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“Sit here under the big sky moon and I will tell you a story.”

“There is no moon in this hospital room,” Rainbird’s father said solemnly. He shaded his eyes and stared up at the harsh lights hanging over the hospital bed.

“Then I will tell a story in which there is a moon. So big and so huge that even a foolish father can see it,” said Rainbird.

Her father reached to take her hand. “The doctor will be here soon,” said her father. “You should try to rest. You can tell me a story later.”

The very small Indian girl in the big hospital bed squeezed her father’s hand and smiled bravely.

“Don’t be silly father. I can’t tell stories when I’m asleep. And that will be all too soon.”

Tears began to fall from her father’s eyes. He held her hand tightly and tried to be brave for her sake, but it was very hard.

The door opened and Rainbird’s mother and big sister Lilana came into the room with a big bunch of beautiful flowers. Her mother set the flowers on the table beside Rainbird’s bed.

“Your friends at school sent you a big bouquet,” she said. “We went down and picked it up at the front desk.”

Lilana looked sad. She had a card in her hand.

“And there was a card with the flowers. Everybody in your whole class signed it.”

“That’s good,” said Rainbird. “They were so kind to think of me. Does the card say anything else?”

Lilana started to read the card, but her lips trembled and her hands shook and she could not read the words. Her mother took the card from Lilana and read from it. “Dear Rainbird, We know this is a sad time for you, but we all hope you will get well soon. The class picnic won’t be the same without you.”

Rainbird smiled. “It hope it will be very different. Last year they spread the blankets on a fire ant nest. That’s one thing I’ll be glad to miss.”

Rainbird’s mother knelt down beside the bed and touched her daughter’s forehead. “Are you feverish? How are you feeling? Do you need to rest?”

“I am a little tired,” said Rainbird. “But I’m glad you are all here now.”

Lilana came up close. She stood next to the bed. It was plain on her face that she was trying hard not to cry.

“Does it hurt Rainbird?”

“It doesn’t hurt now. It did before, but my favorite nurse came and gave me a shot.” Rainbird wrinkled her nose at the memory. “And it was one of those awful shots with the long needles! You can bet it really stung.”

“I’m sorry the shots hurt,” said Rainbird’s mother.

Rainbird smiled. “It hurts a lot less than sitting down on fire ants did, so I guess it’s OK.”

Her father said, “You are a very brave little girl.”

Rainbird sighed. “No. I guess I’m scared all the time. But I don’t want to be that way. Being scared takes too much energy.”

“You need to rest Rainbird, until the doctor comes,” said her mother.

“No. I need to tell a story about the big old moon,” said Rainbird with a look of determination on her face. “It’s a story about a little girl who grows up under a big sky moon.”

“Really, I insist,” said her mother with a look of worry on her face. “You should just try to rest. You will tire yourself out.”

“Please mother. Let me tell a story,” insisted Rainbird. “Please don’t try and stop me. It’s important to me.”

Her father squeezed her hand.

“I think a story would be a wonderful thing,” he said. “What kind of story is it?”

Rainbird was enthusiastic. “It’s a magical story. It’s about what you can’t see instead of what you can.”

Lilana said, “That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Trust me, it will make sense,” said Rainbird passionately. “It will be as real as the big sky moon above us all.”

The door to the room opened and Doctor Taylor came in. He had a serious look on his face and he carried a clipboard with papers attached.

“Hello, family. It’s good to see you all here,” said Doctor Taylor speaking to them all. The doctor came up beside the bed and looked down at Rainbird.

“And how is my little patient doing?” he asked, a look of concern on his face.

“Still dying,” said Rainbird mischievously. “If I wasn’t, you might think you weren’t any good at the doctor business.”

“I was hoping you would make a complete fool of me,” said the doctor. “And live forever.”

“I will live just long enough,” said Rainbird. “And not a minute more.”

Rainbird looked at her mother and father. Every word she had just said seemed to be an arrow that hit her parents when she spoke. They were incredibly sad.

Big sister Lilana was pale and her hands trembled so much she had to tuck them under her arms to keep them from shaking.

“I am going to tell a story now,” said Rainbird. “Do you want to listen too Doctor Taylor?”

Doctor Taylor frowned and looked at the parents.

“Yes. That would be good, but you shouldn’t try to talk now,” said the doctor, moving to the foot of the bed as he spoke. “You should try to save your strength.”

“Are you my friend, Doctor Taylor?” asked Rainbird.

“You know I am.”

“Then if you are my friend, you will sit quietly and let me tell a story and you will not think a lot of doctor things about what I should do. You will just be a friend who listens when I talk.”

The doctor seemed troubled by the request.

“Even though I am very much your friend, I am not sure that is the wise thing to do,” he finally said.

“Oh, but I must talk. Please, Doctor Taylor. I have such a lot of growing up to do,” said Rainbird. “Please! Please I must!”

The doctor sighed. He put his clipboard down on the table and walked over to a chair beside the wall. He picked up the chair and moved it near the bed. He sat down on it and crossed his arms and looked very kindly at Rainbird.

“I guess I could use a story just about right now,” said Doctor Taylor. “I hope it’s a good one.”

“All stories under the big old moon are good ones,” said Rainbird and she looked very happy now.

She began, “When I grow up under the great big moon, I want to ride beside you in the car father and pretend that I can drive too.”

“I will let you blow the horn,” said her father.

“And my legs will be long enough to reach the gas pedal and sometimes you will let me push it, even though you won’t let me push it too hard,” said Rainbird and her voice was weak but joyful. “Because if I pushed it too hard, our old car would think it was a bird and try to fly. And cars who think they are birds, make the very worst birds.”

Doctor Taylor smiled. He said, “I like this story already.”

Rainbird went on, “We will all go chase rainbows across the mesas when I get bigger. At night under the big old moon, we will be glad we did not catch any rainbows.”

Mother asked, “And why will we be glad not to have caught any rainbows?”

“Because they are meant only to be beautiful and nobody should ever own one,” said Rainbird. “Especially not somebody as grown up as me.”

Rainbird suddenly looked very pale and her eyes closed for a second.

Doctor Taylor came out of his chair and rushed to her bedside.

“You should rest now,” said the doctor.

Rainbird shook her head stubbornly.

“I’ve only just begun my story. Please, if you care for me, let me tell it all the way to the end,” begged Rainbird.

Rainbird’s father put his hand on Doctor Taylor’s arm.

“You can not keep her from harm. Let her talk Doctor. It won’t hurt her now and it seems to make her feel better.”

“Well,” began the doctor doubtfully.

“It’s what she wants,” said her father.

Rainbird’s mother spoke then. “You have done all you can for her doctor. Let her tell her story and do what she can for herself now.”

The doctor nodded and went back to his seat.

“When the moon is full and rich in the sky, we’ll go fishing in the lake by the sacred places. But we won’t catch big fish because that might make me hungry. I will be grown up so much we will only catch pretty little fish that are too small for a big girl to eat. So I will just admire them and let them go. They will be glad to be free again.”

Rainbird’s voice was weakening as she herself was. Her face was shining with the exertion of telling the story, but her eyes grew more dark and tired looking.

“When I am bigger father, I will dance in the shadow of the moon on legs as long as yours are. Well maybe not quite as long as yours, but close. The moon will grow me tall. And with those legs, Father, I will want to run beside the road when you come home in your car. I will run so fast you will think I’m going to pass you and leave you in the dust. But when you slow up and turn into the driveway and you pass the old tree, I will have run so far ahead of you, that I will be behind that tree. Like lightning I will jump out at you and scare you. But you will not be very scared,” she said.

“You will have to run fast if you want to scare me,” said Father. “When you are that big, I may have to buy a faster car.”

That made Rainbird smile.

“When I get big under the cherry ripe moon, I want to sit under the trees with you, Father, and sing songs for the stars. If I am big enough and the song is sung just right, some stars will fall from the sky. I want you to catch them for me so I can wear them in my hair.”

“Yes. It would be good to do all those things,” said Father and he held tightly to her hand and smiled at her.

She turned her head and looked over at her mother and Lilana.

“And Mother, when the moon grows me pretty like you, I want to go through the old clothes Tante Sue gave you and put on silly things that are too big for me. With my big girl feet, I want to dance in those funny old shoes Tante Sue always wore. And if I fall down in them, you will catch me and say I am silly.”

“I will catch you and you will be silly,” said mother. “Just like me when I was young.”

“And then, Mother, when the moon has made me good to look at, I want you to take me shopping at the trading post. But this time, I want to buy dresses for big girls. I will hold up some of the real expensive ones and imagine we could choose that one. But we won’t buy it. I want one that is nice but still something we can afford. If I look like you when I am older, I will look good in anything.”

“They’ve got a line of new dresses down there. And there are some just right for you,” said Mother. She leaned over the bed and put her arm around Rainbird and gave her a little hug. Rainbird was too weak to hug her back.

“And, Mother, when I am all grown up with you, some mornings before the big old moon leaves the sky, we can have dawn breakfast out behind the house, and we can wait for the sun to come and warm the biscuits. I will be moon big and you will give me a sip of coffee. I may not like it but it will make me feel all grown up.”

“You can have it in your favorite cup,” said Rainbird’s mother. “The one with the chipped handle you won’t let me throw out.”

Suddenly Rainbird began to cough. It was painful and it did not stop for a very long time. The fit of coughing left her weak and gasping for breath.

Doctor Taylor was out of his chair now with a stern look on his face.

“I think that’s going to be enough for now. Perhaps you should take Lilana out of the room. I don’t think this is something a child needs to see,” said the Doctor. His voice was kind but his manner was abrupt.

Rainbird’s voice was very weak now. “Please, no. This is Lilana’s part of the story. Please let her stay with me. Please!”

“We will all stay,” said Rainbird’s father gently. “She is happy with us all here.”

Once again, the doctor looking quite sad returned to his chair. It troubled him, but he respected Rainbird’s wishes.

Rainbird smiled weakly at her big sister Lilana. “And Lilana, my very special big sister, when the moon raises me up and I am so much older, I will be smart and kind like you. We can go places and see things and I will be so much like you will not mind taking me along.”

Lilana tried to smile, but a tear began to fall down her face.

“I will tell everybody I meet that this is my best friend, Rainbird,” said Lilana.

Lilana’s tears streamed down her face and her whole body shook.

Rainbird went on, “I’ll be your grown up friend and I’ll tell you big girl secrets and you won’t tell anyone at all. And if you did tell, it would be all right because we’re friends anyway.”

Rainbird’s voice was more like a whisper now.

“I’ll always keep your secrets. Always. I promise,” said Lilana and she had to turn her head away. She sobbed and her heart was broken.

“And Lilana, when I am pretty like you, boys will notice me in the moonlight and whisper things about me. And maybe I will get to dance more times than you, but you won’t mind because you will be proud of me. You’ll say ‘That’s Rainbird, my grown up baby sister, and that’s why she’s so pretty.’ You won’t mind if I get too pretty, will you?”

Lilana couldn’t speak. Mother came and put her arm around her and gave her a hug.

“Try to answer her Lilana. She’s counting on you,” said Mother.

Lilana sniffed and wiped her eyes and haltingly was finally able to say, “Well, that will be okay, but don’t steal any of my boyfriends or I will get angry at you.”

“I will steal only the ones you don’t want,” said Rainbird. “So you can be angry but not very angry.”

Now it was clear that Rainbird was in a lot of pain, but she kept on with the story. It seemed very important for her to try and finish it.

Her voice was very weak now and they strained to hear her words.

“And when I get much much older, so I can sit and talk with the grownups, we’ll all build a big fire pit and roast a deer under the big moon sky. And everyone we know can come and spend an evening with us. People will dance and sing and talk about the things in their days together.” Rainbird coughed harshly and her throat seemed to hurt terribly, but she went on talking.

“Old by the light of the moon, I will sit with the grownups then and the kids will be off playing. I will say things and the old people will nod their heads and think I am all grown up just like them. I’ll watch sparks from the fire fly off into the night and I will dream that I can fly up into the sky with them.”

Rainbird stared up at the ceiling as if seeing the moon. Her eyes were glazed and seemed unable to focus. She seemed spent. Perhaps it would be all of the story she could tell.

“I know just where to get the stones for the fire pit,” her father said encouragingly. He sensed that the story was very important to her and so he went on, “It’s a wonderful story Rainbird. But how does it end?”

Her father’s voice seemed to wake her up. Rainbird’s eyes grew clearer and she began to speak again, but her voice was slow and very very tired. “When I am as old as you are, Father, I would like for all us as a family to go on a big boat and cross the ocean. We’ll all watch the big old moon dance on the waves, just like you did once, Father. We’ll leave the desert behind and sail to some island. But we won’t stay there. It’s just something to see once when we’re all much older.”

A tear fell from Rainbird’s eye. Her voice went softly on.

“But then we’ll be glad to be back here, with the sun shining across the mesas and the coyotes howling on the ridge. We can all stand in the desert when the waning moon comes and hear the waves. We will always remember the way they sounded. It is a good thing to remember.”

Rainbird’s eyes seemed almost ready to close.

“When I’m all grown up with you, we will walk in all the moonlit places where we’ve been happy. We all grew up together under a big old moon. And all that we will try to remember...”

Rainbird whimpered then and it must have been the pain. She moved her head and looked at everyone and smiled.

“...is under the moon... when I am all grown up... with you...” She could say no more and then her eyes closed, and her head fell back gently against the pillow.

Doctor Taylor came around the bed and put his fingers on her neck. He listened for a pulse but there was none.

“I’m sorry,” said the doctor, “but she’s gone.”

“No,” Lilana said, who even though very young seemed to understand. “She isn’t gone.”

Father still held Rainbird’s hand and he touched her cheek and said, “Rainbird grew up with us under a big old moon.”

Mother came and put her arms around Lilana and her husband. She gave them a hug and held tightly to them both. They were all crying now.

Doctor Taylor moved to the bed. He did not seem to know what to say, but he was very sorry for all of them.

“I am so sorry. This is such an unhappy time for all of you,” he said because he did not understand the magic that had been in the room. Although he was a stern man, not much given to show his emotions, a few tears fell down his face. “I am so sorry it had to go this most unfortunate way.”

Mother spoke for them all. “There is some joy in us Doctor Taylor, which belongs to the moon above. We will always remember how happy she was as she lived her whole life with us in her story.”

The doctor shook his head. He always had had difficulties understanding how Indians seemed to view the world. They saw the world in a very different way that seemed unsettling. He got up quietly and left the room so the family could grieve.

Rainbird’s mother bent down and kissed the silent face on the bed.

“Thank you, Rainbird. For being so kind to us. For not leaving us until you were all grown up,” she said.

Father touched the small face of his daughter and made her a final promise.

He said, “We will see your sweet face in every moonlit night for the rest of our days.”

And it was true. In an Indian way, Rainbird was all grown up with them.

All grown up under a big sky moon.
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​ANOTHER PART OF THE FOREST
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Once a Great Chief lived in a small forest near a big city. He was an Indian, but he thought the world belonged to white people. And so he tried to be one.

He was a large man with a not so small daughter named Snowbird. She thought the world belonged to itself. And so she tried just to be an Indian.

“To be successful in life you must live like white men,” the Great Chief often told his people. He thought that was wisdom.

Not everyone in the tribe believed him.

“Life is full of bad things!” said the Great Chief who was old enough to expect the worst.

He thought life was like a big city.

“Life flows with good things!” said Snowbird, who was young enough to expect the best.

She thought life was like a small forest.

The Great Chief said, “Snowbird, you are only a girl so you are a little bit foolish!”

“Thank you, Father,” said Snowbird who was always polite.

Because the Great Chief thought his daughter was foolish he sent her to the big city.

“Learn the things the white man has to teach. Finger counting and car repair! Do not come back until you have learned all their secrets!” said the Great Chief.

Snowbird left that night.

But she did not go to the big city where the white people lived.

She went to another part of the forest.

The snows came and went many times before Snowbird returned.

“Tell me all about car repair,” demanded the Great Chief.

“Still a mystery to me,” said Snowbird who had grown quite tall.

“Finger counting? Surely you know that by now?” insisted the Great Chief.

His face was dark with anger.

“Not a clue,” said Snowbird, bending down so she could look her father in the eye. “I don’t know any of those things.”

“What? Have you learned none of the white people’s secrets?” said the Great Chief with a stricken look.

Snowbird patted her father gently on the head.

“It’s true I know nothing about those things. But I can tell you what the birds say about the wind, what the snakes whisper when the sun is high. Father, I have learned the languages of all the animals!” said Snowbird proudly.

“I sent you to the big city and THAT is what you learned!” shouted the Great Chief and his face was as dark as a stormy night. He went on shouting, “You were a LITTLE BIT FOOLISH when you left! Now you are a WHOLE LOT FOOLISH!”

“Thank you, Father,” said Snowbird who was still polite.

Snowbird explained. “I didn’t go to the big city. Anybody can go there. I went where few choose to go. I went to another part of the forest.”

“A son would have done what I asked him to do!” he said angrily.

“But, Father, the things I have learned are important too!” said Snowbird.

“Girl foolishness! Talking with birds and snakes! What good is there in that?” roared the Great Chief.

“If you had been to the part of the forest I went to, you would know,” said Snowbird with pride.

“Get out of my sight!” raged the Great Chief.

With her head hanging low, Snowbird left the hogan and went into the desert. She was most unhappy. She sat on the top of a high hill until the day was done and the great silver moon came up in the sky.

A coyote howling at the moon saw her on the hill.

Snowbird howled a greeting and the coyote was happy to speak with a human being who spoke his own language.

The coyote knew all about Snowbird’s troubles.

“Tell me friend coyote, what should I do?” asked Snowbird.

“If you are smart enough to talk with me, you will find your own place in the world, no matter what your father thinks,” said the coyote, sharing some of his coyote wisdom.

Snowbird knew the coyote was right.

Snowbird set off for a distant valley several days’ journey away.

When night fell, Snowbird made a bed out of pine branches and laid down to sleep under the stars. In the distance she heard the night sounds of a nearby village.

An owl perched in a tree above her. His sharp eyes saw deep into the night.

Snowbird spoke to the owl in a polite hoot whoo.

The owl flapped his wings and settled contentedly on the branch.

“Welcome, Snowbird. A coyote told me of your troubles,” said the owl kindly.

“Will you help me, friend owl?” asked Snowbird sadly.

“You will find your place in the world, for you are smart enough to talk to me,” said the owl and he flew down beside Snowbird. He put one wing on her shoulder and whispered owl wisdom to her.

Snowbird jumped up and ran into the nearby village.

“Wake up! Wake up!” she cried.

Startled people stumbled out of their hogans.

“An owl told me men of another tribe move in the dark forest tonight! They are coming with grass-braided ropes to steal your horses!”

A wise old woman chief shouted to her people. “Go quick to the horses! Everyone knows owls are full of wisdom at night!”

Five men with grass-braided ropes ran out of the trees. The people of the village chased them but could not catch them. Because of Snowbird’s warning, they did not steal any horses.

The people asked her to stay because owls spoke to her. But this was not yet Snowbird’s place in the world. The next morning when she was ready to leave, the old woman chief led a beautiful spotted horse up to Snowbird.

“Snowbird, if you must go, take this horse and our good wishes,” said the old woman.

And the people cheered as Snowbird rode away.

As Snowbird rode along, the horse said to her, “An owl and coyote told me of your troubles.”

“It’s a good thing I wasn’t trying to keep them a secret,” laughed Snowbird.

“In the next valley by the river, the Great Chief has died and the tribe mourns. He lived long but left no sons or daughters. The people need someone like you to become Great Chief.”

“Why me?”

“Because you are wise enough to talk to me,” said the horse and he ran toward the valley.

Snowbird and the horse stopped by the great river. The village was just around the next bend. The day was hot and it seemed a good place to rest.

While the horse drank from the river, Snowbird met a bright-winged dragonfly, darting above the rushing blue water.

“Snowbird, I know of your troubles,” said the dragonfly.

“It is a very hot day,” said Snowbird. “I was just about to go for a swim.”

“Since you are wise enough to speak to me, I will tell you dragonfly wisdom. If you go swimming today, you’ll be very sorry.”

“Why?”

“Because it rained in the mountains and the water is racing, racing, beginning to flood. I can fly above it,” said the dragonfly proudly. “But everybody in the village will be drowned!”

Snowbird jumped on her horse and rode fast as lightning into the village.

“A flood is coming! Run for the high hills!” cried Snowbird.

“Who are you and what are you talking about?” said a young man from the village.

The people just came out of their hogans and stared at her.

“My name is Snowbird and a dragonfly spoke to me!”

They had no Great Chief so nobody knew what to do.

“A dragonfly might know the truth. But how do we know you can REALLY talk to animals?” said the young man of the village.

Snowbird folded her arms sternly across her chest and shouted with the voices of all the animals.

“With the wisdom of coyote, owl, horse and dragonfly, I command you to do as I say! RUN FOR THE HILLS!”

Powerful and fierce the animal voices were and run the people did.

And they just made it in the nick of time.

A flash flood swept over the village and washed it all away. It left not a stick or stone standing.

The people stood safe and dry on the hill. They cheered for Snowbird and danced around her. An old woman carried the Great Chief robe to Snowbird.

Snowbird put the robe on and the people said, “Now you are our Great Chief!”

The young man who had doubted her, complained, “Do we really want a girl as Great Chief?”

The people sent him away and he never was seen again.

Snowbird sent for her father who was astonished to see her in the robe of a Great Chief.

“How did this happen?” he cried.

She told him about the wisdom of coyote and owl and horse and dragonfly.

Her father listened and went away shaking his head.

He never would believe it.

Because he never
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