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Chapter 1



WHEN THEY FIRST came into the country it was wet and raining and if they had known of the droughts that lasted for seven years at a time they might never have stayed. They did not know what lay to the west. It seemed nobody did. Sky and grass and red earth as far as they could see. There were belts of trees in the river bottoms and the remains of old gardens where something had once been planted and harvested and then the fields abandoned. There was a stone circle at the crest of a low ridge.

Moses Johnson was a stubborn and secretive man who found statements in the minor prophets that spoke to him of the troubles of the present day. He came to decisions that could not be altered. He read aloud: Therefore thus saith the Lord: Ye have not harkened unto me in proclaiming liberty, every one to his own brother, and every man to his neighbor. Behold, I proclaim a liberty for you, saith the Lord, to the sword, to the pestilence, and to the famine, and I will make you to be removed into all the kingdoms of the earth. That’s in Jeremiah, he said. So they left Burkett’s Station, Kentucky, in 1863 in four wagons, fifteen white people and five black including children, to get away from the war between armies and also the undeclared war between neighbors.

Britt Johnson was proud of his wife and he loved her and was deeply jealous of her because of her good looks and her singing voice and her unstinting talk and laughter. Her singing voice. All along their journey from Kentucky to north Texas he had been afraid for her. Afraid that some white man, or black, or Spaniard, would take a liking to her and he would have to kill him. He rode a gray saddle horse always within sight of the wagon that carried her and the children. She was as much of grace and beauty as he would ever get out of Kentucky.

Before they crossed the Mississippi at Little Egypt they stopped and there at the heel of the free state of Illinois Moses Johnson caused Britt’s manumission papers to be drawn up and notarized by a shabby consumptive justice of the peace who looked as if these papers were the last ones he would notarize before he died from sucking in the damp malarial air and the smoke of a black cigar.

The justice of the peace said it was a shame to manumit the man, look at what a likely buck he was, a great big strong nigger, and Moses Johnson said, You are going to meet your Maker before long, sir. You will meet him with tobacco on your breath and smelling of the Indian devil weed, and what will you say to Him who is the Author of your being? You will say Yes I did my utmost to keep a human being in the bonds of slavery and robbed of his liberty, and moreover I spent my precious breath a-smoking of filthy black cigars. Here is the lawyer’s signature on his papers and his wife’s papers as well. You will have your clerk copy all of these and then deposit the copies in the Pulaski County Courthouse. And from there they went on to Texas.

You could raise cattle anywhere in that country. At that time there was very little mesquite or underbrush, just the bluestem and the grama grasses and the low curling buffalo grass and the wild oats and buckwheat. When the wind ran over it they all bent in various yielding flows, with the wild buckwheat standing in islands, stiff with its heads of grain and red branching stems. The lower creek bottoms were like parks, with immense trees and no underbrush. The streams ran clearer than they do now. The grass held the soil in tight fists of roots. The streams did not always run but here and there were water holes whose edges were cut up with hoof marks of javelina and buffalo and sometimes antelope. Ducks flashed up off the surface and skimmed away in their flight patterns of beating and sailing, beating and sailing.

Mary had been raised in the main house with old Mrs. Randall who was blind in one eye, and she had not wanted to come to Texas, even on the promise of her freedom. Britt said he would make it up to her. As soon as the country was settled and the war was over he would start in as a freighter. He would break in a team from some of the wild mustangs that ran loose in the plains. There had to be a way to catch them. Then he would buy heavy horses. And then they would have a good house and a big fenced garden and a cookstove and a kerosene lamp.

The people who had come from Burkett’s Station built their houses with large stone fireplaces and chimneys. They rode out into the country to explore. The tall grass hissed around the horses’ legs like spray. Feral cattle ran in spotted and elusive herds, their horns as long as lances, splashed in red and white and some of them dotted like clown cattle.

They had come to live on the very edge of the great Rolling Plains, with the forested country behind them and the empty lands in front. Long, attentive lines of timber ran like lost regiments along the rivers and creeks. Everything was strange to them: the cactus in all its hooked varieties, the elusive antelope in white bibs and black antlers, the red sandstone dug up in plates to build chimneys and fireplaces big enough to get into in case there was a shooting situation.

There were nearly fifty black people in Young County now. Britt said soon they could have their own church and their own school. Mary was silent for a moment as the thought struck her and then cried out, She could be the Elm Creek teacher! She could teach children to sing their ABCs and recite Bible verses! For instance how the people were freed from Babylon in Isaiah! Britt nodded and listened as he stood in the doorway.

Mary planned the school and the lessons aloud and at length, and lit the fire and sang and talked and made up rhymes for the children that had been born to them, Jim the oldest and Jube who was nine and Cherry, age five, who had wavy hair like her mother. She told the children stories of who they were. That their great-grandfather had been brought from Africa, from a place called Benin, and that he was the son of a great king there, taken captive when he was ten, because he saw in the distance a waving red silk flag and had gone to see who was waving it in such an inviting way. He had sung a certain song he wanted all his descendants to remember but it had been forgotten. From time to time Mary said she dreamed about Kentucky and the rain there, and her mother and her aunts. She dreamed that she and Britt and the children had gone home.

 

BRITT TRIED NOT to favor Jim over the other two but already at age eleven the boy was both manly and kind. Jim bent over the pages of the Bible by firelight, entranced by words like reigneth and strowed. His mother made him spell them out. That spring Jim rode with his father searching out the wild cattle that grazed along the Clear Fork of the Brazos and when they came upon buffalo they sat on their horses and watched them, looking for some clue as to their nature. One of the white men who had lived in the country for ten years led them to see a herd moving north in the cold spring rain. They were dark and woolly and stood high at the shoulder, they moved down the slopes of the Brazos Valley wreathed in their own steam and water dripping from their half-moon horns, free and un-tended. No human beings owned them or directed their movement. They went where they meant to go in their own minds. They spread to the bald horizon under a drifting animal mist, and they smelled good.

“I wonder if they have regular teeth,” said Moses.


“Like cows,” said old man Peveler. “They just have regular teeth like cows.”

“How do they eat?”

“They eat very well. The tongue especially.”

Young Jim wanted to ride down among them but Britt laid his hand on the boy’s forearm and shook his head. A calf turned to stare at them. It was a bright rusty red. Its mother turned and called to it and the calls from the herd of thousands in low explosive grunts made a ceaseless web of sound as the herd made their way north by the notions they held unspoken and secret, some ageless living map written out invisibly in their hearts.

They turned back toward Elm Creek. Old man Peveler had been in the country a long time and carried the scar of an arrow wound in his neck. The red men live in the north, he told them. Past the West Fork of the Trinity and on beyond the Red River, which is four days’ ride north of here. That is their land and this is their raiding country. They raid for fun. The young men love it. Then they ride back north across the Red and they are safe there, so keep your firearms loaded and to hand.

And so they stayed. In Kentucky there was nothing but war and no safe place. To the north and west were the wild Indian lands of plain and canyon. Now that they had arrived they found that there was no other place to go. There was no retreat. No going back.

Britt worked for old man Peveler, driving freight, carrying supplies from Weatherford over the rolling prairies to Fort Belknap and Concho, supplies to the Ledbetter Salt Works. This way he learned the roads and the freighting business. The men at these places told him that he should be careful. But Moses Johnson said he hadn’t seen a red man since they had arrived. Judge Wilson said it was true, there had been some kind of Indians close by at some time but he did not know of what persuasion they were and they were gone now, and with nearly two hundred civilized people in the county it was not likely they would return.

They were alone now. All those who had come from Burkett’s Station, Kentucky, were alone, each family in its own house on the ocean of grass. Their cabin windows sparked in the night like the distant ports of small craft on unfamiliar seas. They were not sure what lay to the north and west, perhaps some veiled landscape or nation of people who had once owned the land where they themselves now lived. But these people were gone and were not coming back.

 

BRITT LAY DOWN his tin shears and listened. It was a heavy dark night with a haze about the three-quarter moon, hot and close. The dog stood up and stalked slowly into the yard with the fur of his back rising hair by hair. Mary and the children were asleep. The trumpet vine crawled down over the doorway and in it some persistent ticking insect clocked the seconds. Britt stepped to one side of the open door, into the shadow where he could not be seen, with a half-made candle sconce in his hands. A wind came up out of the grasslands and moved down into the valley of Elm Creek and rattled the cottonwood leaves over the cabin. The dog stood stiff-legged, staring at the far bluff of the creek where the stone circle was. A man stood there. In the blue moonlight Britt could see that the top half of his face was painted black. His hair drifted in the wind. Then he was gone.

 

THE MORNING OF October 13, 1864, Britt bridled his team of horses. The men were going to Weatherford for supplies and a few other things like hard candy and Mrs. Fitzgerald’s hair dye. There are no mornings anywhere like mornings in Texas, before the heat of the day, the world suspended as if it were early morning in paradise and fading stars like night watchmen walking the periphery of darkness and calling out that all is well. Mary’s lessons scraped clean from the thin boards, and bread baking in a skillet.

Britt came in and took up a smoking hot triangle of cornbread from the skillet and lifted it to his mouth. Then he bent forward with a confused expression to a piece of paper lying on the clothes trunk. All over the margins of the paper were sums.


Their freedom papers.

She had been using the margins of their freedom papers to teach the children to write sums with a pen.

Britt slung the cornbread back into the skillet and shouted her name. How did she ever think she could do such a thing? What white man would now believe these papers were real? Mary shouted to him he could go and get another set. How were the children supposed to learn how to use a pen? There wasn’t any other paper. She stalked across the cabin with her chin in the air and her hair coming unpinned from under her headcloth. She banged the skillet onto the hearth and pieces of cornbread flew up and scattered.

Britt stormed outside and threw his dray whip across the yard. He turned and went back in again. How could he go and ask Moses Johnson for another set? And let him know how he did not value them, but let the children scribble and blot ink all over them? Moses Johnson nearly got himself lynched for wanting to free his slaves, his life’s mortal end could have been in those papers. Look at them. Just look. He held up the manumission papers. Seven times nine equals sixty-three, seven times seven equals forty-nine. Divide by three. A hot feeling rose into his chest and then to his face.

“You were looking for a better life than I could give you,” he shouted. “You’d rather be a house slave to old Mrs. Randall than to be free in Texas with me.”

If she didn’t like the way he lived his life she could go back to Kentucky to her mother and take the children with her, war or no war. The children hid in the washhouse and spied with fixed stares out the cracks between the logs and whispered to each other about the progress of the fight between their parents.

Britt lowered his head and bit his upper lip to keep from saying anything more, and when he raised it again Mary had run over to the window and thrown open the shutters. Her arms were crossed and she was staring out at the grapevines draping over the heavy green water of Elm Creek.

“And stop looking at yourself in the mirror,” he said. “And when you go, leave Jim with me.”


Mary took the mirror from the wall and threw it on the floor. It broke up into many angled pieces. Each piece reflected something of their house and the clothing of their children hung on pegs on the wall, and one large piece shone with the image of the sky and its early-morning adornment of cottony clouds overhead tumbling southeast in the early breeze and the bright dots of cottonwood leaves.

Two married people found themselves on separate and barren planets, alone in a place called Young County in the remote land of Texas. In an instant they realized that the bonds between them were not strong at all, but very fragile, and if these were broken they would be solitary and isolated for all eternity, and all that they had made together and the children they had made between them would be thrown out on long orbits like minor comets.

“I don’t want the damn thing and I never wanted it the minute you brought it home. Don’t ask me if I’m sorry because I ain’t sorry and I never will be sorry.” She kicked at the broken pieces. “There ain’t nothing wrong with those papers because I could scrape it all off if I wanted to, Britt Johnson, and besides they are going to end the war and free everybody and those papers won’t mean nothing, nothing, listen to me. You never listen, Britt. You are half deaf, I don’t know which half, maybe it switches from one ear to the other depending which side I am standing on. And I wouldn’t mind going home at all, no sir I would not. Next wagon going east I would, I can cook and earn my way as well as anybody.”

“Woman, will you never shut up?”

They were both caught up in a rage of destruction, both hoping that at some point the other would realize how serious this was.

Britt turned and left. He walked straight out to the corral and pulled the lead rope from its pullaway knot and got on Cajun’s back. He caught up Duke’s lead rope in his right hand. He bent his head for a moment and thought about the other black people he would see in Weatherford. He named them to himself as if the names were a kind of secret, personal magic against the desolation he saw in front of him which was his life, if she indeed were to leave, without her, and without Cherry and Jube. At the last moment young Jim bolted out of the washhouse and in one clean leap sat himself on Duke’s back.

Mary stood in the doorway. She was crying.

“And don’t bring me back nothing,” she said.

He turned the leader out onto the road. “All right,” he said.

“I don’t want to go back to Kentucky,” she said.

“All right.”

 

AT THE FITZGERALD home Britt slid off his saddle horse Cajun and lifted his hat to the people gathered there. Young Jim lifted his hat as well but remained on Duke’s back.

“Mrs. Fitzgerald, Mrs. Durgan,” Britt said. “Good morning, Mr. Johnson, Mr. Peveler, Judge.”

“Good morning, Britt,” they said.

“Well, Britt, I hate to see you hitch up that good saddle horse,” said old man Peveler.

“I’ll have me a team,” said Britt. “Before too long.” He lifted the harness onto Cajun’s back.

Mrs. Fitzgerald was a large woman who had been married in East Texas to a man named Carter who was half black and then she was widowed in some dubious way, and had come out to the Red River country with her son and daughter and son-in-law and two granddaughters. After Carter died then she married a man named Fitzgerald and then he died of tertiary fever. Her ranch house was two stories, built of horizontal logs and plastered over an eggshell white. It had a wide veranda all around and immense cottonwoods sighing overhead now illuminated by fall leaves the color of lemons. She had a view toward the architectural arrangements of red stone in the bluffs of the Brazos and Indian Mound Mountain. Her son-in-law had been shot dead in some kind of argument over property lines. Elizabeth Fitzgerald now ran the place single-handed with her powerful, carrying voice and bottomless energy. Her daughter, Susan Durgan, and the two granddaughters stayed close to the ranchhouse while Mrs. Fitzgerald rode out sidesaddle to harass her hired hands all day. Her twelve-year-old son Joe Carter rode out with her but stayed twenty yards behind. At present Elizabeth was boxed into a stiff, loud dress, and her vast waistline was armored with a whalebone corset.

“Don’t you give Mr. Graham any more than five cents a pound for that dirty salt of his!” she shouted.

“Yes ma’am,” said Moses Johnson. His voice was low and resigned. He cleared his throat.

Two of Fitzgerald’s heavy wheelers stood in the corral unharnessed and calling out to the other horses. The Fitzgerald team were solid bays and when they sweated the sweat came out in rosettes on their necks like leopard spots. They were her best horses and she would not permit them to be used for a short trip to Weatherford and so instead they backed a pair of half-broke chestnuts into the traces and then placed Britt’s light leaders in front of the two-ton freight wagon.

Jim jumped down and stood aside as his father’s horses were backed into place. The men got aboard. They would cross Elm Creek and the water would swell the wood of the freight wagons, the felloes and the axles. They would journey on for a day to Weatherford with tight wheel spokes and undercarriages.

“Didn’t Mary send you with no dinner?” Elizabeth Fitzgerald stormed up to Britt where he sat on the wagon seat and peered at the space at his feet. Her big yellow-and-pink-checkered skirts flew out around her feet.

“No ma’am,” he said.

“Well, Britt.” Elizabeth nodded. “Y’all been fighting. I won’t have it, I won’t have it.”

“Mrs. Fitzgerald.” He lifted a hand. “I can fight with my own wife if I want.”

“Leave young Jim with me,” she said. “I’ll get something for you.” She turned back to the house. When she came out with a parcel of food wrapped in a tea towel she said, “Leave young Jim here. I’ll send him over to bring Mary and the little ones to stay with me while you’re gone.”


“Yes ma’am,” said Britt. “Jim, you hear?” He watched as his son Jim, in bitter disappointment, wrung his hat between his hands and stalked off to the house.

“Joe ain’t going either so no sulking!” Elizabeth shouted after him.

Joe Carter and Jim slunk away toward the creek in a loose adolescent walk and kicked at stones and horse manure.

Moses Johnson glanced at Britt and then to Judge Wilson.

“I guess she don’t care for you going all the way to Weatherford.” Moses’ raspy low voice was thick with the heavy pollen in the air. His lips worked with the effort of not saying anything more.

“It ain’t that,” said Britt.

“Well.” Moses shifted the reins from hand to hand. The two lead horses shifted the straight-bar driving bits in their mouths. They were impatient to go. The cool wind was inviting.

“You could bring her back something fine from Weatherford,” he said.

Britt looked ahead at the road. “Maybe that would help. I don’t know.”

And so they started and the water of the creek flashed up in sprays around them, flew out in arcs from the passage of the wheels, the pools dotted with cottonwood leaves. Overhead the sandhill cranes and the great white egrets drifted like ash in shifting planes, heading south.









Chapter 2



THAT DAY OF October 13, when the men were in Weatherford buying supplies, a combined force of seven hundred Comanche and Kiowa poured down into what the white people knew as Young County. The force split up on the drainage of Rabbit Creek, and several hundred Kiowa and Comanche men turned west and rode down both banks of Elm Creek. The first people they came upon were Joel Meyers and his son Paul and they killed both of them. A lance went straight through Joel Meyers and as he fell he clawed at it but within seconds his lungs had filled with blood and it poured out of his mouth so that although inside his head he heard himself calling for his son, no words came out.

Paul ran for a hundred yards or so until Hears the Dawn caught him by his home-knit suspenders and dragged him for a long way while others shot arrows into his left eye and his abdomen and his chest and at last Hears the Dawn dropped him because the others were already galloping toward the Fitzgerald cabin. On the way they shot down Joseph Meyers. He spun backward over the cantle of his saddle and turned a complete somersault and lay dead facedown in the grass. Two men stopped to disembowel him, and take his scalp, and divide his body into quarters as if to drive every last sign of humanity from his remains.

As they came on toward the Fitzgerald place on Elm Creek Mary talked and talked and sang and had done so all morning, but had never said a word about what had taken place between herself and Britt. Susan quietly told her mother to quit asking and not to get involved in black people’s affairs. Lottie Durgan, age three, refused to share a June bug on a string with Cherry Johnson, age five, calling her a nigger, and was heartily slapped by Elizabeth for saying nigger, and the June bug flew away high, high into the cool air trailing a thread, the last length of red thread in Elizabeth’s sewing kit, trailing it like a tiny line of blood.

The women heard them coming. It was unmistakable. The roar of more than a hundred horses at full gallop. There was no other sound like it in the world. It was like some giant piece of machinery bearing down on them from the north along the creek. Elizabeth Fitzgerald dropped her sausage grinder and grabbed for the powder horn and the ramrod but she spilled the powder. “Susan, Susan!” she screamed. Pieces of beef and slithering entrails spilled from a pan and flopped writhing on the kitchen floor.

Her daughter Susan Durgan had already loaded the forty-year-old Kentucky long rifle and ran out the door and on until she was out from under the roof of the veranda. She lifted the heavy flintlock, standing on the stones of the path. Mary grabbed the smaller children by their wrists and flung them inside the door so hard Millie Durgan, who was eighteen months old, fell on her face and skidded into the washstand. Elizabeth scooped up the gunpowder with a page she had torn out of Deuteronomy. Jim Johnson and Joe Carter were both now twelve years old and they knew they had to act as men but they were without weapons. They had entered into another life within seconds. All that they had been thinking of and talking about moments before were now things that might have been written down in some ancient text that told of life long ago.

Susan stood on the path stones and aimed the long rifle carefully. She brought down Little Buffalo with one shot but then they were on her and hacking at her. Elizabeth saw that her daughter was dead and shut the door as Susan Durgan was cut to pieces by the first men who reached her. She was dragged out into the yard by one leg and her clothes stripped from her. They hacked at her white breasts. She had life enough left to try to turn toward the door to see that it was shut and then all her life and her blood erupted from her chopped neck arteries. Elizabeth and the two larger boys threw the table and the chests up against the door but it could not be held.

Hears the Dawn and a man named That’s It smashed through the door and kicked away the remnants of boards and hinges. Suddenly the cabin was full of men. Their hands reached out and took hold of flesh and balled up into fists and struck. A Kiowa and a Comanche each took one of Jim Johnson’s arms and claimed him. Then they began to fight with one another until at last Aperian Crow, a Koitsenko of the Kiowa, turned in exasperation and shot the boy dead. In the crowded, violent confines of the room the explosion was deafening.

In the thick gunsmoke Comanche and Kiowa dragged the little girls and Jube out of their hiding places in the other rooms. They tied Joe Carter’s hands and beat him over the head with their rifle barrels. They smashed all the crockery and tore the featherbeds apart and threw up handsful of drifting down into the air. They ripped open the last bag of flour and scattered it and poured dirt and sand into the cornmeal bin. Mary and Elizabeth were tied to horses. The children were held in front by men. Then they were out and on the open prairie, riding hard. Susan Durgan’s scalp and its tangled brown hair bounced on the pommel of a man named Eaten Alive. As he rode, the bobby pins and the comb came out of it and fell into the grass.

They ran the Texans’ stolen horses before them, the saddle horses and the gasping great bay draft horses, and then finally they halted beyond the Clear Fork of the Trinity. Three or four men stripped both women of their clothes so that they could not run away. They threw fuel on a great fire. In the bright, manic and arid night air thorn branches were seized by fire and burned into black script. The men danced in a delicate, lifting step as if the earth no longer anchored them. Each man danced for himself alone, and the men at the drum sang in a high, tenor plainsong about war and the quick, beautiful horses that they owned and loved, horses that had brought them out of the northern mountains and carried them against their enemies. The men sometimes left off the dance and raped Elizabeth Fitzgerald and Mary Johnson. They tied the women’s legs apart and bound their ankles to brush while one man after another forced himself into the heavy white woman and the black woman. Mary tried to shove the first one away by grabbing his chin and forcing his head back, screaming. A man who moments before had been singing at the fire smashed her head with a rock. It sounded like someone had dropped a melon from a great height.

Then after many men had had their turn the younger boys came. A twelve-year-old Kiowa boy got up smiling and his groin was covered in blood. Mary lay very still. The Kiowa boy wrapped her dress around his shoulders and said yabba-babba-wuh-huh as if he could imitate Mary’s speech. He then looked over his shoulder at the older men who had tired and were sitting by the fire on packsaddles. They laughed and so he began kicking Elizabeth in her dense, padded flesh.

No, said Elizabeth. No, no. She fought to pull her legs together.

Joe Carter, who was twelve and also naked, rose up with his wrists tied and threw himself at the Kiowa boy, screaming. “You fucking Indian, you goddamned red nigger!” He bore the boy over backward and kneed him in the balls and the boy doubled up, snorting. Joe Carter was on top when Hears the Dawn brought down his knife on Joe’s neck, severing his spinal column. For long moments Joe Carter kicked and trembled spasmodically. He lay on his face in the dirt, his arms beneath him and kicked out one last time like a mechanical toy and then lay still.

In the slow dim moments before dawn the Comanche named Esa Havey came and cut the cords that tied Elizabeth and Mary. He sat down and looked at both of them and the children who had come to sleep beside them in the night; Cherry, age five, and Jube Johnson, age nine, Lottie Durgan who was three, and little Millie who was eighteen months. The children were silent and still. They knew that they might die at the hands of these men and their mothers could not protect them. Elizabeth looked back at Esa Havey. He slapped her hard and her nose began to bleed. He did not like a woman’s direct stare. Elizabeth looked down. It seemed that she would be able to travel. If she were not able to stay on a horse they would kill her. Mary sat up and smiled. Esa Havey watched her. He looked closely at her eyes. Both of her eyes were open and focused so she would probably not die from the blow to her head but she was strange. Mary blew a kiss to him from her bloody mouth. He stood up and walked away in the dark.

“Mary?” said Elizabeth. She was whispering. “Mary.”

The outline of Mary’s cheekbones shone in the starlight. Her eyes wandered. “Night, late,” said Mary.

Elizabeth was silent for a long time. If only Mary would not have a seizure, if only she could ride, they might live.

“Yes, we’re out very late,” Elizabeth said, and watched as Mary stroked her hand over Cherry’s wildly waving hair. “We’ll have to get home, here, one of these days.”

Mary nodded but said nothing.

“We’ll have to do some hard riding, Mary,” said Elizabeth.

Mary nodded.

“Mary, can you talk?”

“Yes.”

“Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Well, tell me what I just said.”

Mary turned her large dark eyes toward the flames that cracked up around twisted wood, around the hard dry brush that left little scent or smoke. Sparks floated upward to the yellow stone of the low bluffs of the Dry Fork of the Trinity River. The men moved among the horses. They pulled out their war stallions and let them go to rest and graze and follow as they would. One of the men brought out a stumbling, lamed pinto. There was a shot. Something heavy fell with an earthen crash. The men began to cut pieces from the pinto.

“I don’t care what you just said.” Mary said this very clearly. Then she bent down and pressed her cheek against the top of Cherry’s head. “Undin Jim,” she whispered. “Un Jim din.”

Elizabeth pushed back her bloody hair and she felt her nakedness against the world. One man had grabbed at her nipples and wrenched them repeatedly, as if he were trying to tear them off, and now there were knotted swellings under both nipples. Her breasts hung down heavily, weighted with bruises and pus. Her son Joe’s body lay in the brush where someone had dragged it. Now flies were lighting on it, and she knew flies were buzzing about the bodies of young Jim Johnson and her daughter Susan where she lay in the yard with a bald and bony skull. Maybe the dogs had come to them already and she understood that she would have to think about whether she wanted to live or die. She couldn’t think at the moment. Her two granddaughters sat awake and silent with their hands gripped around her arms. She would have to live for now.

“Mary, Jim is dead.”

Mary put her hands to her eyes. “Half and half,” she said. She pressed her hands against her eyes and tears ran down between her fingers.

Elizabeth understood she meant something about when the two men who had grabbed him each by one arm.

“Don’t let them hear you cry,” she said.

“Half and half,” whispered Mary.

 

THEY WERE THREE days riding and on the second day Esa Havey came and threw bundles of cloth at Mary and Elizabeth. The women pulled on the remains of their underclothes and dresses and pulled them between their legs so that they would not rasp and chafe against the horses. The men would not give them saddles because they were war saddles. They would be ruined and polluted by the women’s blood. On the second and third nights ten or so of the men came to them and took their fill of sex but they stopped beating them although one man with otter-wrapped braids could not resist smashing Elizabeth across the breasts when he saw she was trying to protect her swollen nipples against his rough pounding. She did not scream. He wanted to make her scream and so he took up his bow and once again hit her across the breasts. The pain was so deep and fundamental that she fainted. After that loud words came from a man, shouted at another group of men. The men seemed divided in some way. They were arguing. Two men stood face-to-face and shouted.

Mary sat up and watched them with interest. She did not seem to care about the men who came to her and shoved themselves inside her. Now she watched their faces in the firelight and their gestures and listened to their edged, dangerous voices. She sat beside Elizabeth and absentmindedly patted her head as if she were a child or a pet. Then she turned and circled little Millie under one arm and Cherry under another. Jube sat with Lottie. Then Mary took Cherry’s hand and made her pat Elizabeth on the forehead. Mary hummed a little and then as Elizabeth began to make groaning noises she pressed her hand over the white woman’s mouth. She knew the men were arguing about them; that the men had begun to lose the luminous aura that had sustained them in their ride and their attacks and their war-fury. It was drifting away. They were like men who had been very drunk and were now falling into the gray and ashy world of sobriety and were not yet hungover. To get out of that gray and ashy world and back into the wild light of sheer aggression they might rape the little girls. But somehow she could not put this into words, even in her mind.

Mary kept her hand tight over Elizabeth’s mouth and after a few moments the older woman stopped groaning. She sat up and held her arms across her breasts as if the pressure might help relieve the pain.

“Mary,” she said. “I want to die.”

“Too, too, when too,” Mary whispered, and lifted a hand to her head wound.


Elizabeth could not make sense of this. Esa Havey and another man spoke loudly and signed to a crowd of the other men and boys in front of the fire. They used the Plains sign language. They did not all have hair alike. A tall man with a slightly receding chin got up and started on a determined walk toward the captives. Even though Mary threw out both hands above Lottie Durgan’s head he grasped Lottie by the arm and knocked Mary aside. Esa Havey came up and shoved the man backward until he let go of Lottie. Elizabeth crawled forward and took hold of her granddaughter’s skirt and drew her into her weakened arms.

They stopped arguing. The silence was chilling. Each man turned and saddled his own horse and they threw the women onto barebacked ponies. By this time Elizabeth’s arms and face and throat were blistered with the sun and netted with bloody hash marks by the stiff creosote and blackbrush stands. Esa Havey took Lottie Durgan and put the little girl behind him. Lottie did not cry or look at her grandmother. The man with the receding chin came and handed the eighteen-month-old Millie to Mary after he had glanced at Elizabeth and saw her barely clinging to the pony’s mane. Then he took Cherry behind him and someone else took Jube. They went on in the night without moon or starlight and the horses carried their heads low to see the ground before them. They moved north under heavy cloud cover, in damp, thick air that seethed with incipient lightning.

 

IN THE CHILL and rainy dawn the men from Elm Creek came to the formations known as the Stone Houses. The segmented stone cores jutted up out of the rolling steppe lands and from a distance they seemed to be the remains of some sort of ancient structures. They were a mile apart and around them sandstone slabs like paving stones lay half-hidden in the long grass. Britt Johnson, Moses Johnson, the Peveler brothers, and the Wilsons climbed to the top of one of the stone knobs that so resembled a fort or place of sacrifice, a ritual city half begun and then abandoned and gone to ruin.


They stood at the top in the rain, looking north. The rain streamed down out of heaven, obscuring and filling every crevice, dripping from their hats, pouring down the fractured stones, destroying the tracks they had been following for two days. They had come nearly a hundred miles with only a brief rest at night in a fireless camp. They had no more food and the rain was washing away all sign. The horses below were trembling and had trouble walking. Out there in the flatlands and the low swaley valleys the Comanche and the Kiowa could be waiting in ambush and so they could go no farther.

Along the way they had found remnants of the flesh of Susan Durgan’s scalp and hair where someone had trimmed the scalp into a small round thing to be fitted onto a hoop. To be tanned and decorated with beads and small hawk bells, carried on a pole like a decoration, a heraldic banner.

“We have to turn back,” said Britt. He felt himself subject to a rage he had never known. It was like a strong fever that burned his lips and forehead but left him poised and still. Contained like some kind of unignited explosive. He turned and slid down from the top of the Stone Houses from rock to rock, smeared with yellow and red clay mud. The others followed him.

He walked through the heavy, wet grass to his bay horse and for a moment he was outlined against a gray wall of rain. He put his hand across the saddle seat and leaned his head on his forearm.

“It was Comanche,” he said. “The ones they call Comanche.”

“Probably.” Old man Peveler nodded.

Rain drifted to the south in long columns. Then the sun came clear of the eastern horizon, reluctantly, as if its red light somehow adhered to the level earth. With full light a flock of great birds came up out of the valley of the Red River to the north, their calling noisy and joyful. Hundreds of sandhill cranes lifted from their feeding places out in the flooded bottoms, kiting in the updrafts with laborious upstrokes.

Britt watched them, streaming overhead, towing their insubstantial shadows behind them, and he heard the low, flat call of their archaic voices as they sailed along some million-year-old migration path. With long necks stretched out they skimmed overhead and called out in their hoarse voices of the joy of air and light and their simple lives of clouds and wind and death by predator at every hand and still they soared and sang. Then there were only a few stragglers and then they disappeared toward the south.
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