What a day! he thought. Meeting a real live Comanche! And making friends with him! Wait till I tell Ma and Pa!
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  Fish didn’t have anything to brag about tied across his horse as he rode back to the wagon train. But he did carry a lot inside him.




  What if he told everybody about Hunting Bear, like he wanted to? Hadn’t Captain Sims, the wagon master, already talked about putting guards in front and back when they neared Indian country? Men with good horses? What if they got up a party and chased Hunting Bear down?




  But there was more to consider. If Hunting Bear was this close to the wagon company, there was probably a war party around too. How could Fish keep quiet about his new friend without endangering everybody else?




  His first view of the wagon train came across a sea of yellow grass that rose belly-high on his horse. From here, the caravan looked like a long, white snake slithering against the gray folds of the Middle Concho valley hills. There were almost two dozen Conestoga wagons in all, each pulled by eight oxen. A stiff wind pushed against the canvas tops and outlined the underlying bows.




  Alongside trudged all the folks. There were hatted men with flannel shirts and wool pants, women with bonnets and long skirts, and barefoot children with baggy hand-me-downs. Only a single person hitched a ride on a lazy board, the narrow plank alongside the wagon bed. Unless hurt, ill, or exhausted, no one ever rode in a Conestoga.




  As Fish neared, he could hear the pop of the drivers’ whips. Soon he could understand their sharp commands to the oxen: “Gee!” for right, “Haw!” for left, “Whoa!” for stop. He could also hear the creak of the wagons and taste the rising dust from the cattle herd. Nine hundred strong, the thin line came up slowly in the rear. The cowboys were letting the longhorns string out and graze as they marched.




  A cattle drive! That’s where Fish wanted to be! Taking his turn at point alongside his father! After all, a hundred cows and six bulls were theirs, breeding stock for their new homestead at Seep Springs. And another four hundred head were his Uncle Guy’s, bound for open range in the Big Bend.




  Still, so his father kept reminding him, driving cattle was important work. Not only that, but it was dangerous at times, no job for a boy.




  But right now Fish felt more like a man than ever before.




  The wagon road was winding, the caravan bending with the swells of the hills. Fish fell in with the trailing wagons and advanced alongside. Around a rocky point, the Conestogas straightened out into the falling sun. Now, he could see the four riders stopped at the head of the train. One he recognized as Captain Sims by his big bay horse. The others were strangers, and they were pointing excitedly into the sun.




  Fish took his horse up alongside his Uncle Guy’s wagon. Fish’s eleven-year-old cousin Gid was taking a shift as bull-whacker, or ox driver. Reins in one hand, whip in the other, Gid drove the oxen from his walking position at the side. A little shorter than Fish, Gid had curly red hair that edged out from beneath a floppy hat. With those deep dimples in his freckled face, he could almost grin a possum out of a tree. But sometimes Fish wondered how Gid could smile at all, considering he had lost his mother so young.




  Fish dismounted, tied his horse to the rear of the wagon, and ran up.




  “Gid!” he exclaimed in a low voice. ‘Gid, I gotta tell you somethin’!”




  His cousin looked around, saw him, then craned to see Fish’s mount trailing along empty.




  “Don’t see no venison tied across your horse,” he chided.




  “I can’t talk about that now-I’ve got somethin’ important to tell you!”




  “Yeah, well, I done worked up an appetite for a big venison supper. What’s more important than that?”




  “You gotta promise me you won’t tell nobody!” said Fish.




  “Tell them what?”




  “You gotta promise on your grandpa’s mustache!”




  “Okay, I promise.”




  “Say it,” urged Fish. “Say, ‘I promise on my grandpa’s mustache!”’




  “Okay, on my grandpa’s mustache. Now what’s botherin’ you?”


OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
4
i
i
<
:
i
:
0
R
.
4
)

Comanche
Peace Pipe





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_003.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png
TWODOT?®





