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Chapter One

 


Summer 1870

Indian Territory

Jeb saw her out of the corner of his
eyes, but the Chief was sitting just across from him, and he
couldn't just gawk at her, a white woman in an Indian camp didn't
surprise him, it just caught him off guard. He'd learned long ago a
lot of things just weren't his business. The woman glanced his way,
but she was shaking her head and arguing about something. The woman
was with a group of squaws and there was much commotion among them.
He got a brief glimpse of light brown hair, flowing over long
limbs, buckskin and a conversation that stirred.

Chief Long Feather had listened to
their woeful tale this morning of needing to trade horses as theirs
were in such bad shape. A horse was a prize to an Indian and to
trade for one was unheard of. However, Jeb and Hoot had been
dealing with this Chief for several years now and never had a bit
of trouble. Most of the time things went smoothly.

Jeb thought about the woman for a
minute. Dressed like an Indian she must have been here a while, and
yet this was the first visit he'd seen her. He wondered at that.
Shawnee rarely raided any longer, so what was she doing here in
this camp. He needed to trade for horses, and not put his nose
where it didn't belong, he told himself silently. But his curiosity
kept him eyeing the squaws.

"We better get our tradin' done and get
out of here, Jeb," Hoot glanced at him, with a sobering
expression.

Jeb saw the haunting in Hoot's eyes and
knew he was spooked about something. They'd been partners before
they even grew up. Hoot usually had a feeling about things like
that too, Jeb conceded but they needed new horses, theirs had
traveled over a long trip and were road weary. They couldn't go on
with them and they darn sure didn't want to sit in the middle of an
Indian village for the winter. He supposed they could walk the
horses but that would mean new boots and no one to trade with for
that.

The old chief smiled at him and Hoot
jumped. Jeb knew that Hoot was spooked but what he didn't
understand was why?

It was a hot day, the wind barely
moved, the camp sat among a few scattered pines along the trail and
shaded most of the morning.

Jeb crossed his legs and sat like the
old chief, staring him down for long moments. "We gonna do our
tradin' then we'll get. Our horses won't hold up to get us back to
Texas…you know it as well as I do. There's bound to be somethin' we
can do for them or give them that would be a good trade. Our
blankets, our knives, something."

"I jest have this feelin', Jeb." Hoot
explained trying to calm his nerves down but unable to.

Suddenly the chief looked at Jeb, his
wrinkled old face turning into a smile."We trade, we give horses,
but you must take ich-que back with you."

Jeb had no idea what the old man was
talking about but as long as he got the horses, he saw no reason
not to trade. "Sure we take ich-que back…"

"What's a ich-que?" Hoot
asked.

"Don't matter, we'll take it, so's we
can get out of here and have fresh horses." Jeb smiled at the old
chief. "No use arguing."

"Jeb…maybe you better find out what it
is, first…" Hoot frowned at his long time friend.

"It don't matter I told you, we got to
have fresh horses." Jeb said firmly.

After smoking the pipe with the chief
Jeb started to get up. That's when it happened.

The squaws brought her out and
practically shoved her in his face, the white woman he'd seen in
their camp.

Jeb staggered, holding the woman up and
then looking into her face. She was lean, and long limbed, and her
hair was braided like theirs now, but her hair was such a light
color of brown, and her eyes blue, like the sky. She looked into
Jeb's face and frowned.

Depending on how long she'd been here
how white she was, Jeb quickly realized.

Not understanding what the commotion
was about he turned to the chief in question.

"ich-que…" the chief
repeated.

Jeb's eyes grew big and rounded on the
woman like daggers. "Oh…naw…now we cain't be takin' no white woman
with us…."

Chief walked away, as though he didn't
hear him.

"But…we cain't." Jeb hollered. The
chief kept on walking and soon entered his tent, as though the
matter were closed. "You don't understand…."

Hoot looked from the woman to Jeb as
though Jeb had lost his mind. "He wants to give us the
woman?"

"Well…we cain't take her…." Jeb shook
his head. Then realizing she spoke English he turned on the white
lady. "Beggin' your pardon ma'am, but we cain't be takin' you
nowhere….You see how it is. You got to see. It would just be
tradin' one problem for another…that's all. It's not that I don't
want to help, but…."

The woman said nothing, just stared at
him, then hung her head.

Jeb saw the look of defeat in her eyes
and hated himself for turning her down, but he had to make someone
understand….a Negro man couldn't take a white woman back to her
family. It was unheard of. Didn't the old Indian understand the
danger?

"I told you somethin' was gonna
happen….I told you!" Hoot shouted.

Jeb stood there, and suddenly
realized….they'd just given him a white woman!

 


Just a little past Doan
Crossing, Texas

 


“Jeb, I didn’t want to bring this up,
but you know we got a problem.” Hoot said in a low voice so as not
to be overheard. "And somethin's got to be done…before we get to a
town…"

“I know….I just ain’t sure what we
should do about it…” Jeb replied, trying his best not to look over
his shoulder at the woman and baby behind them. The baby was
another surprise. He cringed at the thought that he'd let this
happen. He couldn't blame Hoot. Hoot tried to warn him, why hadn't
he listened?

He shot her a look, sweat trickled down
the side of her face, but she didn’t acknowledge it, and she hadn’t
once complained of riding all day. He reckoned she'd suffered much
worse with the Indians.

“We best be figurin’ something’ out,
don’t you think?” Hoot frowned at his friend.

“I’m workin’ on it. We’ll talk to her
about it when we camp tonight. It’s a couple days ride ‘till we get
to a decent size town anyway. We can’t just dump her in the middle
of nowhere…” Jeb rasped.

“Agreed, that’s for shore and certain.
So…you gonna talk to her?” Hoot's voice held more understanding
now.

Jeb glanced over at his friend; Hoot
sat the saddle almost as though glued there. Jeb eyed him up and
down strangely until Hoot almost glared at him.

“In all my born days I’ve never seen
you eye me like a side of beef before, what are you lookin’
at?”

Jeb shook his head and spit to the hot
ground, “Nothin’ Hoot, not lookin’ at nothin’, I’m thinkin’, but
I’ll take it up with you later, when I've thought it through. Ain't
no use tallkin' it over until I think on it a while.”

Hoot frowned, “Never liked it when you
did too much thinkin’. Down right spooky…that’s what it is.” Hoot
shook his head and scurried on in front of him as though ignoring
him a while. Jeb didn't mind, he needed to figure things out in his
head.

Jeb knew Hoot was plumb put out about
this situation and he didn't blame him, but what on earth could he
do about it? The woman had come with them, and brought her baby
with her. Short of tying her up, he didn't know how he could escape
the fate. Saddled with her, he had to come up with something pretty
quick an he knew it.

It gave Jeb a break. He eased back on
the reins and let his horse canter while the lady with the baby
caught up to him. He wondered how he should talk to her. She hadn’t
said anything since the Indians brought her to him. They'd brought
out the baby later and placed the cradle on her back. The chief had
stood at his lodge, looking, as though he'd lost something
precious. Why had he given her to them if he wanted her? It made no
sense. Obviously her or the baby was important to him, as Jeb saw
the look in the old Chief's eye.

She had stood there, resigned, not
saying anything, not crying, just standing there as though doom had
done settled on her thin shoulders. The other squaws seemed sad to
see her go, and she didn't look none too happy. What was he
supposed to do, march her back to them? The chief would take the
horses back and then what? It was obvious she didn’t want to go
with them and Jeb wished that she had objected.

He glanced over at her now. She wasn’t
looking at him, but straight ahead and by her expression Jeb wasn’t
sure what might be on her mind. His eyes slid to her Indian
deerskin dress, and how it rode up on her thigh. She seemed totally
unaware of herself. He turned his head away. He didn’t like the
feeling stirring inside him and he fought it down. He had no right
to look at her like that. But for the life of him he couldn’t stop
the feeling. He hadn't been awakened by a woman in
years.

The woman was in her thirties he’d
guess, she was no child that was for sure. She had light brown hair
that blew like wisps in the wind around her face as her braid began
to loosen. Her eyes were like a summer sky, compelling. She was
thin and long boned. But one look into her face and Jeb knew this
woman had known hard times, lots of hurts and a vague loneliness
that stirred him, as though he recognized that same loneliness. It
gripped him, tore at him, as though her pain had become his. He
shook his head, that was foolish thinking.

He glimpsed stubborn pride, and a
unspeakable sadness within her. It was the sadness that pulled him
mostly.

He scratched his chin, and eyed her,
“Ma’am, you do understand us, don’t you?”

She shot him a sideways glance and her
glorious head of light brown hair swayed to the soft breezes over
her shoulders, “Of course I understand you, I’m white…why wouldn’t
I?”

“Yes, Ma’am, I realize that. But are
you scared of us? I mean you don't know us, and was forced on us
and well, I reckon I could understand it if you was.”

“Should I be?” she asked, giving him a
sardonic look. He could tell she wasn’t afraid of anything. Fear
didn’t seem a part of her.

Maybe he should thank his God for not
having some wailing, or whinny lady on his hands.

“No ma’am, I don’t think you should be,
but I’d understand if you was. I mean you were forced on us and I
figure you are as shocked as we are.”

She nodded. “That’s a good word to
describe it…I suppose you realize I didn't want to come with you.
But the chief had made up his mind. Some of my friends didn't want
me to go.”

“Yes ma'am I figured as much. Now,
ma’am, we got us a problem and I need your help in deciding how to
handle it.”

She didn’t wince. She stared at him for
a long time, her eyes going up an down him curiously. “Go
on…”

“Them Shawnee….well…some of them seemed
kinda reluctant to hand you over. And believe me it weren’t our
intention to grab you and the baby there, the baby bein' another
surprise. But on the other hand, me and Hoot as honorable men
couldn’t quite leave ya there, knowin’ you was white…and that you’d
been a captive.” Jeb tried to use all his manners; he generally
hoped he was doing a good job. “We’d planned to trade for horses,
that was all…ours bein’ worn out.”

She blinked, and then glanced at him,
“Sorry I wasn’t a horse…” She let him go on ahead of her and fell
back then, as though she'd talked enough. Jeb slowed deliberately,
needing to talk to the woman about the situation they were in. He
hoped she didn't take offense.

"I understand your quandary. You are
black men, and not accustomed to being around a white woman." When
Jeb didn’t say anything for a long time but stayed with her, she
continued, “I've been a captive many years now. The baby is the son
of the chief’s son,” she announced boldly.

Jeb sighed a little too heavily, and
her head reared proudly. A soft chuckle caught the wind. "Holy
molie," Hoot whispered.

“And you wouldn’t leave him….” Jeb
finished for her.

“That’s right, he’s my son…I could not
leave him…” she felt a pang of regret or something for her face
changed now. "I guess that's hard for a man to
understand."

“How long were you a captive?” Jeb
asked, spitting his tobacco once more.

“Five years…” she winced from the pain
of it, Jeb reckoned.

“Is your husband…?”

“My white husband….is dead…we were on a
wagon train, headed for Texas, for a land grant there. We were
attacked by Comanche…” she began in a breathless whisper. "We were
crossing from Indian territory into Texas, we'd barely cross the
Red before they attacked us. Most of the adult were killed or
captured."

“Comanche huh? They trade you for
horses or guns to the Shawnee?”

“Yes, about six months later, after
making a slave of me,” she raised her chin proudly. “I…did my best
to resist their torture, but I hated them…and they knew it. I was
more trouble than they bargained for. I spent every day trying to
figure out a way to escape them…” She admitted freely. “First
because they killed my husband, and second because they treated me
so badly. They laughed at every struggle, never once giving me a
chance to learn anything from them.”

Jeb studied on her words for a long
minute then glanced at her, “Then the Shawnee took you to their
camp, huh?”

“Yes…they did…”

Jeb nodded, “Shawnee treat their
captives better, I’m told. They sorta believe that if a white man
kills one of their own, then they are entitled to steal a white and
make them theirs. It’s their way, I guess. It ain't right in the
white's eyes, but it's their way, I reckon.”

“You know much about the Shawnee?” she
asked.

“A little. Me and my partner here, we
was buffalo hunters. We’ve traded with the Shawnee some. They never
gave us much trouble, some of them even fought in the war with the
union army. Most of them settled into Cherokee country north of the
Red. But a few scattered and lived by the Red, like your
bunch.”

A silence lapsed and Jeb looked at her
again, this time keeping his eyes pinned on her proud
face.

“So go on, tell me about living with
them…” Jeb insisted.

She stared at him a long time, but he
waited in silence. When she realized he wasn't going anywhere and
was merely waiting for her story, she firmed her lips. “Once I
learned the ways of the Shawnee, it was different, they treated me
as an equal. I worked hard and they seemed to appreciate my
efforts. After they saw I was willing to work…they began to accept
me as one of them. I realized very quickly that they were different
from the Comanche. They never laughed or shamed me, but offered
help and guidance. Life began to be livable again. I began to make
friends with them and then I was given to the chief’s son, as he
had no wife or children. He was a good man, very humble, very
giving, he treated me with much respect, and I bore his child, they
accepted me as part of the tribe. They were proud he had a son. We
were married by the chief himself. They considered me one of them.”
She announced. “I learned to cope by accepting my fate and in time,
I learned to care about the people...”

Jeb nodded, “Yeah…I can see where that
might happen…I mean over time I'm sure you felt it was your only
hope for survival. Did you like it there?”

The woman hung her head for the first
time, “No…not at first, then…later, it became easier just to accept
it all…but I guess you wouldn’t believe that… It’s hard to
understand when you haven’t been through something like this. But
they were kind to me. Most of them. They taught me how to survive,
to live…even to love…”

Jeb was quiet again and nodded. “Yes
ma’am…you must have been awful brave to have lived with them,
bearing his child and his attention.”

She was silent for a long while then
she added in a soft whisper once more. “There was nothing brave
about it. He was not a mean man; he treated me as his wife, and
with respect. I didn't bear his attention, I welcomed it. He was my
husband in eveyr way. More so than my white husband, I might add.”
She raised her eyes to Jeb, and he finally saw the tears there. But
she didn’t let them fall. “I grew…to care about him. Maybe I
shouldn’t have, but when you live with a man, it’s hard not
to.”

Jeb’s heart nearly stopped when he
looked into those sky blue eyes, she spoke with her heart and he
sensed she meant every word. He’d never met a white woman who could
adjust her thinking like that. This woman was stronger than she
knew.

However, if she spoke it aloud, she’d
be in great danger.

His eyes slid over her slowly now,
digesting her. She wasn’t the prettiest woman he’d ever seen, but
there was something about her that tore into his heart and made him
aware of her as a woman. Not that he’d dare act upon his feelings,
for he was a God fearing man, but it was there nonetheless. The
feeling was sure strange to Jeb. He’d have to pray on those
feelings to God, for some kind of understanding of it. But what she
said…startled him. He stared at her now, his mouth open, his eyes
crinkling into some sort of twisted emotion. He'd never met a white
woman who spoke with such honestly, such an open heart.

“Yes, ma’am. The Shawnee are a right
fair bunch of Indians. I’ve tangled with a few and they fight as
fair as any white man.” Jeb nodded. “But ma’am, well…you can’t go
saying such in front of your own people, like that. There is no
tellin’ what they might do to you. They hate the Indian as much as
they do the Negroes. It’s unheard of a white woman loving an
Indian.”

Again she was silent, but after a bit,
she spoke.“You are right about that. I understand, but no…you’re
wrong too. There were others...that grew to feel the same as I.
Maybe it was because we were captives for so long. Or maybe it was
because we appreciated their kindnesses. I don’t know. But there
were women who refused to go back to their people—for more reasons
than one. We talked of many things as time went by, the resignation
you feel when no one comes immediately to rescue you—the
hopelessness of the life before. A few white men came to our camps
a couple of years later, and all of them—you could see it in their
faces—the disgust for us. The fact that we preferred to live
instead of die made them hate us. Some of them were family too. But
that didn’t matter…the feelings were there and we could see it in
their faces. It is hard to image going back now.”

“And you…why didn’t you refuse to go
with us, you had to know there would be more trouble? If the chief
cared for you and your son, why would he send you away?”

“I did refuse at first…but the chief
said it would help make peace for his people, if I went. I had
grown so used to it there. I felt I was safe. Now the uncertainty
stares at me again. And you are right, I did not want to leave,
because I loved the old man and his son. They wanted me to leave
the baby with them…so he would have a chance, but I could not leave
my child. I could not. They were right…but I could not leave
him.”

“He didn’t understand…that old chief.
Hoot and I…we’re black men. There ain’t a town alive that would
tolerate a black man bringin’ a white woman back to civilization
from an Indian camp where she had birthed an Indian baby. Don’t you
see? Not in Texas, not anywhere.”

“Yes, I see…but what am I to do? I’m
going with you now, I know not where, or what I will face. But do I
really have a choice? I can't go back now, I am dead to them now.
And I am dead to the white people too. But I go
nonetheless.”

Jeb grew quiet. He had no answers
either.

“Crowfoot was not a handsome man,” she
said, changing the subject some time later, as though Jeb were
interested in her Indian husband. “But he was a proud man, a good
man, and I was proud to bear his child. No man could have been
prouder of his child, than he. He was so pleased to have a son. He
treated me…like a human being.” She said raising her chin in
defiance, “I’m not ashamed to say it. He was my
husband.”

“Crowfoot, huh?” Jeb repeated the name.
“Well now, what do they call you, ma’am?” Jeb asked out of the
blue.

“My white name was Sarah. My Indian
name was Moonwalker, as I walked at night many times around the
camps,” she announced. "In the Comanche camp I walked to get away,
in the Shawnee camp, I walked to observe, to learn, to be with
them."

“Well, Sarah,” Jeb hollered loud enough
for Hoot to hear. “This here is Hoot, and I’m Jeb.”

Sarah nodded to Hoot. Hoot twisted his
head around to look at her and smile and nod.

“We’ll camp in a couple of hours and
then we gotta talk… some more.”

She nodded.

Jeb caught up to Hoot and told him what
the woman had told him.

“You think that buck’s gonna come after
her?” Hoot asked after gathering all the information.

“Maybe, maybe not. Shawnee ain’t a bad
lot, for Indians.” Jeb explained. Jeb cleared his throat and
glanced at Hoot, “Maybe we should give her back…”

“Give her back? Are you serious? After
all this, you want to just hand her back to them Indians? She’s a
white woman, Jeb. She deserves the chance to make it in her world,”
Hoot said. "It ain't right, giving her back to the Indians. She's a
white woman…And yes…I ain't a bit sure they will want
her."

Jeb smiled at his friend, “I just
needed to know how you felt about it, Hoot. Don’t get riled. We’ll
figure something out. But this shore ain't a easy problem to
settle.”

“God knows that woman has faced more
than most men could. But…we ride into town with her and there will
be a ruckus, and you know it. We hand her back to the Indians, how
we gonna live with ourselves? We’re not that kind. We’re better
than that. We seen too much hate. Still, I don't have no answers.
Even I been searchin' for some, but they just don't
come.”

Listening to the clop of the horses
against the dry canyon lands of north Texas, Jeb rubbed his chin.
“I got some ideas, but first we got to talk to her…”

“You know there ain’t a decent town
gonna accept her with that kid along…” Hoot snorted. “Or even her
with us. That poor woman just traded one problem for another. And
so did we. We should have rode them old horses out of there and
this wouldn't be happenin'. We could have walked 'em.”

“She didn’t have any choice…Hoot, but
be quiet. She came with us, to help them, to help bridge a peace
between the white and the Indian. They’d let her go with the
grandson of the chief, it’s unheard of. And I doubt the white will
even understand the nature of that gesture. They must have thought
a lot of her to let her take her child with her. You know they
didn't have to let her.” Jeb explained. “Don’t you see, she’s had
troubles for five long years, trying to figure out how to stay
alive? She don’t need to hear ours.”

“I expect you're right about that,”
Hoot agreed and took a drink of water from his canteen. He glanced
at the woman who spent most of her time not looking at them but the
scenery about her.

He stopped and offered the woman a
drink, and she took it without even wiping his spit away. Hoot
smiled at her, he'd be danged if he'd take her back to the Indians.
The little things about a person made Hoot size them up, and right
now, this little lady was shore different than any white woman he
ever met.

Jeb couldn’t keep from smiling at her
actions too. “Easy…not too much at once…”

She nodded and gave it back to him
after she whetted the baby’s lips with a ribbon she soaked in
water. The baby hadn't wailed or cried, but sat contentedly in his
cradle.

Not much moved along the canyon except
the whiz of grasshoppers and an occasional jackrabbit or two. The
rattlesnakes were out and about too. Jeb kept his eyes peeled for
them. A few willows dotted the dry landscape as they passed the
dried up watering holes. The land was barren and lifeless. The
summer had been too dry. The grasses had long turned brown, and the
trees were losing their leaves.

* * * * *

That evening Jeb took out the bedroll
and made the woman as comfortable as he could. But instead of
sitting, she began to rummage through the gear and found some food
to prepare for them at the campfire. Beef jerky and canned beans
seemed to be the best she could do as the waterhole offered little
fishing.

No one complained. She served them as
she had obviously been used to doing for some time. They nodded and
smiled at her.

As they all settled back, and she
uncradled her child, Jeb glanced at her. He noted the way she laced
and unlaced his cradle so easily, as though she’d done it many
times. He wondered how many things she learned in the Indian camps.
Such an unusual woman.

He admired the spunk in her to stay
alive and to survive any circumstance.

“Sarah, I don’t want to bring this up,
but it has to be said before we get there and it has to be decided
upon now. Those people in town….they will accept you and take you
in, but they won’t allow that baby to come with you. I think you
already know that. Just the site of him will change their opinion
of you too. Now, Hoot and I, we know it ain’t natural to separate a
mama from a calf, but those refined townspeople ain’t gonna see it
that way. So we gotta figure out what to do. You got any notion
where you need to be headed?” Jeb asked her.

Sarah let the baby sit up and play with
a stick, and then looked at the two men. “I had two babies by my
first husband, two girls. I want to get them….and then I’ll go it
alone…I expect.”

“Alone? Fool woman, don’t you know…you
can’t do that.” Jeb frowned at her. Just because she had survived
with the Indians didn't mean she could tackle life
alone.

“My husband is dead, I have no
relatives to speak of…I’m alone now. That’s part of the reason it
was easier to keep livin’. I knew my man was gone, and there was no
one else to care for me. The only hope I ever had was those two
girls. Just thinkin’ on them kept me goin’ at first. Seein' them in
my head, knowin' maybe someday I'd be back with them. My baby
girls. It kept me going, kept me sane all during this time. I know
I won't be accepted, but I can get my girls and we can go make a
life somewhere.”

Jeb and Hoot both nodded, but they both
doubted it somehow. Her children might not understand any of
it.

She saw their faces of concern though.
“I know you are right about the town. My husband told me to use the
gun if those Comanche’s got too close, but I when the time came, I
just couldn’t do it. I knew what he meant. I saw the arrow pierce
his chest, saw the glazed look in his eyes as he lay dying. He
urged me to use it. But I just couldn’t do it…..” she let a tear
escape down her cheek. “The good book don’t respect takin’ your own
life. It’s God given, and takin’ it away is a sin. I couldn’t do
it.”

“It’d be hard to do alright, ma’am.”
Hoot nodded and handed her his bandana.

“Maybe I should have…because there is
no place for me now…I'm an outcast, and I know it.” Sarah announced
sadly, her shoulders slumping and she flopped on the ground hard as
though she just realized how futile to go on might be. “I guess you
two are kinda sorry you brought me, too….”

“No, ma’am. We’d of done it anyway. But
don’t you have family somewhere…? Isn't there someone you can go
to?”

Sarah stared at them, her eyes
searching their expressions.

“Do you honestly think my family would
be any different than the townspeople? Knowing I’d been a captive
that long—and bore a child. It's the child they won't accept and I
won't accept living without him….When I got married, my father
disowned me. I’d been an old maid, all of twenty-one and never
married or had children. He wanted me to marry the banker’s son. A
fat, spoiled son of a rich man. We didn’t even like each other. I
refused and when John Litton asked me to wed and go west, I jumped
at the chance to get away. I hadn’t known him over a week or so,
but we didn’t have time for proper courting. He was moving west.
That’s the last I seen of my folks. I never looked back. Never
regretted it. There are more than one kinds of prison, and I've
been in several. But…I do have a sister; if I got word to her…she
might come for me. A sister and two daughters. She’s more than
likely got my kids with her. In fact, I'd bet on that. Where else
could they go?”

Jeb shook his head. “Family can be down
right intolerable sometimes. But don’t you reckon they would be
happy to have you returned safely?” Jeb asked.

“I don’t know, I don’t have any idea
how she would feel seein’ me now, with him…,” Sarah admitted
glancing toward her son. "I knew when I had him, my life had
changed. But I loved my Indian husband…I grew to, and I'm not
ashamed to say it. And I was proud to give him a son. Little good
it does him now."

"Did he approve of you goin' off with
us?" Jeb asked.

"No…" she closed her eyes in a prayer.
"They tied him to a tree and bound his mouth so he could not speak.
He fought it like a tiger. I cried for him, but the chief had made
up his mind. He said it would bring peace to the valley and that
the white man would learn to respect the Shawnee for giving up
their own. The old chief was a dreamer…it would never happen. His
grandson will likely be an outcast most of his life. But at least I
will be there for him….He will always be loved."

“Yes, ma’am. I understand.” Jeb watched
her closely. The baby played happily at her side with the stick. He
was a cute little chunk. Jeb smiled at the boy, and another strange
feeling entered his heart. He had no family and deep down somewhere
in a dark corner, he knew he wanted a family of his own. He had
squashed it so deep he forgot those feelings, until now.

“Goin' back now, to live with the white
family seems strange. Strange and almost unfamiliar. I hope I do
not embarrass myself.” Sarah admitted. "It's been so long. I am not
sure I can act or think like a white any longer."

Jeb listened to her story and glanced
at her and the baby several times.

He’d been worried all along what they
were gonna do with this white woman. But the minute he rode into
town with her, heads would turn and they’d all be in danger.
Negroes didn’t belong with whites anymore than Indians. The woman
had no chance to survive. That was the truth. What were they gonna
do?

He whispered a prayer because he knew
he couldn't solve this himself.

If you got any ideas, now's
the time to show us the way!

But once he’d made the decision to take
her from the Indian camp, he’d put everyone’s life in danger and he
knew it. Yet what else could he do? He couldn’t leave a white woman
with the Indians, it just wasn’t done. And the white people
wouldn’t appreciate him and Hoot bringing her back.

And as old as her children were, they
might not even want her, then what?

Even his own people would frown upon
his decision. He had fowled things up and he didn't know how to
make it all come right.

Hoot was upset and nervous and Jeb
couldn’t blame him, for he hadn’t thought much about what they
would do once they got to civilization again. Now that decision
bore down on him like a rattlesnake about to strike.

 




Chapter Two

 


Bone weary and tired Sarah refused to
complain. She suddenly realized how these men must feel. They had
rescued her, and put themselves in a quandary. Everything they said
was the truth and she knew it.

They were both Christian men she mused,
while her eyes took them both in as they rode in front of her. She
hadn't been around many Negroes before, but after living with the
Indians it no longer seemed odd. Black or Indian, what did it
matter, her white friends wouldn't approve. The funny things was,
she no longer cared whether they approved of her or not. She was
finally free once more and somehow that freedom had to
matter.

She looked to the heavens suddenly, for
the first time in a long time, and then closed her eyes, “God show
me the way to go…for I am lost.”

Jeb turned to glance at her just then
and she saw his face, a face of awareness, not of lust, not of
hatred, but pure awareness. Her heart fluttered heavily in her
chest, and she turned her eyes away.

Her eyes lowered until he turned
around, then she looked at them both. Hoot was a big man, tall and
broad and quite strong, with a gentle heart. Jeb was not as tall,
not as big, but strong nonetheless, muscled and capable of handling
almost anything, except maybe this situation. Both men were close
to her age.

Fear didn't enter her feelings. These
men would not harm her, she knew that instinctively. Fear could be
smelled, she was familiar with it.

But it was the instant understanding in
their voices and eyes that told her she was safe for the time
being.

She sighed. But for how long? Jeb was
right, the women in the white settlement would despise her. Would
the white men respect her like Jeb and Hoot? It played on her mind,
heavy like. Did she have a choice now? The Indians had given her
away, it would be wrong to go back to them, yet where did she
belong?

Maybe she should convince these men
that she could go it alone. She might even have a better chance if
she was alone.

As they broke for camp that evening she
decided she would talk to Jeb.

She took her bedroll from her horse and
unwound the beef jerky she had stored there. Jeb offered some
canned beans and peaches and she licked her lips and
smiled.

“Peaches, I love peaches. I haven’t had
any in so long…” Sarah laughed, hearing the sound of her laughter
startled her. Such a simple thing to make her laugh.

Jeb and Hoot smiled and continued to
build a fire and unload for the night. After seeing to the horses,
Jeb came into the camp and watched her as she prepared them
food.

Sarah figured it was time to talk to
him.

“I was thinkin’. It might be best if I
go on alone.” She cleared her throat as she unlaced the baby from
his cradle and let him play in the dirt.

“Alone?”

“Well yes, as you pointed out, it might
be safer for us all. I can find my sister’s place and go see
her…then…there won’t be any trouble,” Sarah explained, as Hoot came
into camp and took his hat off.

Jeb shook his head, “We can’t just turn
you lose out here in nowhere. We need to at least see you to
safety.”

Sarah realized that these two men were
really worried about her, and the fact that they cared made her
feel things. Like an unfrozen heart, she looked at them with raw
emotions. Tears welled in her eyes, but she had long ago learned to
keep them there and not let them fall.These two men changed things,
melted her cold heart and made her feel once more.

“Then see me to my sister’s and just
let me go about my own way, from there. I don’t want to cause
trouble for either of you. It's not my intention to put you in
harms way. I understand what the white men would do to you if you
showed up with me. I won't put you both in that kind of situation.
You don't deserve it, you had no choice in the matter.”

Hoot glanced at Jeb.

“The Lord himself put you in our path,
ma’am; we’ll see you to safety then be on our way.” Hoot assured
her.

Jeb reluctantly nodded. “Have you
thought about what we talked about, though? About them not
accepting you?”

“I was thinking on that all along. It’s
a chance I’ll have to take….” She stared into his warm brown eyes.
"What choice do I have? It is something I must face and find out
for myself. I cannot go on until I do. I will collect my children,
and that alone will give me the greatest of pleasure…."

He nodded again. “And if it don’t turn
out?”

She still stared, but there was a smile
on her lips and in her eyes, “Then I’ll have to find the two of you
and hook up.” She laughed for the second time in a long
while.

Hoot looked at Jeb and broke out into a
big smile, then Jeb’s mouth quirked too. “All right…I guess that
much is settled then.”

Sarah felt warm inside now, as she knew
these men would not hurt her and that they meant the best for her.
She felt almost…happy.

“So where does your sister live?” Hoot
asked as she dished them out some beans and jerky.

“Down in a place called Round Rock….”
Sarah said.

“We’ve been through there, got this big
ole rock in the middle of a stream. Looks mighty peculiar all
right.” Jeb laughed.

“That’s it.”

“All right then, guess we’re headed for
Round Rock. We’ll keep to ourselves, out of the way of the main
trails, to avoid troubles and when we get close, we’ll see you get
to your sister’s and be on our way, then…” Jeb said.

Sarah felt a pang of something in her
heart, as though their leaving her would affect her. That was
silly, these men were just doing a good deed, and it wasn’t as if
they cared for her or anything. But the void wouldn’t go away even
as she reasoned it.

 


* * * * *

Long into the night Jeb wrestled with
turning the woman lose on her own. He prayed she’d be all right,
but the worry didn’t leave him. This woman had been through so much
and it wasn't over yet. How much could a person take?

The woman had no chance no matter what
happened. And it worried him, because he had interfered and brought
her with him, now what was he supposed to do with her? At the time
it seemed like the only thing he could do. Hoot had agreed. They
couldn’t walk off and leave her there. Now, it seemed like the
dumbest thing he’d ever done.

He sighed and knocked the fire down a
bit.

He was about to get some sleep when
someone opened fire on their camp.

Hoot and Jeb grabbed for their rifles
and motioned for the woman to get down.

Sarah instinctively grabbed for the
baby and covered him with her body.

There was a tolerable amount of
scurrying about, bushes moving, yelps and then silence. Jeb knew
the Indians were out there waiting for them to make a
mistake.

They were in a heavy set of brush and
it was hard to see who was shooting at them. But just by the way
the attackers moved about, it was for sure and certain it was
Indians.

The woman suddenly crawled up behind
Jeb and whispered, “It’s him, isn’t it?”

“Crowfoot most likely. You stay down.”
Jeb instructed.

“Maybe I should go back to them…” she
offered, her face pale in the moonlight.

“You really want to do that?” Jeb
hollered as he frowned at her and watched the play of emotions
crossing her face. He saw the moment of hesitation.

She shook her head, “No…but you pointed
out this evening that there was little future for me, with my child
along. My girls might not have anything to do with me either.
Crowfoot loves us…I’m aware of that too. And without my son I’d be
nothing. I can’t and won’t give him up, because he has no chance in
this world without me. I love him, I'm his mother. It’s a fact; I’m
on the far side of lonesome. There’s no use the two of you getting
killed on the count of me. If I go back the chief will
understand…eventually.”

Jeb frowned, “Maybe, maybe not. You’re
right about the far side of lonesome, Hoot and I know that feeling
well. But, we’ll figure this out and everything will work out. We
just got to use our heads, that’s all…and maybe pray a little
too.”

“Why?” she twisted her head in
question. “Nothing you do will change how the whites think about
the Indians. Besides, why you want to get mixed up with a crazy,
white woman?”

“Why?” Jeb looked incredulous at
her.

“You’re a black man; why would you
worry over the fate of a white woman?” she asked, as she checked
the baby and saw him sleeping comfortably behind a tree.

Jeb closed his eyes for a minute, and
then stared into the blue of her eyes. Hoot and him had come full
circle with that one. They had religion and that explained most of
it. A person needed to do what was right, even when he knew he
could get killed doing it. And this woman, this particular woman
had come to mean something to him. Even to Hoot, he could
tell.

“First of all, I’m a man, a decent man,
ma’am. Hoot and I aren’t the kind to run from hard times, even when
we been backed against a wall. And this is about as hard a wall as
they come. We’ve been there plenty of times. And it’s true we’ve
been lookin’ for easier times ahead, but the Lord put you in our
path, and I reckon you’ll just have to stay there until we figure
out what we’re gonna do. The Lord knows what he’s doin’ even when
we don’t.”

She frowned, “You’re a Christian? And
you’re very stubborn too, aren’t you?”

“Yes, ma’am…”

Hoot saw the bushes move and he shot
into them. There was a yell. He was sure he got one.

Before he had time to reload they were
attacked by two warriors. Both had heavy paint and limber bodies
that seemed to bend in illogical places as they swept down on them.
Hoot threw the Indian down to the ground and they wrestled back and
forth for several minutes until the Indian got hold of his knife
and was aiming at Hoot’s throat.

Sarah glanced around, picked up a rock
and threw it at the Indian. The Indian lost the knife and Hoot took
the advantage by knocking him out with a right hook.

Jeb was scrambling in the dirt for
leverage. This Indian was bigger, more powerful, and nearly had Jeb
bested, but Jeb grabbed a stick and poked the Indian with it. The
Indian grabbed his face and was about to tear into Jeb with his
tomahawk when Sarah grabbed Jeb’s rifle and killed him dead. The
sound of the rifle echoed against the stark quietness of the
evening.

She shook as Jeb rose up to his full
height.

Seeing the blood oozing from the man on
the ground, she threw the rifle down and went to lean over the dead
Indian. Tears rolled down her cheeks, as she looked down into her
husband's face.“I didn’t mean for it to come to this.” She cried
aloud. She turned on Jeb then and shouted, “You should have left me
there.”

Jeb went to stand over her. He looked
first at her then at the dead Indian. It had to be
Crowfoot.

“I’m sorry,” he barely whispered.
“Truly I am…”

She glanced up and nodded, “So am I. Oh
God, so am I.”

The baby whimpered and she went to
check on him.

Jeb and Hoot stared down at the body.
“Guess we better bury them…”

Hoot nodded and they both walked back
to camp to get the shovels.

 


 




Chapter Three

 


Jeb spoke a few words over the Indians
and Sarah picked some wildflowers to lay on top of the grave of
Crowfoot. She stood over him, holding the baby and silently crying.
Jeb watched her a long time. The woman was torn in half from having
to always chose a side. Anyone could see that on her face.
Rightfully so, she had loved this Indian, and her grief was like a
festering sore.

“You may not believe this, but he was a
good man, and his son will know it,” she promised.

“Yes, ma’am, I believe it.” Jeb
nodded."He came after you, even over his father's wishes. He was a
good man…."

Hoot nodded.

She looked up at him, “Why do you
believe it?”

“Because if he wasn’t, you couldn’t
have no feelin’ for him…”

Hoot and Jeb left her to
grieve.

They slept and the next morning as she
poured them both coffees, she asked, “So, where is your
folks?”

“You don’t know much about black
people, do ya?” Jeb shrugged. Taking a deep breath and sipping the
hot coffee, he leaned against a willow to answer her. “Hoot and I
were raised together on a plantation in Georgia. We were slaves
from the moment we were born. But our families…well we were
separated, and we ain’t seen them since. We’ve looked, scoured the
states trying to find them, but never did. So we ain’t got no
folks, either. Reckon we are a lot like you.”

“How’d you get separated?” Sarah asked,
looking straight at Jeb.

“My mama was sold to a big, fancy
household on the Mississippi River. She was a fantastic cook and it
ain't surprisin' the word got around. Pa was shot trying to escape
just before the war. Got a couple of sisters and brother somewhere,
but Lord only knows where. Not even sure we could recognize them
now. Hoot was a little luckier, his folks stayed on the
plantations. His ma died doctoring the white lady of the house, it
was yellow fever. His Pa run off, escaped, never saw him again. His
brothers escaped and left him behind. We found out they joined the
army and was killed during the war.”

Sarah glanced at Hoot. Hoot seemed
saddened by the telling of it, but no tears ran down his cheek, he
just looked sorta lost for a moment.

“I’m sorry for your losses." Sarah
whispered. "Truly. You know once, when I was married to my white
husband, I was so dumb. I had no understanding of people at all
back then. Then the Indians came…and I began to learn what it was
like for others. They were forced off the land they loved, the land
they worked. Being killed, having their families killed by ruthless
white people who never gave them a thought as to being people. I
began to see them for what they were, hard working people, and good
people, if left alone.” Sarah sighed.

She looked about her and smiled. Jeb
felt a sensation of sunshine coming into his chest at the sight of
that smile.

“Texas is a big place, there’s room for
us all here. So why can’t we all live in peace?” she
asked.

“It ain’t just Texas.” Hoot said
quietly.

“No…you’re probably right about that.”
Sarah smiled again.

“This is liable to be the last creek we
pass for a while, so if you want to wash up, you can, then we’ll
take a turn at it,” Hoot advised.

“Oh, that sounds heavenly…” Sarah
smiled at him. “Would you mind keeping an eye on the baby?" she
asked Hoot.

Hoot nodded.

"I’ll just be a little while then,” she
said and headed in the direction Hoot showed her.

Jeb stared after her a long
while.

“Ain’t none of my business Jeb, but I
seen you eyein’ that gal. You think that’s smart?” Hoot
asked,before Sarah was long out of sight.

“It isn’t smart and I won’t act on it,
but I can’t change my heart, Hoot. I've never met anyone like her
in my life, Hoot. Her heart just ain’t all white, that’s all. I
feel it. But God knows I’d never act on my
feelin’s…unless…”

“Unless she felt the same…” Hoot nearly
smiled. “This is gonna be hard enough without that happenin’. You
would never want to put her in a position to have to choose. She's
had enough of that already.”

“I know that, and I won’t dare act upon
it, unless…no, I won’t act on it,” Jeb assured him.

“Ain’t my business if you got feelings
for her. I reckon I can understand it. She kinda got to me too. But
you know it won’t work…” Hoot advised.

Jeb turned on Hoot with a vengeance.
“Why couldn’t it work, Hoot? If it’s God given? There has to be a
reason God put her in our path. If I love her…”

“Love…? Are you crazy, lovin’ a white
woman?” Hoot frowned.

“She ain’t exactly like no other white
woman we knowed," Jeb said, staring after the direction Sarah went.
"It's a mixture of all colors, you seen it too, don’t' tell me you
hadn't. You like her…maybe not like me…but you like
her."

“You are right about that," Hoot cast
his friend a smile. "She ain’t. But don’t you reckon she’s been
through enough hard times. I’m thinkin’ if you really love
her—you’d have to let her go—for her sake…” Hoot
amended.

Jeb frowned, whirled about as his fist
came down to his side, “You’re right my friend. I won’t act on
it.”

“Now you are talkin’ sense…” Hoot
patted him on the shoulder. “Unless God deems it, right….that
is.”

Jeb looked at Hoot then a slow smile
broke over his face. “Unless God deems it…”

 


* * * * *

 


Sarah came back form the creek,
refreshed and scrubbed. She handed the lye soap to Hoot and smiled.
“Your turn…”

Jeb looked down at the baby, “Hey, he
needs a bath too, mind if we take him with us?” Jeb
asked.

Sarah glanced down at her son who
played in the dirt, “You’re right, he needs a bath too, so go ahead
and take him. If you're a mind to.”

Jeb nodded and scooped the baby into
his arms. He jostled him in the air and the boy giggled.

Sarah was shocked that her son took to
Jeb so easily, but pleased too. She smiled as she watched the three
of them head to the creek.

She was even more shocked when a few
minutes later a stranger rode into their camp, a white man. The
first white man she’d seen in at least a year. Tension made her
wary.

He stared down at her with a huge
frown.

“Mornin’,” she said, praying Jeb and
Hoot wouldn’t come up from the creek yet.

“Mornin.’ What’s a woman doin’ in these
parts alone?” the man asked as though he had every right
to.

“I’m not alone…”

“Oh, who else is there? I don’t see
nobody.” He glanced about curiously, but never dismounted his
horse.

“My man’s down at the creek…” Sarah
said almost breathlessly, feeling a sense of panic welling in the
pit of her stomach. Her man, where had she come up with
that?

Seeing the cradle by the wheel she
moved in front of it, and managed to scoot it away so the man
couldn’t see it. She realized she was hiding herself, but she knew
it was for the best. No use bringing on troubles.

“Who might you be, sir?”

“The name's Tate, Raif Tate. Got a
wagon train we’re movin’ through to California, about three miles
back. I’m scouting ahead for trouble. I guess you wouldn’t be
trouble, now would you.”

“No, sir, no trouble at
all…”

“Okay, if you're wise you’ll be
getting’ out of here, there was a Comanche raid about fifty miles
north of here the other day and that’s why I’m scouting so far off.
You run into trouble, tell your man we are three miles back…all
right?”

“Sure…and thanks…” Sarah called as the
man glanced around once more and rode off.

Sweat trickled down her back. Why had
she been so scared? Then she realized, she was scared for Hoot and
Jeb. If that man had seen they were black he might have strung them
up at the nearest tree and took off with her himself. Thinking on
it, she began to realize why Jeb and Hoot were so
concerned.

She had to get over this fear. She’d
lived with fear for nearly two solid years when the Indians first
captured her. But she’d learned to stifle it and go on. Now it was
back with a vengeance and she wasn’t sure how to handle it. She
feared for her son’s life, and for the life of the two men who had
rescued her. She feared facing her sister with her son, but one way
or another she had to do it.

She ran into Jeb’s arms when he came up
to camp, and Jeb held her with both trepidation and care, careful
not to show his true feelings for her.

His eyes straying to Hoot with
question.

Hoot lowered the baby to the ground and
she turned to both of them to tell them what had
happened.

Her voice shook as she
spoke.

Jeb nodded, “Its okay Sarah. These
things happen. He didn’t see nothing and he won’t. We’ll stay out
of his way.” When Sarah didn’t understand his calm, Jeb explained.
“Don’t you see, it’s God’s way of lettin’ us know to stay clear?
And that’s what we’ll do, stay clear.”

Jeb smiled, Hoot smiled, and then Sarah
smiled.

“God’s way…” she whispered and picked
her son up to hug him to her. He laughed, a glorious sound to
Sarah.

 


 




Chapter Four

 


Each day’s travel, Sarah began to feel
more comfortable with Hoot and Jeb. They shied away from all the
towns and communities. They kept to the wide-open spaces of
country.

She felt herself relaxing for the first
time in a long time. The only thing troubling her was how her
family would feel about her walking back into their lives. And the
fact she would eventually have to say goodbye to these two men who
had helped her so much. They had helped in so many ways, slowly
bringing her back into a world she had once known.

When Hoot picked her some berries one
afternoon, Sarah was so happy she kissed his cheek. Tension seemed
to electrify the moment until Hoot chuckled and walked off, but she
didn’t feel quite as friendly with Jeb. She knew in her heart why,
and she couldn’t voice that either.

If Jeb noticed, he said
nothing.

Around the campfire one night, Sarah
asked, “How’d you get a name like Hoot?”

Hoot smiled real big. “Well…that fella
over there, he’s the one that give me that name.”

Jeb nodded.

“You see when we was living at the big
house, sometimes we’d get our chores done and sneak off and go
fishin’. That one, he give me the name Hoot, cause every time I
wanted to let him know I was free to go, I’d hoot like an old barn
owl. So he started callin’ me Hoot. Pretty soon everybody around
there called me Hoot. It just sorta stuck.”

“What’s your real name?”

“Henry Tyler Dibbs.”

“That’s a good name…” Sarah smiled.
“But I like Hoot, it fits.”

After a long silence, Sarah gave the
baby a mud ball to play with and looked at them both.

“Did the white people at the plantation
treat you well?” Sarah asked innocently.

Hoot nodded, “As well as they could. If
we didn’t do our work, we paid the price, but as long as we got
things done, there was no trouble. There was always some that
fought the system. But we learned early on, it just didn't
pay.”

“I’m glad… We never had slaves, my
folks didn’t believe in it.”

“We had it better than some...except
when Jeb’s mother was sold, that hurt. He stood there watchin'. His
mother was cryin' for her baby boy. Tears streamed down her eyes
like a flood. Every woman there cried for her. So I sorta took Jeb
into my family.”

“At least he had you…” Sarah
smiled.

The baby seemed to be getting used to
them too. He smiled at them and wanted Jeb or Hoot to carry him
when he wasn’t in his cradle.

It was early one morning, before Hoot
woke up, that Sarah saw Jeb shaving and marveled at him. It wasn’t
the shaving that startled her—it was because he wasn’t shaving his
face but his head. She’d never known a man to shave his head and it
was a curious thing to watch.

When he was through, his head shone. He
saw her watching and put her hand atop his head to touch
it.

She laughed shyly.

“Why do you do that?” she asked,
pulling her hand away quickly.

“Well,” he glanced at her with a smile.
“We used to have bugs a lot where I lived. I hated them. So my
Mama, she started shavin’ my head real regular. I never
quit.”

He watched her a moment, “Does it
bother you?”

“Oh no, some of the Indians would cut
their hair in different patterns and shapes, but none of them
shaved. But I like yours, makes you look so clean.”

Jeb laughed until their eyes met, and
then he cleared his throat and moved away.

He was obviously keeping his distance
from her, and she wondered why.

 


* * * * *

 


One afternoon they broke for a rest and
the men went hunting to find some meat. They hadn’t eaten anything
but jerky in days. The sound of a bobcat brought Sara awake from a
quick nap she stole with the baby.

She heard the screeching of the cat
from the bushes. She got out the rifle and put her baby behind her.
The cat cry seemed to echo against the valley floor. She couldn’t
see him, but she felt his presence.

Sweat trickled down her breast and
back. She shaded her eyes to see, and then pushing the baby back,
she stood and aimed as the cat came boldly closer. He hissed and
scratched and showed his teeth. Sarah moved backwards, hiding her
baby as best she could. She would not let her child die. The cat’s
screech was alarming, though.

But as the cat sprang at her, a rifle
shot echoed from behind the cat. The cat fell to the ground with a
thud before her. Jeb stood there just a few feet away, as he
lowered the gun.

Sarah instinctively ran towards him.
She threw herself in his arms and held on tight. She was shaking
like a leaf in the wind.

He caught her to him and hugged her,
“It’s alright now…,” he whispered.

But as he would have pulled away, she
held on to him, and in an instant he kissed her forehead. He meant
to pull away, but she pulled his head down to meet her waiting kiss
and their lips touched, tentatively at first then hungrily. Warm,
moist lips covered hers softly. She felt herself melt like butter.
She'd tolerated her white husband, she'd learned to care for her
Indian husband, but this…this was something she knew nothing about.
Her heart actually swooned as his lips explored hers
tenderly.

Everything inside Sarah came to life
now, as though he breathed life into her body. She would have
stayed there all day, but the rustle of the bushes told them Hoot
wasn’t far behind. They pulled away, shocked and
breathless.

 


*****

 


It was a full two days before Jeb had
the courage to broach the subject to her. He didn't know how to
begin, he didn't want to hurt her, but they couldn't let it happen
again. It came in a moment alone as Hoot had already fallen asleep
by the fire.

“I’m sorry Sarah, that should have
never happened, and it won’t again…,” he murmured as he came up
beside her.

She nodded silently, unable to speak it
seemed. And then she turned tearful eyes on him, “Please don’t
spoil it with words…I don't know why it happened, but it was such a
special moment, trying to figure it out, takes away from
it.”

“Sarah…I never meant to….”

“It was bound to happen, from the first
moment…I saw you….” She turned away from him. "There was something
about your eyes, the way you looked at me, no man has ever looked
at me like that."

He looked at her, with shock. What was
she saying? But he let it go; it was not the time to talk of it…was
it? His mouth opened to say something, but he couldn’t.

“I love you Jeb…,” she said softly, her
eyes meeting his. “I'm sorry I shocked you…And I’m sorry, because
it only makes matters worse. I love Hoot too—in a different way.
You're…” Her eyes took on a far away look as she turned to look at
him. “Like family to me now… Only…what I feel for you goes deeper
somehow. Even I know that now. And I know it shouldn’t. I guess I’m
not a very good person…for feeling as I do. But when you kissed me
I knew…”

He walked up to her and pulled her to
face him squarely. “I don’t want to hear that kind of talk. You are
such a strong and good person, to open your heart so…,” he
gasped.

“My family would never accept you,
Jeb….” She shook her head. "And yours…if you had any, probably
wouldn't either."

“I know that…it’s enough that you do…”
he whispered and pulled her to him. He felt her heart beat quicken.
He held her tight, not wanting to let her go, yet knowing he had
to. "What we feel…can't be…you know that as well as me…"

She pulled away, looked into his dark
eyes and smiled. “Just remember, when I leave you, I leave part of
me here, with you…”

He backed away from her, his mouth
open, his eyes staring into hers and his head nodding, “Yeah…I know
exactly what you mean….” Then he smiled and moved away.

 


 




Chapter Five

 


When they reached the town of Round
Rock, they stopped along the edge to camp and talk about the
leaving.

Jeb firmed his lips and looked at
Sarah, “You can’t go into town looking like a squaw. We gotta get
you a dress. A white lady dress. It'll give you time to figure out
how to talk to them without them jumping to
conclusions.”

Hoot nodded, “He’s right…”

“Where are we gonna get a dress out
here?” Sarah frowned at the two of them as though they’d lost their
mind.

“Hoot will go into town to get one and
bring it to you. Then you can ride into town and find your sister.”
Jeb decided.

“Why me? Why don’t you go get a dress?
I don’t know nothin’ about women’s things,” Hoot
hollered.

“’Cause I want a minute
alone with her,” Jeb whispered for Hoot’s ears alone.

Hoot looked at Jeb seriously, then
Sarah, and nodded. “Okay…I’ll go.”

Sarah told him the size dress she would
need and to go to the general store. She explained to pick out
something simple, a gingham or just a plain skirt and
shirt.

“But what are we gonna use for
money?”

Jeb squinted in the sun then got her
horse, “We’ll sell the horse for it. She won’t need it once she
gets to her sister. She can ride my horse and leave it somewhere
about the property. Then we’ll go get it and be on our way,” Jeb
announced the dullness in his voice spoke loudly.

Sarah’s eyes clouded with tears, but
she didn’t argue.

Hoot kissed Sarah on the cheek and rode
off.

Jeb pretended to be tending to chores,
so Sarah went to feed her baby. She had just pulled her breast out
to give the baby her nipple when Jeb came around and saw her. She
jumped a little, but he threw up his hand in the air. His eyes
fastened on her with a unspoken hunger.

“Don’t, don’t hide it from me. Let me
stay here and just feed upon the beauty of it. A momma feedin’ her
young, like God intended, a beautiful site. I won’t hurt you Sarah.
I won’t touch you. But don’t rob me of this one pleasure,” Jeb
said, his voice torn with agonizing emotion.

Sarah nodded and settled the baby
against her. Although Jeb stared and his facial expression told her
he felt the same about her.

She saw Jeb staring and tried to smile.
She’d never been this pulled to a man before and it was scary,
especially since she’d had two other men in her life. But somehow
this seemed so special. Her white husband never once thought the
act of feeding his children beautiful. Her Indian husband never
watched.

When she was done, the baby had gone to
sleep and she laid him on her bedroll in the shade.

Jeb came around to her; he looked at
her sadly.

“Well, Sarah, this is goodbye. I wanted
a few minutes alone with you before you left. I wanted to tell
you…I love you, too…”

Sarah felt her heart break, knowing he
loved her and knowing she had to leave him and never see him again.
She needed him so badly. Her heart was breaking. Would the pain in
her life ever stop?

He threw his hand up again, to keep her
still. “If you ever…ever need me, you can come to Waco and ask for
me or Hoot at the feed store, we’ll be out back workin’.” Jeb
announced. "That’s where Hoot and I usually work, when we’re not on
a cattle drive.”

She nodded.

He started to walk off, but her words
stopped him. “Would you hold me one last time?” she barely breathed
the question.

He stared long and hard at her. Then
slowly he spread out his arms, and smiled when she came into them
unresisting. His lips rested in her hair. He felt her body warm him
and he felt her heart quicken against him. He knew that love bound
them. Somehow he knew that God sanctioned their love too, for why
else would she be in their path?

“I don’t regret kissing you Sarah, or
loving you…,” he whispered softly.

“Then kiss me goodbye like you mean
it,” she cried and rose on tiptoe to touch her lips to his. Like
fire his lips branded her, sending a message to her that she was
his, no matter where she went or what she did. She would always be
his.

When he released her, she sighed
heavily. “The world’s on fire with hate…isn’t it?”

“Maybe…but you carry our love…sweet
Sarah. Remember you are a part of me that I will always
treasure…and if you ever need me…you know where to look,” he said
and moved away as though that was the end of it.

Sarah stood staring at him, loving him
so deeply she couldn’t begin to tell him how much. But knowing
their love was impossible somehow, too.

He checked on the horses and mended his
ropes. He did everything but look at Sarah now. Sarah tended her
baby and tried to keep her eyes from straying to Jeb.

Hoot came back late that afternoon with
a homespun dress of blue and a pair of pants and shirt for the
baby. Sarah smiled at him and kissed him on the cheek again. “You
thought of everything. Thank you, Hoot.”

Hoot smiled.

Jeb approved of Hoot’s buying and then
they moved closer to the creek.

“You go clean up, Sarah. Fix your hair.
Do you want to take the baby in with you, or come back for
him?”

Sarah glanced at her son, and swallowed
hard. “No, I’ll take him with me—might as well get it over and done
with. They’ll have to know soon, anyway.”

Jeb and Hoot nodded.

Sarah went to wash up and took the baby
with her. She took the time to wash his hair and hers then she
dressed him and her. She fixed her hair as well as she could. Her
hands shook. First, saying goodbye to Jeb would be like physically
breaking her own heart. Even Hoot had come to mean so much to her
in these short days. Then facing her two daughters with her Indian
child… How would they receive her? A slow burning fear gripped
her.

But when she was dressed and ready, she
felt as though she might faint. She was more afraid of facing her
sister than she realized.

“Maybe, I should go in alone—prepare
them for the shock of it….” She said in a low whisper. Her eyes
fell on her child. "I'm such a coward…."

"No…you ain't no coward," Hoot smiled.
"And it would be easier if you eased the information to them,
rather than bringing him with you. It will be a shock…."

The men nodded. “You do what is easiest
for you,” Hoot said.

“Would you mind keeping him just until
I’ve had a talk, just a few hours…?”

“That will be fine; you can head out in
the morning.” Jeb assured her.

All night they talked and laughed and
tried to celebrate the moment for her. But Sarah felt no
celebration. She was afraid.

 


* * * * *

 


The next morning came with the same
dread followed her. But she was strong, she reminded herself. She'd
faced Comanche hadn't she?

With a kiss on the cheek to both of
them she thanked them for all they’d done and rode Jeb’s horse to
town. She hadn't looked into Jeb's or Hoot's eyes, for she knew
she'd see sadness and she wanted to remember them always with happy
smiles.

As she rode in she heard the familiar
and yet unfamiliar sounds of the blacksmith shop. The smell of wood
smoke and the feel of civilization closed in on her. Strange how it
stifled her now. She stopped off at the general store and asked for
directions to her sister’s house. The lady who waited on her stared
at her with her mouth open. What had she done? They couldn't know
about her.

She took her outside and pointed up the
street and about two miles down the road, she explained. Sarah rode
out slowly, the woman staring after her.

Why had she stared at her so? After
all, she didn’t have Indian or black stamped all over her. She was
a white woman going to see her sister. What was so wrong about
that?

As Sarah rode up the road she tried to
think how she would approach her sister and kids.

Nothing she rehearsed in her mind
prepared her for the woman she met on the porch. She was churnin’
butter and she looked up and her mouth hung open.

“Sa-Sarah….” The woman cried out. “Is
that you…Sarah?” the woman nearly screamed and ran out to meet her,
dragging her from the horse and hugging her as though she might get
up and run away. The thought occurred to Sarah, but she held
still.

“Hello, Maggie…” Sarah laughed as she
kissed her sister on the cheek.

“I thought you were dead,” Maggie cried
out. “We all thought you were dead…”

“I nearly was…but I made it back
here.”

Maggie shook her head and looked at her. “Come in, come in the
house this instant. I want to hear the whole story….oh, land sakes,
Michael will be so happy I’ve got my sister back.”

“Michael?” Sarah asked.

“Yes, my husband, Michael. He’s gone
hunting’, but he’ll be in directly….” Maggie laughed.

Maggie had aged, her hair was turning
grey in spots, her face more lined but still a beauty of a
woman.

“Land sakes, this is a blessing. This
is a miracle. I can’t wait to tell everyone in town….we’ll have a
party that’s what we’ll do…” Maggie was babbling like a
brook.

Sarah smiled, but the sound of a party
didn’t thrill her. She wanted time to adjust to her own family
before she met the town people.

Sarah glanced around the house; it was
well kept and clean with beautiful dollies on the chairs. It looked
so homey. Sarah felt proud her sister had made such a fine
home.

“Where are the girls?” Sarah finally
asked when Maggie quit asking so many questions and stopped to make
them tea. "Are they in school?"

Maggie nearly dropped the china cups at
the question….

“You mean….you mean you don’t know…”
Maggie asked breathlessly as she came toward her with a frown and
sadness.

Sarah felt a prickle go up her back.
Fear skittered up and down. “Know what?”

“Oh no…I can’t believe it… Why,
honey…"Her sister grabbed her hands to hold them The way she held
them told Sarah more than she knew. "They are dead…they been dead
for years….” Maggie exclaimed.

“Dead?” Sarah stood up in the middle of
the living room, setting her cup down on the small table. Her hands
shook so the cup rattled loudly. “Both of them… How?”

“Why, honey…the same way as Daniel.
They was butchered by the Indians. I thought you would know… I
never dreamed…” Maggie took Sarah into her arms. “Oh I’m so
sorry…”

“But…I saw them…they were still in the
wagon when they took me off…” Sarah said, the tears rolling down
her cheeks. She shook her head. Then closed her eyes. The Comanche
had done this…

Maggie shook her head and closed her
eyes, “Those heathens butchered them…,” she cried out.

“Oh, my God…oh, my God…” Sarah plopped
back into the chair and closed her eyes. “All this time…thinking of
them, thinking they had escaped…”

“Oh honey, don’t do this…you are here
now, safe…with family… Don’t fret so…” Maggie pulled her again into
her arms and comforted her. “You come with me and lie down for a
while. Then we’ll talk and I’ll show you where they are
buried.”

Sarah cried aloud now, wailed, and her
misery seemed to echo through the house. Even being this close to
her sister didn't help. All the years of leaning on the memory of
her two white children, and to hear they were killed so long ago,
made her tremble and weep so hard she couldn't breathe.

She did lie down for a while, but the
nightmare would not go away. To think she’d come so far, from such
a long way, and to have nothing… No…not nothing. She still had her
son… She needed to go get her son. That would make her feel
better.

She stood up and looked about the room.
It was a lovely room, with a beautiful handmade quilt and a loomed
rug on the floor. Everything here was perfect. But she needed her
son….

She opened the door and saw her sister
sitting in the parlor, drinking tea, shaking her head and talking
to herself, as though consoling herself.

“Maggie…I’ve got to bring my son
home…he’s not far, I’ll go get him…”

“Son… You have a son…where
dear?”

“He’s out there a ways. I’ve got to go
get him…”

“You’re hysterical; you don’t know what
you are saying. You have no son, Sarah…” Maggie shook her head
adamantly.

“Of course I do… I’ll be back, I’ll
show you…” Sarah ran to the door and looked over her
shoulder.”

Maggie was shaking her head and
following her, “Sarah, you come back here, honey, you don’t have a
son…”

Sarah stopped cold in the middle of the
yard and turned to look at her sister, “Yes…I do.”

“But…how…I mean who…? I mean…no, you
don’t have a son…” Maggie exclaimed shaking her head. “Come on now,
let me show you where the girls are,” Maggie encouraged.

Sarah nodded numbly. She could tell her
about her baby later. When she could calm down and
think.

They walked up a small hill and went
inside a gate and there—in the cold, cold ground— was the stone
with their names on it. Sarah ran her fingers over their names. She
bent double and cried for her babies that she would never see
again. “Oh God…. How could this have happened?”

Maggie held her in her arms while she
cried and Sarah couldn’t move from the graveyard for a long
time.

 


* * * * *

 


"Dear God, I hadn’t figured on that
too," Jeb said as he watched from the overgrown trees as Sarah
found the graves of her daughters and doubled over with the pain of
it. Jeb wanted to go to her to comfort her, but he knew he
couldn’t. Sarah had found her family and unless she came to him, he
wouldn’t interfere with her life further. He’d said his goodbye,
even though it wasn’t like he had wanted.

Hoot shook his head, a tear rolling
down his cheek. “She’s like us; she’s just lost all her family…She
ain't got nobody Jeb.”

“We’ll keep watch, she’ll come for the
baby, then we’ll head out,” Jeb said trying to push down the
longings of his heart.

“Just like that, we’re gonna leave
her?” Hoot gasped.

Jeb’s rage was past controlling, “Well,
what do you want me to do? She wanted her family. There were no
guarantees that it was all gonna be rosy. We know from experience,
don’t we? This is all her choice and we can’t interfere for once.
We done enough of that already.”

Hoot shook his head, “Jeb, I know how
you feel about her. You’re in love with her. I know it’s got to
hurt to see her like this. So why don’t we just go get her and take
her with us. We can make a family, the four of us. We’ll be her
family…don’t you see? She don't deserve to keep hurtin' like
this.”

“She’s white…,” Jeb choked.

“So she’s white, she’s got the guts of
an Indian and the heart of a black woman. And there ain’t a place
on this earth she belongs, but with us, and you know it.” Hoot
cried as tears ran down his cheek. "Well don't look at me like
that, I love her too, just not the same way…."

“I do love her, Hoot. But that ain’t
enough. She deserves a chance at life. She’ll get it with
them….”

“How’s she gonna get it with them when
they won’t accept her baby?” Hoot gasped.

“I don’t know. Maybe it’ll just take
time….”

“What if she don’t come get the baby?
If they won’t accept it, maybe she’d be better off without him.
Then what we gonna do?” Hoot demanded.

Jeb turned with rage. “We’ll raise him,
like our own, and that’s what we’ll do…”

Hoot slumped and then shot him a
crooked smile, “Yeah…I guess we will….”

Jeb kept a watch, to see what would
happen next. It didn’t take long.

 


* * * * *

 


Maggie’s husband rode up while Sarah
and Maggie were still at the cemetery. He saw them and walked up
the hill. He stopped before he got to the gate, trying to put
together the scene there.

“What’s goin’ on, Maggie?” he asked his
wife, his voice shrill and penetrating.

“Oh Michael, it’s a blessing… This is
my sister, Sarah, the one I thought was dead…she’s come home,”
Maggie cried.

Michael didn’t smile, didn’t move, he
just stood there. His expression was not welcoming, but Sarah still
tried to control herself so she could speak. The pain of losing her
children stifled for the moment as she stared into cold hard
eyes.

“Come away from there Maggie, leave her
be…,” he insisted.

“But Michael, she didn’t know the girls
were gone, she’s bereavin’,” Maggie explained.

“I just came from town, woman. Heard
some disturbin’ news…” he announced loudly, so Sarah could
hear.

“What…?” Maggie asked.

“A black man rode into town yesterday,
bought a dress, the dress she’s a wearin’.” Michael announced,
“Yore sister has been with black men….”

“I don’t believe it… That can’t be. She
was captured by the Indians,” Maggie told him, turning first to her
husband then her sister.

Sarah heard the words and got to her
feet. She turned slowly, wiped her eyes then looked at the big man
by the gate.

“Two black men rode into the Indian
camp and freed me. They was bringing me home. The dress was so I
wouldn’t come home in an Indian dress an upset you.”

“Where are they?” Michael
asked.

“On the edge of town. They have my
son…” Sarah replied.

Maggie whipped about to look at her
sister. “Your son? You had a son… With a black man?”

Her sister's reproach was more than she
expected, but like the Indians she learned to not show her sorrow.
She lifted her chin proudly so her sister could strike her other
cheek, and she knew she would.

Sarah shook her head, “No…with an
Indian…”

“Oh my God…tell me it isn’t so…” Maggie
cried. "It can't be…you wouldn't…no…I don't believe it. Not after
Daniel and the children….Sarah?"

Sarah saw the rejection in her sister’s
eyes and it felt like a knife stabbing her in the ribs. She grabbed
herself, almost bent over with the pain the rejection
caused.

“How do you think I survived with the
Indians? Did you think I was free to say no…?” Sarah's gaze rounded
on them both.

“Well, I…d…”

“She’s a tramp, an Indian lover… She’s
not welcome in my home. And now she’s been with them black bucks,
too,” Michael said, his eyes going up and down her. "She might have
been your sister…but not no more…We don't need your kind
here…"

“No…you’re wrong… I was married to the
chief’s son, for four years. In time, I became pregnant. I had a
son…”

Maggie turned her head away as though
she couldn’t bear to look at her own sister.

Sarah swallowed her sorrow quickly. A
numbness settled over her. “I guess I don’t belong here either, do
I?” Sarah said as the tears ran silently down her
cheeks.

“You should have stayed with them….”
Maggie cried, grabbing a hankie from her pocket. “How could you let
them touch you…?”

“How could I let them…." Sarah
repeated. "Oh God Maggie. Goodbye, Maggie… I love you…even though
you will never understand…” Sarah cried. She glanced at Michael and
lifted her chin.

She opened the gate.

He moved out of the way.

Sarah walked down the hill and into the
forest and disappeared. She gathered the horse she’d left there and
rode off slowly, never looking back. The numbness was going away as
she rode away from her family.

She found Jeb and Hoot on the edge of
the property and slowed. She got down off her horse and ran to her
baby. Taking him into her arms, she held him close.

“Well, I guess I’ll be goin’ now,” she
cried, wiping the tears away.

Jeb watched her, his heart full of hurt
and longing. “Where to, Sarah?”

Sarah turned slowly around and stared
from Hoot to Jeb, then at her child. She squared her shoulders,
lifted her chin, and shot them a slow smile. ”With you and Hoot, of
course…”

For a long minute they stared at her,
then Hoot burst into a huge grin.

When she looked into the deep black
eyes of Jeb, he smiled too. “Where ever thou goest…I will
go…”

And they rode into the sunset—the four
of them—to find a home!
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