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EYE OF THE GREAT BEAR








CHAPTER 1


DADDY WAS BORN ON THE FOURTH OF July. He used to tease us and say he was twelve years old before he finally figured out that everyone wasn’t really celebrating his birthday.


Daddy loved the Fourth of July.


I hated it.


First off, it was hot. Course, summer is always hot in west Texas. Independence Day, landing right in the middle of summer, well … it just seemed to be a lot hotter than most days. All the people crowded around at the carnival didn’t help much, either. Then there was Kimmerly. Kimmerly was a pest. Ever since I turned eleven, it seemed like she stuck to me like glue. There was just no shaking her. Mama finally made Kimmerly stay with her so I could have a little time on my own.


Worst of all were the firecrackers. I liked fire-crackers. I had fun setting them off. Only when I wasn’t thinking about them or watching … when some of the other guys—my “friends” from school—found out how I jumped … well, I didn’t even want to think about it.


The Bill Bently Carnival Show wasn’t that bad. They had some jugglers, a camel—which was about the ugliest, weirdest critter we ever saw—a bear in a wagon cage, who managed to spend most of his time sleeping even with all the fireworks going off—and an old Indian medicine man who could guess your age and tell your fortune, both.


We each had a dime. When we finally got to the front of the long line to see the medicine man, my oldest brother, Andrew, and his wife went inside the tepee first. The rest of us hushed up and tried to listen through the thin walls. The medicine man got Andrew’s age right on the dot, but missed Deloris’s by a year. Then he told them they would be blessed with five children—the first to come next spring. Daniel and his fiancée went in next. He got Daniel’s age and Esther’s right. He told them that they would be married soon and have five children, too. Patrick was fifteen and was interested in this girl at school named Louise. When he got to go inside, the medicine man told him that he had not met his love yet. She was far away, but he would meet her soon.


The twins, Matthew and Luke, decided to take their dimes and ride the camel. Andrew tried to tell them that the line was too long, but they wouldn’t listen.


As soon as Patrick came out of the tepee, it was my turn to go in. It was dark and smelled of smoke inside. When I walked in and stood, the old man looked up at me. All of a sudden he kind of jerked and struggled to his feet. He motioned me closer to the fire and leaned forward. Soon as our eyes met, he kind of stepped back.


“Some men spend their life searching for who they are—searching for their courage. You will see yourself in the eye of the great bear.”


With that he brushed past me, scurried around the edge of the tepee, and disappeared. I just stood there for a time, with my mouth gaping open and feeling downright weird inside. Folks who were still waiting in line were upset. Some of them had been working their way to the front for the better part of an hour. The barker, who was constantly talking and yelling to get people to come and have their fortunes told, smiled and said as how the old man was just taking a little rest. He promised them that he would be right back. Only instead of seeming relaxed about it, the barker looked worried. The guy behind me had already given him his dime. The barker handed it back and scurried off to look for the old medicine man.


I didn’t know where the rest of my family went, so I headed straight to the bear wagon. The black, woolly thing was curled up in a corner. I kind of wiggled my way through the crowd of people who had gathered to look at him. I got as close to the end where his head was as I could.


The smell was terrible. It made my nose squeeze shut. And when I did breathe, I didn’t take in much air. I looked at him and shrugged. There was no seeing myself in the eye of this great bear. That was on account of his eyes were closed.


Right about then, there was this loud BOOM. It shook the bars of the cage. Everyone jumped. Some of the old soldiers had set off the Civil War cannon in the Abilene town square. That was the signal for everyone to take blankets or chairs and make their way to the spring down near the pond.


When the cannon went off, the bear lifted his head from the wood plank floor and looked around. For an instant, our eyes met. Only I didn’t see myself. All I saw were brown eyes, dull and lifeless. They didn’t look at me or focus on anything. He made a whoompf sound and put his head back down.


Daddy always said that fortune-tellers were a waste of time and money. Wishing I’d saved my dime to ride the camel with the twins, I shrugged and headed off to find Mama, Daddy, and the rest of my family.


When most of us were settled down by the spring, Iris Levine, the banker, and Dave Abbot, who owned the mercantile, the saloon, and a bunch of other stuff in town, brought big boxes and set them on the pond dam. It was dark by the time they got the fireworks out of the boxes and lined up. Then they lit some cigars and handed them to their kids. The boys started setting off rockets with the cigars. Reckon all of us kids wished we had rockets to set off, but they were the only ones in town who were rich enough to afford such things.


The hot sticky day cooled when the sun went down. Everyone oohed and aahed as we watched the rockets streak into the night sky and explode with sparks all over the place. Soon as the show was done, we walked back to town, climbed aboard our wagon, and headed home.


We had brought the platform spring wagon. It was the only thing big enough to carry the whole family. Daddy drove the four-horse team from the bench seat. Mama sat on the bench, too, with Kimmerly, who was four, smushed in between them. Before we left for town, Daddy had loaded four kitchen chairs in the wagon. Andrew and Deloris sat in the first two. The two behind Andrew and Deloris were for Daniel and Esther. They weren’t married yet, but they planned to get hitched this November.


Patrick, who was fifteen, and the twins—who were thirteen, two years older than me—all three sat on the tailboard with their feet dangling. I was between the last two chairs and my brothers on the back, nestled into the pile of blankets and table linen that we used for the church social and for lying on at the fireworks show.


The horses made a steady clip-clop—the shod hooves pounding with the slow rhythm of someone drumming their fingers on a table—as we headed home after the big day’s celebration. Matthew and Luke told about the camel. Even though they just rode around the little pen, once, they still made it sound fun and exciting. I wished I hadn’t wasted my dime on that medicine man and his goofy thing about seeing myself in the eye of the great bear.


After they told their story about the camel, Daddy started in on how they didn’t have fireworks back when he was a kid. He told about the cowhands that rode though town, firing their big, old Walker Colts or Dragoons in the air. He told about the church socials, horse races, picnics, and the like. I always enjoyed listening to Daddy’s stories.


“In the middle of the Abilene square,” he said, “they didn’t have the Civil War cannon. The one they had then was left over from the War with Mexico. Half the time when they tried to set it off, the blamed thing wouldn’t work. But when it did, the whole town come clean up off their rumps. You talk about loud. Old thing would shake the windows in the storefronts and—”


Matthew leaned over and nudged Luke. “Bet Bailey would still be jumping if that thing went off,” he whispered—just loud enough for me to hear him talking about me. Both twins snickered. I bit down on my bottom lip. Before I bit hard enough for it to hurt, I let go and just scooted deeper into the pile of blankets. Maybe if I pretended to be asleep, they’d leave me alone.


The damage was already done. Their words were like a knife twisting into my heart.


Being branded a coward was bad, but having my own brothers feel the same … I scrunched my eyes tight as I could. I hated them.


No, I hated me.


Both of them laughed again and glanced back at me.


I waited a minute—maybe two. Then slowly, quietly, I eased around on the blankets. I scooted closer. I tucked my knees up against my chest and wiggled toward them.


Then, when they weren’t expecting it, I aimed my feet at the middle of their backs and pushed with all my might.








CHAPTER 2


DADDY HAD HIS BELT OFF AND WAS standing at the back of the wagon before Matthew and Luke could get to their feet and start after me. He stood between us, with his belt doubled. He flopped it back and forth against his leg so it made a popping sound.


Even in the dark I could see the glare of Matthew’s eyes. The white shone like beacons against the black night. He spit dirt and wiped at the blood that dripped from his nose. Thinking about Matthew landing in the dirt on his face made me smile. Luke stood rubbing his bottom with one hand and the back of his head with the other. That made me smile, too.


Daddy didn’t smile.


“Don’t suppose you two fell asleep and pitched off the wagon by yourselves.”


Matthew pointed at me.


“Bailey kicked us,” he sniffed, wiping his nose again.


“Shoved us with his feet,” Luke whined. “Didn’t give us no warning. There weren’t no call for it, neither.”


Daddy turned to me. I sat, not smiling or frowning either one. Just sat, glaring past him at the twins. Luke stepped to one side, trying to get past Daddy and reach me. Daddy popped the belt harder against his leg.


“You boys didn’t do nothing to Bailey?”


“No, sir!” they both echoed at once.


“Didn’t hit him or kick him?”


“No, sir!”


“Didn’t say nothing to him that caused him to do that?”


When there was no answer, his stare left me and turned to them. “Didn’t say nothin’?” Daddy repeated.


“Not to cause him to do what he did,” Matthew answered softly. He wiped a finger under his nose and stared at the blood in the moonlight.


“What did you say?”


There was nothing but silence from the twins. Daddy held the buckle and one end of the belt in his right hand. He stuck his left thumb through the loop, jerked real hard so it popped like a gunshot.


“What did you say?”


When they still didn’t answer, he glanced at me. Way I had it figured, they were the ones what said it, so they were the ones what needed to ’fess up.


“Teasing him again about the firecracker stuff?”


Both boys looked down. Luke kind of drew a little circle in the dirt with his big toe. Daddy commenced threading his belt back through the loops on his jeans.


“We talked about this last year,” he said. “Bailey’s your brother. He’s not a coward. He’s just jumpy, that’s all. Don’t know why, but figure God had his reasons for puttin’ springs in Bailey’s legs. Whatever the reason, we talked about it and agreed as how brothers take up for one another.”


Now both were drawing circles in the dirt.


When Daddy turned back to the wagon seat, Matthew’s face kind of lit up. I felt my hands draw to tight fists, ready for their attack. Calm as always, Daddy climbed to the bench seat and took hold of the reins.


“Go right ahead,” he said, not so much as glancing back. “Making fun of Bailey because the boys throw firecrackers at him and chase him was wrong. He had every right to take up for himself. Another fight breaks out in the back of this wagon, I’m gonna side with Bailey. It’s gonna end up being more than just a little busting.”


He popped the horses with the reins. Matthew and Luke stood staring at me as the wagon pulled away. They were mite near lost in the dark before they started running. They hopped on the tailboard and rode there, mumbling and growling to themselves.


“Tell about the mountains, Daddy,” Kimmerly insisted. Balanced on the bench seat, she lay her head in Daddy’s lap and put her feet across Mama.


“Tell about the cattle drive, first,” Daniel called. “Esther’s never heard about that. Have you, Esther.”


I knew Deloris had heard the story about the cattle drive, seeing as how she and Andrew lived in the same house with us. I figured Esther had heard it, too. She’d certainly been around long enough. Esther and Daniel had been courting for most of a year now.


“I don’t remember hearing the story,” Esther answered. “A real cattle drive, Mr. Trumbull? Please tell about it.”


I curled up on the blankets again. The twins would get me, that was for sure. But it wouldn’t be tonight. They were patient. They’d wait, pick a fight, or blame me for something else next week. It didn’t matter. I wasn’t afraid of them. I’d take my licking for what I did. I might even get in a few good punches of my own along the way.


“Well, back in the early spring of 1866,” Daddy began, “this fella name of Nelson Story rounded up about fifteen hundred head of the nastiest, rankest Texas longhorns you ever set eyes on. His plan was to drive ’em to Montana. There was plenty of land to be had up there. Plenty of free grass, too. I was fourteen way back in sixty-six,” Daddy went on. “Been helping my pappy break horses for the army since I was eleven and fancied myself the best bronc buster in all of west Texas. Didn’t know a blamed thing about longhorns. But when Story come hunting cowpunchers, I told him I was his man and signed on. We set out on a Friday and …”


Daddy’s words began to fade with the steady clip-clop of the team’s hooves. I knew the story about the cattle drive, and my mind began to race ahead of his words.


My daddy was born on the home place, about six miles west of Abilene, Texas. In 1866 he and a bunch of others joined this Story guy for a cattle drive to Montana. Only, instead of coming home after they got the cattle there, he heard word of a gold strike at Confederate Gulch. A lot of the drovers stayed in Montana. Daddy made a pretty fair strike near Pipestone Pass, not far from Billings. During the summer of 1868, he made his way up the North Fork of the Flathead River. He didn’t find any gold there, but he did find a mountain valley that he loved. Land was cheap, so he bought the place with part of his gold. But most of his gold he spent to buy cattle and a huge ranch between Great Falls and Helena.


Once he had the ranch up and running, he made his way back to Texas and married Mama. They had been sweethearts in school or something. That was back in 1871. Before he took her to the ranch, they spent a couple of months in a cabin he built up in the mountains. The place didn’t have a name—they just called it “their place” out west of the Flathead.


The ranch did right well. Andrew, my oldest brother, was born in 1874 and Daniel was born in 1879. Mama and Daddy had a couple of girls, but they didn’t make it. The Northern Pacific Railroad came through in 1883, the same year Patrick was born. Daddy always said that eighty-three through eighty-five were the heydays for Montana ranchers. But the worst winter in Montana history hit in 1886, and when it was all said and done, out of two thousand head of cattle, Mama and Daddy were left with just under three hundred head.


They talked sometimes about that horrible winter. It was the year the twins were born—Matthew and Luke. They were sorry about their life’s work being wiped out that winter, but the truth of the matter was—they were happy that they managed to survive and that the twins made it. They sold the ranch and, with what little money they had left, bought the two farms next to the home place back here in Texas. We had seven sections of land. Mama and Daddy had seven of us kids. I was born here in Texas in 1888 and Kimmerly was born in 95. When they quit farming, they always said they’d move back to “their place” near the Flathead. Each of us kids would have a section of land—640 acres—that we could call our own. Daddy said it wasn’t much, but if money kept coming in from the three oil wells that pumped on the far west side of our place, we would probably be all right.


My head clunked against the side boards of the wagon. My eyes popped opened, fluttered a couple of times. Must have hit a wheel rut or something, I decided. I nestled my head into the blankets and tried to go back to sleep.


Daddy was still talking about his gold mining days. Since I had already been through his whole story in my head before I fell asleep, my mind wandered on to other things.


Even if it was Daddy’s birthday, I hated the Fourth of July.


Last Independence Day, things just sort of happened. This year Emmerson Foster had been laying for me. Soon as I wasn’t watching, he pitched a fire-cracker right on top of my bare foot. Just like last year, I jumped and took off running. Then him and a bunch of other guys from school laughed and threw firecrackers and called me names. Now everybody in town thought I was a coward. It just wasn’t fair! Emmerson Foster was a no-account. I knew I could take him.
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